
Tibetan terminology transliteration rules 
 
To transliterate Tibetan terms in books and scientific articles we normally apply the system of 

Wylie transliteration which uses only the letters available on a typical English language typewriter. 
The Wylie system is international, generally accepted and generally understood, this standard 

fully and unambiguously reflects the recording of Tibetan syllables. In addition, this system is used to 
enter Tibetan text when typing on electronic devices (like the Chinese pinyin system). 

There is also another transliteration method developed by B. V. Badaraev, which is based on 
Cyrillic alphabet and used among Russian speaking tibetologists and Tibetan doctors. This system is 
a Cyrillic calque of the Wylie system. This system of recording Tibetan words is widely used after 
the publication of the Russian translation of the root text on Tibetan medicine "Four Tantras" by D. 
Dashiyev, where this kind of transliteration of Tibetan terms was used. 

 
In order to be able to transliterate Tibetan syllables and words in Latin letters, it is necessary to 

understand the two-dimensional writing system developed in Tibetan language. This system traces 
back to the Indian tradition, since its prototype is the Indian writing system Devanagari, which is 
claimed to be of divine origin. It was believed that the syllable tracing reflects the shape of the 
configurations of the subtle energy channels in one’s body which sound and vibrate corresponding to 
these syllables. 

The basis of the Tibetan letter is an alphabet consisting of 30 letters-syllables. 

ཀ ཁ ག ང 
ka kha ga nga 

ཅ ཆ ཇ ཉ 
ca cha ja nya 

ཏ ཐ ད ན 
ta tha da na 

པ ཕ བ མ 
pa pha ba ma 

ཙ ཚ ཛ ཝ 
tsa tsha dza wa or va 

ཞ ཟ འ ཡ 
zha za 'a ya 

ར ལ ཤ ས 
ra la sha sa 

ཧ ཨ   

ha a   

The table shows the transliteration according to Wylie. It should be borne in mind that the vowel 
a in a syllable (grapheme) is read only if this grapheme is the “root letter” (see below) and does not 
have other vocalizations i, u, e or o. The following table shows Tibetan vowels in their "independent" 
form (when they are at the beginning of a syllable). 

 



ཨ ི ʊ ཨ ེ ཨ ོ

i u e o 

 
For example, the syllable ka with different vocalizations looks like this: 

ཀ ི ǣ ཀ ེ ཀ ོ

ki ku ke ko 

 
Tibetan syllables consist of letters, the number of which within one syllable can vary from one to 

seven. The main and only mandatory element of the syllable is the so called “root letter”, which can 
be any of the thirty root letters of the Tibetan alphabet. To the root letter, if required, other elements 
of the syllable can be attached on four sides — prefix, superscribed and subscribed letters, suffix and 
subsuffix, as well as a diacritical vocalization: 

 
(vocalization) 

prefix superscribed letter suffix subsuffix 

root letter 

subscribed letter 

(vocalization) 

 
For example, elements of the Tibetan syllable bsgrubs (བȍབས) will be arranged as follows: 

 
b s b s 

g 

r 

u 

 
Attention should be paid to the following important points: 
1) transliteration of the original Tibetan syllable is always done from left to right and from top to 

bottom; 
2) when using the root letter 'a (འ) as a prefix, only an apostrophe (') remains from it, for 

example, དགའ = dga'; 

3) the root letter and subscribed letter (if there is one) are always followed by a vocalization or 
the letter a, which can be called the “default vocalization”. 

 
In addition, there are three cases of graphic transformation of root letters in cases when they are 

used as superscribed and subscribed letters: 
1) The letter va (or wa) when used as a subscribed letter is attached to the root letter from below 

and takes the form that is clear from the following examples: ʸ zva, ʭ dva, ʌ rtsva, etc. 

2) The letter ya takes the form that is clear from the following examples: Ǽ gya, Ɏ bya, etc. If 

there is a letter ya, it should be borne in mind that the previous letter ga can act as a prefix (in this 
case, when transliterating, it is separated by a dot) or as a root letter: གཡ g.ya (prefix) and Ǽ gya 

(root letter). 



3) The letter ra as a subscribed letter takes the form that is clear from the following examples: Ǿ 

gra, Ȯ dra, ɐ bra, ʁ sra, etc. When used as a superscribed letter, the same letter takes a different 

form: Ǫ rka, ɣ rma, etc. 

