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Lesson 3 
 

The Rhyme of the Syllable 
 

❖ 3.1  The Rhyme 
3.1  Overview 
 In Lesson 2 we introduced and analyzed all the consonants in Lhasa Tibetan that  
can appear in the onset position of a syllable.  The structure of a syllable is repeated  
below: 

 
 We differentiated true onset elements from pre-onset elements and analyzed how 
the pre-onset affects the pronunciation of the onset and the tone it denotes.   In traditional 
Tibetan orthographic terms, the onset may be a single root letter or a root letter subjoined 
by one of the four letters <, ;, =, 7; the pre-onset element is either a superfix or a prefix 
or both. 
 In this lesson, we will analyze the other branch of the Tibetan syllable, the  
rhyme.  As shown in the diagram above, the rhyme consists of two elements:  in the center 
of a syllable is the nucleus, a single vowel.  At the right-end, following the vowel in the 
syllable final position, is the coda.  The nucleus is expressed in writing by one of the four 
vowel diacritics or left empty when it is [a].  The coda position, in Old Tibetan, can 
accommodate up to two consonants.  In the traditional terminology the first consonant in 
the coda is called the suffix (eJ?- :)$) and the additional one is called the post-suffix (;%-

:)$).  The suffix and the post-suffix were believed to have been pronounced as spelled, 
but much has changed since then.  Many of the consonants in the coda position are no 
longer pronounced in modern Lhasa Tibetan, even though the coda from Old Tibetan is 
fairly faithfully preserved in the orthography.  The gradual silencing of the coda may 
potentially create a huge number of homophones in the language (just imagine the disaster 
of cat, cad, cap, cab, car, and card all merging into ca), which would definitely cause 
serious communication problems.  That, of course, did not happen.  The consonants in the 
coda position, some of which have disappeared entirely and some on their way out, 
successfully transformed the phonological system of Tibetan in three significant ways:  (i) 
the vowel system is enriched from the basic five [a, e, i, o, u] to eight (adding [ε, ø, ü]); (ii) 

syllable   

rhyme pre-onset + onset 
           consonants 

coda nucleus 
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the original two-tone (H vs. L) system is enriched to a full-fledged four-tone system; (iii) 
the rhyme now contrasts in length (long vs. short).  
    Considering that language evolution is a long and continuous process that took 
centuries or even millenniums to create significant changes in the system, the above-three 
aspects in Lhasa Tibetan are truly remarkable.  What is even more remarkable (and 
learners should be appreciative for that) is the faithful preservation of the coda in the 
orthography.  The correspondence between the modern pronunciation in Lhasa Tibetan 
and the orthography from Old Tibetan is so systematic that, when compared to the English 
or French spelling and its pronunciation, learners should find the pronunciation rules in 
Tibetan much easier to follow, even though the orthography was not meant for the new 
system. 
 Given below is a general overview of what is encoded in Tibetan orthography.  From 
the left, one sees that a pre-onset element can do two things: deaspirate the third column 
obstruents (stops and affricates) and raise the tone of sonorants (nasals, liquids, and glides) 
from LL to HH. That was discussed in detail in Lesson 2.  From the right, one sees that a 
coda element can do three things:  on the segmental tier, it may change the quality of the 
vowel (umlauting) or lengthen the vowel.  On the tonal tier, it bends the high tone 
downward or the low tone upward and creates contour tones.  These three effects are the 
focus of this lesson. 

 
 

❖ 3.2  Effects of the Coda 
 There are only ten consonants that can appear in the coda of a Tibetan syllable as the 
first or sole element.  In additional, . and ? can also serve as the post-suffix in the coda.  
The ten suffixes are $, %, ., /,  2,  3,  : , <, =, and ?.  : is a dummy coda that is required 
for pure orthographic reasons and has no phonetic value nor any impact on the rhyme.  
The rest can be divided nicely into two groups, namely, the four obstruents ($, 2, ., ?)  

syllable 

rhymeonset

pre-onset 
elements 

superjoined or  
prefixed letters 

coda

root or root 
+ subjoined 

vowel

nucleus

suffix

tonal tier

segmental tier
      
   LL  HH 

①HH  HL  
②LL  LH  

① umlauting  
② lengthening 

         Deaspiration  
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and the five sonorants (=, /, %, 3, <).  In terms of place of articulation, four alveolars 
(., ?, /, =) also form a natural group.  The effects of the coda can be summarized 
succinctly as follows:  (1) An obstruent (k, p, t, s) creates a contour tone from the original 
level tone.  (2) A sonorant (l, n, ng, m, r) creates a long rhyme.  (3) An alveolar (d, s, l, n) 
causes umlauting (fronting) of the vowel in the nucleus.  It would be more convenient if 
the traditional alphabetical order of the ten suffixes is rearranged into natural groups, as 
shown below, to show the three effects.  The effects of the post-suffix will be discussed in 
3.4. 

 
Effects of the Coda 

 
3.2.1  Contour tones 
 So far we have encountered only the two level tones: high and low.  The four 
obstruent suffixes $, 2, ., ?, once pronounced [k, p, t, s] in the coda, are now in Lhasa 
Tibetan either greatly weakened or completely silent.  However, they create a significant 
change in the tonal system.  A high tone HH (55 or 54) with a coda filled with one of the 
four obstruents is pronounced with a sharp fall (52).  A low tone (12 or 113) with such a 
coda becomes a rising tone LH (132).  Recall that the speaker’s effort to maintain a flat 
low portion of 12 or 113 indicates that the nature of the tone is low (LL) and the rising 
part is the tail.  Regarding the new contour 132, also recall that we analyze the longer 
portion (13 part of the 132) of the syllable as the main body, reflecting its LH nature, 
whereas the shorter and weaker portion (32), audible in the syllable’s citation form, as the 
unintended tail.  Now, ( [chā] and ($ [chà] contrast in their tones (high level vs. falling) 

