
 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

A VARNAMALA recitation of the alphabet (actually the phonemes) 
 

 

The original mantra was recitation of the alphabet as phoneme-syllables. It's called the Ali-Kali 

(vowel and consonant recitation) or Varnamala (garland of letters). As a purification of speech it 

typically precedes recitation and study of Tibetan scriptures. It also stimulates the major prosodic 

(vagus) nerve, opens the subtle channels and the space of the heart, as well as being cosmogonic 

(a phonemic emanation of the cosmos). Cosmogony is the nature of poets. 

 

(But what is the alphabet, actually? Our ABCs are a conventional mishmash of phonographs.) 

 

The letters of the Sanskrit and Tibetan (and other Asian) alphabets precisely follow the path of 

articulatory phonetics. In terms of the place of articulation, both vowels and consonants move 

from the back of the mouth forward, from guttural to palatal, retroflex, dental and labial. The 

vowel sequence is ordered as short-long pairings, ending with the compounds (diphthongs). In 

terms of the manner of articulation, the consonants are first ordered as plosives (stops,) with each 

place of articulation having a double-pairing of unaspirated/unaspirated voiceless stops and 

unaspirated/unaspirated voiced stops followed by the corresponding nasal stop. The plosive 

sequence is followed by the glides (semi-vowels/approximates.) (Note: in Sanskrit the 'r' and 'l' 

sounds are also proper vowels.) Finally, there are the sibilants, ordered according to the place at 

which each sound is shaped. 

 

As an immediate practice, I've adapted American English to the Varnamala's articulatory 

ordering.  



 