 
A certain problem for beginners can also be a definition of a root letter in long one-dimensional 

syllables, that is, in syllables that do not have superscribed and subscribed letters, as well as 
vocalizations. To do this, one need to know the elementary rules of the Tibetan grammar — for 
example, the fact that only one grapheme, namely sa, can be the subsuffix (see the table of the 
syllable structure) at the end of a word. If you use this rule, it is easy to establish the position of the 
root letter in the following two long one-dimensional syllables: མངར and གངས. In the first case, the 

root letter is the second letter (ང), since ར cannot be a subsuffix, therefore the answer is mngar. In the 

second syllable, the root letter is the first letter (ག), since there is no combination of the prefix and the 

root like g + nga in Tibetan words, that is, the gngas variant is impossible. Therefore, the answer is 
gangs. 

If it is necessary to write a transliterated syllable with a capital letter, it is more correct to 
capitalize the root letter, rather than the first letter — for example, mNgar or bsGrubs, rather than 
Mngar or Bsgrubs. 

 
In Wylie system of transliteration syllables are normally separated with space. But in writing 

some names or concepts representing a single semantic unit, for the convenience of the reader, a 
hyphen can be used, for example: sman-rtsis-khang (Mentsikhang), se-'bru-lnga (Pomegranate-5), 
mkhan-po tshul-khrims (khenpo Tsultrim). 

 
As for the phonetic transcription, in questions concerning the romanization of Tibetan writing, 

tibetologists initially faced a dilemma: transliteration or transcription? Transliterations of Tibetan 
words quite rarely coincide with their transcriptions. Moreover, the same word can have several 
transcriptions or pronunciations in different dialects, of which there are at least four in Tibet, and 
these transcriptions often differ from one another very significantly. On the other hand, it is rather 
difficult to convey the sound of Tibetan words in Latin characters. Chögyal Namkhai Norbu, a 
professor at the University of Naples, developed the Tibetan phonetic transcription system (drajyor), 
based on the Chinese pinyin system, which fairly accurately reflects all the peculiarities of Tibetan 
pronunciation, at least in its most common Lhasa version. 

 
The following table lists all the variants of Tibetan initials (that is, initial consonant sounds of a 

syllable or initial consonant groups in a syllable), their corresponding transliteration in the Wylie 
system and their phonetic transcription (approximate sounding written in ordinary Latin letters): 
 

Initial Wylie 
Transcription 
(approximate 

sounding) 
ཨ а а 
བ ba bа (vа) 

བཅའ bca' chа 
བདའ bda' dа 
བགའ bga' gа 
བǾ bgra drа 
བǼ bgya gya (jya) 



བཀའ bka' kа 
ΖԾ bkra trа 

བǤ bkya kya 
ɒ bla lа 

བȲ blda dа 
བȨ blta tа 
ɐ bra drа 

བȰ brda dа 
བɲ brdza dzа 
བȂ brga gа 
བȄ brgya gya (jya) 
བȚ brja ja 
བǪ brka kа 
བǬ brkya kya 
བɼ brla lа 
བȷ brna nа 
བȏ brnga ngа 
བȟ brnya nya 
བȦ brta tа 
བɬ brtsa tsа 

བསའ bsa' sа 
བȴ bsda dа 
བȈ bsga gа 
བȌ bsgra drа 
བȊ bsgya gya (jya) 

བཤའ bsha' shа 
བǰ bska kа 
བǴ bskra trа 
བǲ bskya kya 
བʃ bsla lа 
བȹ bsna nа 
བȓ bsnga ngа 
བȡ bsnya nya 
བʁ bsra sа 
བȪ bsta tа 
བɮ bstsa tsа 

བཏའ bta' tа 
བཙའ btsa' tsа 

Ɏ bya jа (chya) 



བཟའ bza' zа 
བཞའ bzha' zhа 
བɷ bzla dа 
ཅ ca chа 
ཆ cha chа 
ད da dа 

དབའ dba' wа 
དɐ dbra rа 
དɎ dbya ya 

དགའ dga' gа 
དǾ dgra drа 
དǼ dgya gya (jya) 