and not by how the syllable ends. The final $ [k] in ($ [chà] has weakened to a glottal 
stop in the careful speech of some Lhasa speakers or silent in casual speech.  Glottal stop 
or none, the distinction of the two syllables now resides in the different tonal patterns.  
Likewise, . R [thŏ] (LL, 12) and . R$ [thó] (LH, 132) also contrast in the tonal pattern rather 

obstruents sonorants 

alveolars 

level tone → contour 
HH → HL   LL → LH 

rhyme lengthening 
Vː (long vowel) or V + nasal 

umlauting 
a → ε, o → ø, u → ü 

$ 2 . ? = / % 3 < : 
k p t s l n ng m r 
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than the final consonant.  The “tone bending” effect of the obstruent suffixes can be 
visualized as follows:              

 
Effect of Obstruent Suffixes $, 2, ., ? 

 
 Together with the original two level tones, now Lhasa Tibetan functions with a 
complete four-tone system as we discussed earlier in Lesson 1. 
   
3.2.2  Umlaut vowels 
 The four alveolar consonants ., ? , /, =, when in the coda position, trigger a 
change in the preceding vowel in the nucleus position.  The change is a common process 
of vowel fronting, or umlauting, where the three back vowels [a, o, u] become [ε, ø, ü], 
their frontal counterparts.  The three new vowels enrich the original five-vowel system to 
a total of eight vowels.  This enrichment was necessary as syllables such as 1 [phā] and 

1=  [ph ː], at the loss of pronunciation of [l] in the coda, now contrast mainly by their 

vowels.  (The lengthening of the vowel [ ː] will be discussed shortly.)  
 Note that the first two members of this umlaut-triggering alveolar group . and ? 
also belong to the tone-bending obstruent group.  This means that . or ? as a coda 

changes the vowel quality and the tone simultaneously.  For example, while 1=  [ph ː] 
remains a high tone, 1.  [ph ] has a falling tone, on top of the effect of umlauting.  More 
examples:  (Note that the examples involving the suffix . or ? exhibit umlaut and tone 
change.)  
 (1)   9? [s ] vs. 9 [să]  

 (2)   3A. [mí] vs. 3A [mĭ]   

 (3)   1. [phǜ] vs. 1 [phū]    

 (4)   .J. [thé] vs. .J [thĕ]    

 (5)   (R? [ch ] vs. (R  [chō]  

Examples (6) to (10), with the suffix = or /, exhibit umlaut and vowel lengthening but no 
tone change.  
 (6)   5S/ [tsh ːn] vs. 5S [tshō]    
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 (7)   >J/ [shhēːn] vs. >J [shhē] 

 (8)   ?A= [sīː] vs. ?A [sī] 

 (9)   =/ [lĕːn] vs. = [lă] 

          (10)   1= [phǖː] vs. 1 [phū]   
  
3.2.3  Long rhyme 
 Languages such as English make no distinction between a long vowel and a short 
vowel.  It is always the vowel quality that provides the contrast.  Therefore, even though 
the vowel [i] in lead is longer than the [I] in lid, the contrast lies mainly in the different 
qualities between [i] and [I], not the difference in duration.  In fact, native speakers of 
English tend to ignore the difference in duration, unable to hear, for instance, that the 
vowel [i] in feed is longer than the same vowel in feet.  In some languages such as 
Japanese, the duration of the vowel is extremely important because two syllables of the 
same segments, for example, [mo] (short) and [moː] (long) can contrast in meaning 
because of their difference in duration just like English words lake and lack in vowel 
quality.  The duration of a Japanese syllable can be measured as one-unit long or two-unit 
long, the unit being known as a mora.  A Japanese syllable ending with a long vowel is 
two-mora long, or bimoraic, a vowel + nasal rhyme is also two moras in duration.  For 
instance, [mo] is one-mora long; [moː] and [mon] are both bimoraic.  What is common 
between [moː] and [mon] is that both have a long rhyme, as opposed to the short rhyme in 
[mo].      
 As Lhasa Tibetan evolved into its current stage, the length of the vowel has become a 
distinctive feature.  The five sonorant suffixes (=, /, %, 3, <) make the syllable longer 
than a syllable without a suffix or with an obstruent suffix ($, 2, ., ?).  This development 
is typical in human languages.  For example, the English words fey [fe], fate [fet] are 
shorter than fail [fel], feign [fen] and fame [fame].  Now imagine that the coda [l] of fail 
has gone silent.  One possible result is that the two words fey and fail now simply merge 
as homophones.  The other possibility is to preserve the original longer duration of fail to 
contrast with the shorter fey (i.e. fail [feː] vs. fey [fe]).  This second scenario is exactly 
what took place in Lhasa Tibetan.  The orthography still records the original pronounced 
suffixes = and <, but they are now (largely) silent, leaving their trace by lengthening the 
preceding vowel.  The following pairs indicate that the length of the vowel has become 
contrastive.  
 (1)   +< [tāː]  vs. g [tā]  
 (2)   0< [pāː]  vs. % [pā]  

 (3)   3< [măː]  vs. 3 [mă]  
It is important to know that the lengthened vowel is not just slightly longer than the 
corresponding short one but rather double in length. Hu’s investigation in 1979 indicates 
that long rhymed syllables average 0.32 seconds in duration vs. the 0.13 to 0.18 seconds  
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for various types of short syllables, an experimental fact that supports the moraic analogy 
drawn from Japanese.   
 Recall that, of the five sonorants, = and /, being alveolar, also trigger umlauting in the 
vowel; therefore, syllables with a suffix = or / may also contrast with ones without in 
both vowel length and vowel quality.  For example:          
 (4)  gR= [t ː] vs. #R [tō]  

 (5)   1= [ph ː] vs. 1 [phā]  

 (6)   =/ [l ːn] vs. = [lă]  

 (7)   2. / [tǚːn] vs. $.  [tŭ]  
 Note that the alveolar nasal suffix / lengthens the vowel and nasalizes it at the same 
time, so much so that the [n] in the coda position becomes very weak in some words.  For 
ease of notation, we will keep the [n] in the coda for phonetic transcriptions in this 
textbook, but readers should bear in mind that the vowel preceding / is nasalized. 
 The other two nasal sonorants, % and 3, not being alveolar consonants, do not trigger 
umlauting but they do make the rhyme long (bimoraic).  They are pronounced as a regular 
syllable final nasal [ng] and [m], respectively.  Examples: 
 (8)   #3 [khāːm] vs. # [khā]  

 (9)   ,A3 [thīːm] vs. ,A [thī]  

          (10)   $R% [khŏːng] vs. $R [khŏ]  

 Although the actual length of the vowel before % or 3 is not lengthened, averaging 
0.16 seconds just like a short syllable, the entire rhyme (V+nasal) approaches 0.32 
seconds, exactly the same duration of a long vowel (Vː).  Thus, all five sonorant suffixes 
=, /, %, 3, < create a long rhyme in their own way:  = and < lengthen the vowel but are 
not pronounced; / lengthens and nasalizes the vowel and is pronounced; finally, % and 3 
do not lengthen the vowel but, because they are pronounced, make the rhyme long.  We 
will see that the notion of long rhyme is important when we later discuss the effects of the 
post-suffix and one of the tone sandhi rules.  
 
3.2.4  The Two Post-Suffixes  ? and . 
  Historically, there were two post-suffixes: . and  ?, which are really the two 
variants of the same morpheme attached to verbs.  . appears after alveolar suffixes such as 
/- <- =, while ? is found attached to one of the four non-alveolar suffixes $, 2, %, 3.   
 The post-suffixes . and  ?, being alveolar obstruents, should have the same effects on 
the rhyme as the suffixes . and  ?,  changing the level tone to a contour tone (tone bending) 
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and the back vowels [a,o,u] to [ε,ø,ü] (umlauting).  Because . and  ?, being post-suffixes, 
are never adjacent to the vowel; they do not seem to have any direct influence on the 
vowel.  Therefore, there is no umlauting by the post-suffix. All umlaut vowels are created 
by an alveolar first-suffix (., ?, /,  =).  On the tonal tier, the post-suffix should exhibit the 
tone-bending power just as one has observed in the four first-suffix $-2-.-?.  In words 

such as 5$? [tshà],  <R$? [ró], > 2? [shùp] , =R2? [lóp], the tone has already changed to 

falling or rising due to the first-suffix $ and 2, so the post-suffix has no impact on the 

pronunciation.  The four examples above have identical pronunciations of 5$ [tshà],  <R$ 

[ró], > 2 [shùp] , =R2 [lóp].  The post-suffix exhibits its tone bending effect when attached 

to a first-suffix that does not affect the tone, namely, one of the five sonorants =, /, %, 3, 
<.  Given the complementary distribution of . and  ?, the possible combinations are -=., -
/., -% ?, -3 ?, and -< ..  Here are some examples:  

 (1)  KA/.  [chìn]  vs. 3(A/  [chīːn]  

 (2)   #3? [khàm]  vs. #3 [khāːm]  

 (3)   #R%? [khòng]  vs. #R% [khōːng]  

 (4)   *3? [nyám]  vs. *3 [nyăːm]  
 Clearly, the words on the left column have contour tones (rising or falling) with a post-
suffix, while the right column all have level tones.  There is another significant change 
that comes as a side-product of the tone change caused by the post-suffix.  Recall that 
sonorant suffixes (=, /, %, 3, <) make the rhyme long (bimoraic); yet, contour tones in 
Lhasa Tibetan are short in duration (i.e. one mora).  Thus, adding a post-suffix to a nasal 
coda shortens the duration of the syllable considerably while changing the level tone to a 
contour.  For ease of differentiation, we will notate this moraic contrast by marking the 
long rhymed syllables with a long vowel  (e.g., #3? [khàm] vs. #3 [khāːm]) in this 
textbook.    
      From the above discussion, we can see that . and  ? cause the same tonal effect.  At 
the time when the suffix . had become silent from the post-suffix position, its allomorph ? 
was still pronounced.  An unwise orthographic reform rule was made, which decided to 
leave out the silent post-suffix . from the writing while keeping the same morpheme ?.  
This decision was truly unfortunate because, now that both . and ? are silent in modern 
Lhasa Tibetan, we can only predict the contour tone from syllables ending with the post-
suffix ?.  Those which ended with the post-suffix . no longer offer any orthographic clue.  

For instance, the example in (1) KA/.  [chìn] ‘went’ is changed in modern writing as KA/  
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[chìn] (falling tone, short rhyme) due to the orthographic reform mentioned above.  As one 
can see, from the current spelling, it is easy to be mispronounced as *[chīːn] (high level 
tone, long rhyme).  The learner simply needs to remember these “irregular” 
pronunciations with an invisible ..  This bit of inconvenience should not bother the 
learners of this textbook, for we will note the special pronunciation of this type of words 
(words with the invisible .) at their first appearance in the textbook.     
       