དཀའ dka' kа 
དǦ dkra trа 
དǤ dkya kya 

དམའ dma' mа 
དɟ dmya nya 
དང dnga ngа 

དཔའ dpa' pа 
དȼ dpra trа 
དȾ dpya chа 
Ȯ dra drа 
ཛ dza dzа 
ག ga gа 

གཅའ gca' chа 
གདའ gda' dа 
གལ gla lа 

གནའ gna' nа 
གཉའ gnya' nya 

Ǿ gra drа 
གསའ gsa' sа 
གཤའ gsha' shа 
གཏའ gta' tа 
གཙའ gtsa' tsа 

Ǽ gya gya (jya) 
གཡ g.ya ya 

གཟའ gza' zа 
གཞའ gzha' zhа 

ཧ ha hа 



ʆ hra hrа (shra) 
ཇ ja ja 
ཀ ka kа 
ཁ kha khа 
ǹ khra thrа 
Ƿ khya khya 
Ǩ kla lа 
Ǧ kra trа 
Ǥ kya kya 
ལ la lа 
ɖ lba bа 
Ȗ lca chа 
Ȳ lda dа 
Ȇ lga gа 
ʈ lha lhа (hlа) 
Ȝ lja jа 
Ǯ lka kа 
ȑ lnga ngа 
ɀ lpa pа 
Ȩ lta tа 
མ ma mа 

མཆའ mcha' chа 
མདའ mda' dа 
མཛའ mdza' dzа 
མགའ mga' gа 
མǾ mgra drа 
མǼ mgya gya (jya) 

མཇའ mja' jа 
མཁ mkha khа 
མǹ mkhra thrа 
མǷ mkhya khya 

མནའ mna' nа 
མངའ mnga' ngа 
མཉའ mnya' nya 

ɡ mra mа 
མཐའ mtha' thа 
མཚ mtsha ts-hа 
ɟ mya nya 
ན na nа 



ང nga ngа 
˨ nra nа 
ཉ nya nya 
པ pa pа 
ཕ pha phа 
ɋ phra thrа 
ɉ phya chа 
ȼ pra trа 
Ⱦ pya chа 
ར ra rа 
ɔ rba bа 
Ȱ rda dа 
ɲ rdza dzа 
Ȃ rga gа 
Ȅ rgya gya (jya) 
Ț rja jа 
Ǫ rka kа 
Ǭ rkya kya 
ɼ rla lа 
ɣ rma mа 
ʍ rmya nya 
ȷ rna nа 
ȏ rnga ngа 
ȟ rnya nya 
Ȧ rta tа 
ɬ rtsa tsа 
ས sa sа 
ɘ sba bа 
ɜ sbra drа 
ɚ sbya jа 
ȴ sda dа 
Ȉ sga gа 
Ȍ sgra drа 
Ȋ sgya gya (jya) 
ཤ sha shа 
˳ shra shа 
ǰ ska kа 
Ǵ skra trа 
ǲ skya kya 



ʃ sla lа 
ɥ sma mа 
ɩ smra mа 
ɧ smya nya 
ȹ sna nа 
ȓ snga ngа 
͙ snra nа 
ȡ snya nya 
ɂ spa pа 
Ɇ spra trа 
Ʉ spya chа 
ʁ sra sа 
Ȫ sta tа 
ɮ stsa tsа 
ཏ ta tа 
ཐ tha thа 
˧ thra thrа 
Ȥ tra trа 
ཙ tsa tsа 
ཚ tsha ts-hа 
ཝ wa wа 
ཡ ya ya 
ཟ za zа 
ཞ zha zhа 
ɷ zla dа 
འ ' а 

འབའ 'ba' bа 
འɐ 'bra drа 
འɎ 'bya jа 

འཆའ 'cha' chа 
འདའ 'da' dа 
འȮ 'dra drа 

འཛའ 'dza' dzа 
འགའ 'ga' gа 
འǾ 'gra drа 
འǼ 'gya gya (jya) 

འཇའ 'ja' jа 
འཁའ 'kha' khа 
འǹ 'khra thrа 



འǷ 'khya khya 
འཕའ 'pha' phа 
འɋ 'phra thrа 
འɉ 'phya chа 

འཐའ 'tha' thа 
འཚའ 'tsha' ts-hа 
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