3.3  Remarks on the Ten Suffixes 
   
3.3.1  $ and  2: contour tone   
 The non-alveolar stops $ and  2 only cause tone changes from level to contour.  The 
status of the bilabial suffix 2  is stable.  It is consistently pronounced as an unreleased [p], 

for example, #2 [kh p], =2 [l p], >A2 [shhìp], ;A 2 [yíp], ?2 [sùp], <2 [rúp], ,J2 

[thèp], .J2 [thép],  >R2 [shòp], $R 2 [khóp], etc.  Note that when the vowel is [a], such as in 

the first two syllables, 2 raises the [a] slightly to sound like a schwa [ə].  This is not a 
contrastive new phoneme in the system, but we will notate this sound variation for the 
convenience of the reader.  Another phonetic effect created by the unreleased [p] is the 
very short rhyme of the V + 2 sequence, averaging 0.12 seconds, much shorter than all the 
other short rhyme syllables.   
 Compared to 2, the suffix $ is less predictable.  In most words, this suffix is reduced 

to a weak glottal stop [ɂ], so the truly audible difference between # [khā] and #$ [khàɂ] is 
the tone.  Some speakers from Lhasa also compensate the loss of $ in the coda position by 
lengthening the vowel while maintaining the falling tone.  For these speakers, words such 
as ! $ [tà] ‘tiger’ and t$? [cà] ‘iron’ are pronounced as [tàː] and [càː], respectively.  This 

lengthening is also observed in disyllabic words such as ,R$- # [thōːkā] ‘upstairs’ from ,R$ 

[thò] and # [khā].   
 The suffix $ also shows more resilience in some words than others.  For example, the 

suffix $ in $&A $ [cìk] ‘one’ is preserved in modern spoken form.  This is particularly 

common in disyllabic words (σ1σ2) where $ is the suffix of σ1.  Examples: (For tone 
changes of these examples, see 3.5.2) 
 (1)  5 $?- 0< [tshà] + [pāː] → [tshākpāː] ‘newspaper’  

 (2)  =$-0 [lá] + [pā] → [lăkpā] ‘hand, arm’  
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 In some disyllabic combinations, especially when the second syllable is the morpheme 
0R [pō], $ may even optionally (in casual speech) be pronounced as the onset of the second 

syllable, replacing the original [p].  (One can also view this phenomenon as the weakening 
of [p] and the consequent resyllabification of the [k] in the coda of σ1 to be the onset of σ2.)   
For example: 
 (1)  ; $- 0R [yăkpō] alternates with [yăkō] ‘good’  

 (2)  ,A  $?- 0R [thīkpō] alternates with [thīkō] ‘accurate, correct’ 

 These unpredictable pronunciations are all marked in our phonetic transcriptions.  
Finally, recall that the two suffixes $ and 2 also take the post suffix ?, but $? and 2? 
affect the tone just like the single suffix $ and  2.   
3.3.2  . and  ?: contour tone and umlaut 
  Being alveolar obstruents, the two suffixes . and  ? simultaneously cause umlauting 
on the preceding vowel and the contour tone.  Unlike $ and 2, which can still surface in 
some phonological context as we just described, . and  ?, a faint glottal stop for some and 
completely silent for others, never surface as [t] and [s] in any phonological context  Their 
trace is audible only in the contour tone and the possible umlaut vowel they produce: (. 

or (? [ch ], 9. or 9? [s ], >A. or >A? [shì], 3A. or 3A? [mí], 1. or 1? [phǜ], =. or =? 

[lǘ], 5J. or 5J? [tshè], .J. or .J? [thé], ,R. or ,R? [th ], ;R. or ;R? [y ].   

  There has been a widely circulated idea that umlaut vowels in Tibetan are all long.  
This assumption is incorrect, given the acoustic phonetic experiment done by Tan and 
Kong (1991).  In their study, umlaut vowels created by alveolar obstruents . and  ? pattern 
with short rhyme syllables with an average duration of 0.18 seconds, as opposed to the 
umlaut vowels created by alveolar sonorants = and /, which are almost twice as long, for 

example, gR= [t ː] and gR. [t ]. 

  Finally, . and  ? do not take post-suffixes, which would have been themselves.    
 
3.3.4 <: vowel lengthening  
 Generally speaking, the suffix < lengthens the vowel but is not pronounced itself.  It 
does not trigger umlauting nor affect the tone.  In careful “literary reading”, the lengthened 
[Vː] can be restored to [Vr], but whether with the colloquial [Vː] or the literary [Vr], the 
rhyme remains long.  Note that the [r], when pronounced, is either like an approximant [r] 
in the English word car or a slight trill.  While the majority take the long vowel [Vː] for 
the spoken form, such as 1< [pāː] ‘over there’; it is not uncommon that some individual 
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words tend to stick to the [Vr] version, such as 0< [pār] ‘photo’, >< [shār] ‘east’, 0A < [pīr] 

‘Chinese brush pen’.  It is difficult to predict.   
 In some disyllabic words (σ1σ2) where < is the suffix of σ1, the [r] sound habitually 
surfaces.  Again, there is no rule to predict when this [r] is pronounced.  The word 3< 

[măː] ‘butter’ offers a number of good examples:   
 (1)  3<-| [măː] + [kā] → [mărkā] ‘box for keeping butter’ (with [r])  

 (2)  3<-!$ [măː] + [kà] → [măːkà] ‘a type of butter container’ (with long vowel)  

 (3)  3<-.!< [măː] + [kār] → [mărkār] ‘white butter’ (with [r])   

 (4)  3<- NA/ [măː] + [trīːn] → [m ːtríːn] ‘vegetable oil’ (with long vowel)  

 (5)  3<-/$ [măː] + [nă] → [mărnà] ‘vegetable oil’ (with [r])   
The best way to deal with the situation is to learn Lhasa Tibetan’s preference, as shown in 
our phonetic transcriptions, on a case by case basis. 
  The suffix < used to take the post-suffix ., written in Old Tibetan as the coda <., 
e.g., ,<. ‘relieved from’.  It is no longer written in Modern Tibetan and there seems to be 
no known cases where this (invisible) . causes any change on the pronunciation.    
 
3.3.3  = and  /: umlaut and vowel lengthening 
 Alveolar sonorants = and  / trigger umlauting on back vowels [a, o, u] and lengthen all 
vowels.  Only in careful literary reading, the [l] may be pronounced.  = and  / do not 

affect the tone.  Examples:  #= [kh ː], *= [ny ː], >A= [shīː], 9A= [sĭː], ? = [sǖː], 2= [phǚː], 

5J= [tshēː], 3J= [mĕː], ,R = [th ː], *R = [ny ː].  In the case of the suffix  /, it nasalizes the 

vowel while itself being pronounced in the coda.  Since the nasalization is entirely 
predictable from the [n] in the coda, we opt not to add more diacritic markings on the 
vowel, which already carries a tone mark.  Examples of / as the suffix:  1/ [ph ːn], 3/ 

[m ːn], (A/ [chīːn], ;A / [yĭːn], >/ [shǖːn], ;/ [yǚːn], >J/ [shēːn], =J/ [lĕːn], ,R / [th ːn], $R / 

[kh ːn].  That the vowel preceding / is marked long may be considered by some learners 
redundant, but it is intended to remind the learner that the rhyme is long.  Another reason 
for the [ː] marking is that the post-suffix ., now omitted from orthography, makes the 

vowel short and change the tone in certain words.  Here is our favorite example: KA/  [chìn] 

‘went’, shown with falling tone and short vowel, caused by the once overt post-suffix ..  
 
3.3.5 % and  3: rhyme lengthening 
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 The two nasal sonorants % and  3 are pronounced in the coda position.  They do not 
lengthen the vowel per se but nonetheless make the rhyme long simply by adding 
themselves to it.  (The vowel before [m] or [ng] measures 0.16 seconds, identical to the 
length of vowel in # [khā], yet the whole syllable of #3 [khāːm] measures doubly long. ) 

We mark the long rhyme syllables with the suffixes % and  3 as [Vːm] and [Vːng], even 

though the vowel itself is not particularly long.  Examples:  , % [thāːng], >A% [shīːng], 3A% 

[mĭːng], #3 [khūːm],   9J3 [sĕːm], etc. 

 As we commented in the previous section, these two suffixes are the ones that take the 
post-suffix ? and receive an impact on the tone and the duration of the rhyme.  Syllables 
which end with %? or  3? all have a contour tone and a short rhyme, with [Vm] and [Vng] 
shrinking to a mere 0.20 seconds.  See the examples in 3.2.4.  
  
3.3.6 : : orthographic purpose only   
 The suffix :, strictly speaking, is not a suffix at all.   It is required by Tibetan  
orthography as a spelling convention for readers to identify the root letter of the syllable. 
The raison d'être of the suffix : rests solely in a situation when two letters, say A and B, 
are horizontally adjacent to each other without a vowel diacritic to indicate which letter of 
the two is the root.  Presumably, if A is a potential prefix for B and at the same time B is a 
potential suffix for A, then the combination AB is ambiguous in that one may take A as 
the prefix and B the root letter or A as the root letter and B the suffix.  The reason of 
adding : to the string AB is to remove this ambiguity.  For example, 3 and . together 
(3.) presents the ambiguity problem just discussed.  It would be equally possible to read 

it either as [tă], taking 3 as prefix or as [m ] taking . as suffix.  Tibetan orthographic 
rules stipulate that: (i) A syllable of the shape AB, without any vocalic marking by the 
vowel diacritics, the first letter (i.e. A) is the root letter.  (ii)  In case that B is the root 
letter, : must be added.  The two rules are summarized below:  

 
 Given the above orthographic rules, the syllable 3. becomes unambiguous.  It must be 
read as [m ].  If . were to serve as the root letter, the syllable would need to be spelled as 

3.: [tă].  Note that there is no phonetic value of the suffix :, which is different from the 
prefix :, a true (although latent) nasal consonant that could surface.  On a side note, the 

A :vs. 

root suffix prefix root

B A B 
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rule is originally meant to clarify the root letter from ambiguous combinations discussed 
here, it should not be required for non-ambiguous AB sequence, such as 2!, where only ! 
can be taken as the root because it cannot be a suffix.  Yet, the rule stipulates that the 
suffix : be added, rendering 2! :, creating a little harmless redundancy in the spelling.   
 Note that, when the vowel is marked by a diacritic, one need not, in fact cannot, use 
the suffix :, for the vowel diacritic already identifies the root letter, making it pointless to 
add :.  For example: .< has the shape of AB, . is a potential prefix and < is a potential 
suffix, but according to the rules of orthography, the syllable is unambiguously read as 
[thăː], with the first letter interpreted as the root letter.  .0J, on the other hand, treats the 

second letter as the root letter simply because it has a vowel diacritic above it.  It reads as 
[pē] and no suffix : is needed nor allowed. 

 Sometimes one finds : with a vowel diacritic such as :A  and : appearing in a suffix 

position.  They are not suffixes but rather separate morphemes contracted in writing to the    
open syllable in front.  We will discuss these special cases in 4.2.1.  
 

❖ 3.7  Oral Spelling (II): Syllables with Suffix 

 In the oral spelling section of Lesson 2, we learned two words :R$ [wò] and 2+$? [tà].  

The former links the prefix and what follows, the latter signifies the vertical "hanging" 
relation of two letters (superfix and root or root and subscript).  Review: .P ‘enemy’ 

spells [ thăwò | kă rătà tră ]. 
 The sequence of the vowel and the suffix(es) in the coda does not require a relation-
defining word in the oral spelling of Lhasa Tibetan.  When the vowel is the default [a], the 
spelling cannot be easier, for example: 1= spells [phā lă ph ː], the effect of umlaut and 

vowel lengthening are duly noted in the final output [ph ː].  If there is a tone change, it is 
also reflected in the output, for instance, ,$ spells [thā khă thà].  The tone of the suffix 
itself becomes neutral (unstressed and therefore reduced) during the oral spelling, so the 
above two examples can be better noted as [phā la ph ː] and [thā kha thà].  However, when 
there is a post suffix ? in the syllable, the first suffix becomes somewhat stressed: ,$ ? 

spells [thā khăsa thà] and the ? loses its tone.  Another example, 353?  spells [măwò tshā 

măsa tshàm].  Note that the post-suffix ? causes the falling tone.  Recall that the suffix : 

is required only in an AB: sequence, the spelling reads A-wò-B-a plus output.  For 

example, 2!:  spells [phăwò kā a kā].   
 When the vowel is not the default [a] and there is a diacritic that needs to be spelled 
out, the oral spelling becomes tricky.  Take 2= for example.  The spelling is expected to 
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be (the incorrect) *[phă sh pcū phŭ la phǚː], [phŭ] being the pronunciation of 2 and the 

input to the suffix =, which then triggers umlauting and renders the final output of [phǚː].  

The correct spelling is [phă sh pcū phǚː la phǚː], with the final output said twice, once 
before the suffix(es) and once more at the end.  In other words, the speaker jumps the gun 
right after the diacritic vowel by giving the final reading (adding all the effects on the 
rhyme the suffix can cause) before he even spells the suffix.  Here is another example:  (R? 

spells [chā nărō ch  sa ch ] and not *[chā nărō chō sa ch ], the intermediate stage (R [chō] 

being “jumped”.  More examples: 
 (1)  #%?:  [khā sh pcū khòng ngăsa khòng] (post-suffix causes the falling tone)  

 (2)   =J/:  [lă trĕngpō lĕːng na lĕːng] (vowel lengthening) 

 (3)   3A?:  [mă khĭkū mí sa mí] (contour tone) 

 (4)   $R3?:  [khă nărō khóm măsa khóm] (contour tone)   

 Obviously, with regard to “jumping the gun”, the spelling rule treats words without a 
vowel diacritic differently.  In the following pair of words, even though the suffix < 
lengthens the vowel in both cases, only the second word :#<, with the vowel [u], gets to 

repeat the output twice [ khūː ra khūː]. 
 (5)  2!< spells [phăwò kā ra kāː] (not *[phăwò kāː ra kāː] ) 

 (6)  :#< spells [ăwò khā sh pcū khūː ra khūː]  (not *[ khū ra khūː] ) 
 Besides this minor inconsistency, the oral spelling is an excellent way for a learner to 
remember the orthography.  The effects of the prefix/superfix (deaspiration and tone 
change) and the effects of the suffix and post-suffix (contour tone, umlaut, long rhyme) 
are all reflected in the oral spelling.  Practicing oral spelling will also help internalize 
these phonological changes.  The following examples offer practice, from prefixes to post-
suffixes.           
 (10)  N% [kā rătà trā | sh pcū trōːng nga trōːng] 

 (11)  2aJ2? [phăwò sā lătà lā | trĕːngpō lèp | phăsa lèp] 

 (12)  +R$? [sā kătà kă | yătà kyă | nărō kyó | khăsa kyó] 

 (13)  .% [sā pătà pă | yătà că | nga căːng]  
The last one, .%, a bilabial with ;- 2+$? presents one of the most challenging cases in  
oral spelling for foreign learners.  We shall have a few more for practice: 
 (14)  KR$? [phā yătà chā | nărō chò | khăsa chò]  
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 (15)  .VA2? [thăwò wā | yătà rā | khĭkū rìp | phăsa rìp] 

 (16)  .J%? [thăwò pā | yătà cā | ngăsa càng] 

 (17)  .LA/ [thăwò wā | yătà yā | khĭkū yīːn na yīːn]  

To conclude the oral spelling exercise, let’s try the "full-house" syllable 21A$?: [phăwò sā  

| kătà kă | rătà tră | khĭkū trí | khăsa trí].    
 
 
3.2.7  Summary 
 
3.2.7.1  Pronunciation of all rhymes:  vowel changes are indicated with shading. 
  
 Manner                               Obstruents   Sonorants                    dummy 

  Place                                                         Alveolars       
suffix 

effect 

 

$ 
 

2 
 

. 
 

? 
 

= 
 

/ 
 

< 
 

% 
 

3 
 

: 

pronounced (k)  -p - - (l) -n (r) -ng -m - 
umlaut - - ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ - - - - 

long rhyme - - - - ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ - 
tonal change ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  - - - - - - 

 
 

 
 

$ 
 

2 
 

. 
 

? 
 

= 
 

/ 
 

< 
 

% 
 

3 
 

: 

H [à] [ p] [ ] [ ] [ ː] [ ːn] [āː] [āng] [ām] [ā] A [a] 
L [á] [ p] [ ] [ ] [ ː] [ ːn] [ăː] [ăng] [ăm] [ă] 
H [ì] [ìp] [ì] [ì] [īː] [īːn] [īː] [īng] [īm] [ī] AA [i] 
L [í] [íp] [í] [í] [ĭː] [ĭːn] [ĭː] [ĭng] [ĭm] [ĭ] 
H [ù] [ùp] [ǜ] [ǜ] [ǖː] [ǖːn] [ūː] [ūng] [ūm] [ū] A       [u] 
L [ú] [úp] [ǘ] [ǘ] [ǚː] [ǚːn] [ŭː] [ŭng] [ŭm] [ŭ] 
H [è] [èp] [è] [è] [ēː] [ēːn] [ēː] [ēng] [ēm] [ē] AJ [e] 
L [é] [ép] [é] [é] [ĕː] [ĕːn] [ĕː] [ĕng] [ĕm] [ĕ] 
H [ò] [òp] [ ] [ ] [ ː] [ ːn] [ōː] [ōng] [ōm] [ō] AR [o] 
L [ó] [óp] [ ] [ ] [ ː] [ ːn] [ŏː] [ŏng] [ŏm] [ŏ] 

 
 
3.2.7.2  Orthography: distribution of the alphabet  
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 Literate Tibetan speakers consciously know which letter of the alphabet goes to  
which position in the syllabic writing.  They learn to memorize the distribution of letters  

in first grade.  The following chart shows their distribution.  
 

letter suffix prefix superjoined subjoined post-suffix
$  ., 2,  3, :, ✓ ✓ - - - 

/,          %-, ✓ - - - - 

<,  =, ✓ - ✓ ✓ - 

?, ✓ - ✓ - ✓ 

;,  7, - - - ✓ - 
 
Alternatively, the information can be translated into the diagrams below, which should be  
able to help the learner visualize this bit of linguistic knowledge about the orthography.   
The letters listed in each number have the distribution in the shaded positions.  Note that  
all thirty letters can appear in the position of the root letter.    
 
 (1) $  ., 2,  3, :,      (4) ?, 

(2) /,        %-,          (5) ;, 7,  

(3) <, =, 

❖ 3.4  Finding the Root 
 Finding the root letter is very simple.  The first and foremost principle is to spot a  
letter X that carries a vowel diacritic or is joined (i.e. superjoined or subjoined) by  
another letter.  If such a letter exists in the syllable, it is the root letter.  The root letter 
(plus the subjoined letter if any) is the onset of the syllable. 
 Tibetan makes no diacritic marking for the vowel [a].  This design in writing,  
although following the principle of economy, in fact creates a little complication for  
learners to find the root letter when the vowel is [a].  Again, if the root letter is  
superjoined or subjoined by another letter, the root letter becomes easy to spot, as we just  
mentioned.  However, if there is no sub- or superjoiners to help out, how does one  
identify the root letter from a completely linear sequence?  Here is a simple set of rules to  
remember: 
 (1)  If the sequence is AB, A is the root letter. 
 (2)  If the sequence is ABCD, B is the root letter.  
 (3)  If the sequence is ABC, B is the root letter, unless C is the post-suffix ? and 
       B is one of the four letters: $, %, 2, and 3, in which case, A is the root letter. 



Colloquial Lhasa Tibetan (Draft), Kuo-ming Sung & Lha Byams Rgyal 
 

 55

We have discussed rule (1) in section 3.2.5 regarding the function of : as a suffix.  Rule (2)  
simply  derives from the fact that there is only one element ?  that can follow a suffix, so  
ABCD must have the shape: prefix-root-suffix-?.    Rule (3) recognizes the two   
possibilities that either (i) C is a regular suffix, in which case, B is the root; or (ii) C is the  
post-suffix ?, indicated by the four compatible suffixes with ?, in which case A is the  
root.  Take $9:- 0- ?%? Friday, for example. The syllable ?%? is of the form ABC.   
There are in fact two ways to tell that it is pronounced [səng] and not [nge] with the  
first ? (and not %) being the root letter.  First, the rightmost ? follows one of the four  
suffixes $- %- 2 and 3, described in (3), so it is the post suffix.  Second, the first ? is not  
one of the possible prefixes, so it has to be the root.  Either way of looking at it, the  
orthography leaves no ambiguity.       
 Need we say anything about spotting the root letter in a simple syllable like ! or #?  
  

❖ 3.5  Foreign Loan Words and Inverted Letters  
 Traveling to any part of the Tibetan-speaking world, one will undoubtedly encounter 
the six-syllable prayer  AT- 3- EA- 0EJ- >, om mani pad me hom carved, painted, or written 

everywhere.  In this ubiquitous mantra are some unusual elements that we have not 
covered so far.  These irregular elements in writing are of little practical value in our  
studies of the modern spoken language, as they are intended as mechanisms to transcribe  
ancient Sanskrit religious text into Tibetan.  One should nevertheless know just enough  
about them.  
        Six "new" letters, B, D, C, E, F, and e, are created by inverting the letters +, ., ,, /, 
>, and e, writing them in a reversed direction.  These are intended to mark the so called 
cerebral consonants (mostly retroflexive alveolars) in Sanskrit.  Some Sanskrit long 
vowels are represented in literary Tibetan by using a small : beneath a root letter like A to 

denote the increased length of the vowel.  For [ee] and [oo], simply double the vowel 
diacritics to AN and AW.    The syllable final [m] in Sanskrit is represented by a small circle 

on top of the root letter.  This is the circle we see in the first syllable of the six-syllable 
mantra: <.   

 Sanskrit has aspirated voiced consonants (mostly stops) such as gh, dh, bh, jh, drh, etc.  
These are conveniently represented in Tibetan by using @ as the subjoined letter, creating 
combined letters such as ,, K, S, $, [, etc.  Words of Sanskrit origin do not really concern 

the learner unless he or she plans to go on and study religious  texts in Tibetan Buddhism.  
However, it might be worthwhile to learn to discern these  irregular written forms from the 
regular ones.   
 Non-religious modern foreign loan words are represented by the regular 30 letters.   
As, we have mentioned, the consonant [f] does not exist in Tibetan, a new combination n   
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having been created to stand for [f].   
 

❖ 3.7  Exercises 
3.7.1  Pronunciation Drill (I): syllables with suffixes 2 and $.  Pay attention to the 
tonal change 
 (1)  .J2,   (7)  5$?,  (13)  1J2?,  (19)  8A2,  (25)  aJ2?, 

 (2)  3IR$?,   (8)  9A$ (14)  :.$ (20)  =R$?,  (26)  <2?, 

 (3)   aR2,   (9)  ,A$  (15)  oR2,  (21)  SJ$  (27)  :PA$ 

 (4)  ,$?,  (10)  PR$?, (16)  >R$   (22)  =$ (28)  (A2?, 

       (5)  $;$,   (11)  ,2, (17)  PA2,   (23)   2+2,   (29)  :.2?, 

       (6)  P2,   (12)  =$?, (18)  K$ (24)  $9$?, (30)  2a2?, 

3.7.2  Pronunciation Drill (II): syllables with suffixes . and ?.  Pay attention to the 
vocalic and tonal change 
 (1)  {.,   (7)  HJ.,  (13)  5S.,  (19)  *A., (25)  5K?, 

 (2)  2R.,   (8)  3J., (14)  .2?, (20)  2o., (26)  3A., 

 (3)   .?,   (9)  2?,  (15)  YA.,  (21)  eJ?, (27)  %?, 

 (4)  (R?,  (10)  $8A?, (16)  /?,  (22)  .$R?, (28)  3(R., 

       (5)  %?,   (11)  :OA?, (17)  :R., (23)   <J., (29)  .., 

       (6)  $*A?,  (12)  ?., (18)  o., (24)  >J?, (30)  {., 

3.7.3  Pronunciation Drill (III): syllables with suffixes /, = and the contraction of :A. 

Pay attention to the vocalic, moraic, and tonal change 
 (1)  (J/,   (7)  :6B/,  (13)  .$R/,  (19)  :2R=, (25)  .LA/, 

 (2)  3./,   (8)  .GA=, (14)  #=, (20)  2./, (26)  /R/, 

 (3)   c/,   (9)  $?=,  (15)  .%=,  (21)  .0R/, (27)  <A=,   

 (4)  ;=, (10)  =J/, (16)  VJ=,  (22)  )R=, (28)  ?:A, 

       (5)  $?R=,    (11)  3/, (17)  >J=, (23)   %:A, (29)  !R:C, 



Colloquial Lhasa Tibetan (Draft), Kuo-ming Sung & Lha Byams Rgyal 
 

 57

       (6)  2=,  (12)  HR/, (18)  !/, (24)  5/, (30)  .J:A,  

 
3.7.4  Pronunciation Drill (IV):  syllables with suffixes %, <, and 3. Pay attention to 
the moraic, and tonal change (when there is a post-suffix). 
 (1)  (%- ,   (9)  1R<,  (17)  #3?,  (25)  @R%- , (33)  HA3, 

 (2)  #R%- , (10)  (%- , (18)  $<, (26)  \A%- , (34)  vA<, 

 (3)  <%- ,  (11)  $9A3,  (19)  =R%- ,  (27)  ?J<, (35)  2?3?, 

 (4)  =3, (12)  .3<, (20)  :PJ3,  (28)  .J%- , (36)  uR%?, 

       (5)  ;3,     (13)  {R<, (21)  =%- , (29)   +<, (37)  5S3?, 

       (6)  3*3,  (14)  <A%- , (22)  :.A<, (30)  ?J3?, (38)  :,%?, 

       (7)  AJ3, (15)  /R<, (23)  :)<, (31)   1<, (39)  .%?, 

       (8)  9J<,  (16)  2?3, (24)  .$R%?, (32)  $?3, (40)  #R3, 

3.7.5  Tone Discrimination: circle the syllable which has a different tone from others 

 (1)  lR3, c/, 0<, $/%- ,     (8)  3IR$?, <J., >J?, LJ.,   

(2)  2{R=, o$, .?, =$?,   (9)  2o., =3, :V$, 3J.,  

 (3)  ;R., =$ L?, 43,   (10)  aR2, vR$?, $&A$ o$ 

  (4)  2+%- , #R%- , #3?, :1<,   (11)  <A%- , %%?, 2./, 3A/, 

 (5)  ;$ SR., 5S., .$R?,      (12)  1J2?, 3(R., $;$ :VR$  

(6)  $%- , $%?, 0/, {R3,    (13)  !R/, .3<, $?R=, 35K?, 

 (7)  2#., 1R., (., !R.,     (14)  ZA=, P?, OA<, (J/,    

3.7.6  Oral Spelling (I): spell out the syllables   

 (1)  K$- =?,   (5)  2R.- 9?,   (9)  {=- 29%- ,  (13)  $9:- 3A$- .3<, 

 (2)  2&R- 2o.,   (6)  2f/- :UA/, (10)  o- {., (14)  ;%- 2*<, 

 (3)   .?- 5S.,   (7)  ~A%- eJ- 0R,  (11)  .LA/- )A,  (15)  .2%- :.?, 
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(4)   2<- {R<,  (8)  1R=- .!<,  (12)  2!/- :6B/,   

3.7.7  Oral Spelling (II): Listen to the recording and write down the syllables.    

 (1)  ,$?- eJ- (J,   (5)  aR2- 9- 2,   (9)  2R.- {.,  (13)  {- #3?- 29%- , 

 (2)  {- $9$?,   (6)  ;<- 1J2?, (10)  2.J- 0R- ;A/, (14)  .$R%?- 0- 3- 5S3, 

 (3)   aR2- 5/,   (7)  HJ.- <%- ,  (11)  ;$- 0R- :.$ (15)  2N- >A?- 2.J- =J$?, 

(4)   c/- =$?,  (8)  $%- :S- :.$  (12)  $- =J<- 1J2?, 

3.7.8  Identify the Root Letter     

 (1)  |3, (4)  .L<,  (7)  3*3,  (10)  2$$?, (13)  k., 

 (2)  28$ (5)  ?%?, (8)  :$%?, (11)  ]%?, (14)  2?3?, 

 (3)  82?,  (6)  2o2,  (9)  2h2?,  (12)  $;%- , (15)  :V?,  

 
  

 


