
Thamil Alphabet

Forming Letters

Tamil has many letters, but most of them are derived from the 12 vowels and
18 consonants. In the table below, the vowels are the letters in the first row. The consonants
are the letters in the first column. Some consonants are hard to pronounce on their own.

The other 216 letters are made by combining the sounds of a vowel and a
consonant. Even in writing, they are viewed as the addition of a vowel and consonant. Ex:

f; + m = f 

g; + , = gp 

This fact will be very useful with the grammar.

Thamil Alphabet

m M , < c C v V I x X xs
f; f fh fp fP F $ nf Nf if nfh Nfh nfs
q; q qh qp qP q+ nq Nq iq nqh Nqh nqs
r; r rh rp rP R # nr Nr ir nrh Nrh nrs
Q; Q Qh Qp QP nQ NQ iQ nQh NQh nQs
l; l lh b B L ^ nl Nl il nlh Nlh nls
z;zzhzpzPZZ} nz Nziznzh Nzh nzs
j; j jh jp jP J J} nj Nj ij njh Njh njs
e; e eh ep eP E E} ne Ne ie neh Neh nes
g; g gh gp gP G G+ ng Ng ig ngh Ngh ngs
k; k kh kp kP K % nk Nk ik nkh Nkh nks
a; a ah ap aP A A+ na Na ia nah Nah nas
u; u uh up uP U & nu Nu iu nuh Nuh nus



u; u uh up uP U & nu Nu iu nuh Nuh nus
y; y yh yp yP Y Y} ny Ny iy nyh Nyh nys
t; t th tp tP T T+ nt Nt it nth Nth nts
o; o oh op oP O * no No io noh Noh nos
s; s sh sp sP S @ ns Ns is nsh Nsh nss
w; w wh wp wP W W} nw Nw iw nwh Nwh nws
d; d dh dp dP D D} nd Nd id ndh Ndh nds

. = "irregularly written" (see below)

. = not commonly used

For another version of a chart with the alphabet, click here (84 kb). 

Note: The n, N, and h characters by themselves are not considered letters.
What constitutes a letter is whatever appears in one of the above boxes.

Vowel Sounds

Words are said to "end in a vowel sound" because the final letter is the
combination of a consonant and a vowel. Specifically, if word is said to "end in an m
sound", the final letter of the word is f> q> r>.... If a word ends in an M sound, the final
letter is fh> qh> rh>.... The pattern follows for the rest of the vowels.

As you can see, letters ending in an c or C sound are each written
differently. In the chart above, letters with a green background are written much differently than the other
letters ending in the same vowel sound.

Consonant Clusters

In Tamil, some letters often appear together. The ending vowel sound in each
"consonant cluster" may vary. Some of the letters commonly seen together include:

q;f
e;j



z;l
Q;r
d;w
k;g

Beginning A Word

Words do not begin with z or d. However, words may begin with e, but

words do not end with e. As a result, e generally appears at the beginning or in the middle

of a word, while z and d generally appear in the middle or at the end of a word.

None of the letters z, u, y, o, s, w, and d should be the first letter of a
word. Instead, , must precede the letter.

Pronunciation

Pronunciation

Pronunciation is best learned with someone for whom Thamil is a first
language. The guide provided below is just a crude approximation of Thamil sounds using
English words. Even if you learn written Thamil well, having an accent when speaking can
offset a lot of your hard work. If you want to be able to speak Thamil without an English (or
French, German, etc.) accent, tape recording yourself speaking helps -- and you might be in
for a surprise when you hear youself.

Improving Pronunciation -- Using Hints

Although you may think of Thamil people's accents as silly when speaking
English, they may help you improve your pronunciation. For (probably) at least 95% of the
people who speak English with a Thamil accent, they pronounce the English words with
Thamil characters. For example, when a person says the word "rice", what they really may
be pronouncing is "iuR". Similarly, "pizza" may become "gPl;rh" and "computer" may

become "fk;gpA+l;lu;". Depending on the person, even more can be learned about Thamil
pronunciation.

Vowels



Vowel Sounds Like Example Of Sound In English
Word

m short a another

M long aa all

, short i in

< lone ee bee

c short oo book

C long oo pool

v short ay enter

V long ay ate

I ai life

x short o oboe

X long o phone

xs ou,ow flour

Consonants

Sometimes, letters are doubled with its consonant sound. In those cases, the
consonant will precede the letter, and the consonant receives an extra emphasis when the
word is said aloud. Also, f and g also pronounced differently if they begin a word.



Consonant Sounds Like Example Of Sound In English
Word

f
k (beginning of word, or preceded by
f;) bucket

h (not preceded by f;) hallow

q ng thing

r
ch (preceded by r;) charge

s (not preceded by r;) salad

Q ny cognac

l
t (preceded by l;) tight

d (not preceded by l;) door

z strong n ~

j th tooth

e n now

g
p (beginning of word, or preceded by
g;) pear

b (not preceded by g;) bear

k m mom

a y yell

u r red

y l laugh

t v have

o ~ ~

s ~ ~

w
~ (preceded by w;) ~

strong r (not preceded by w;) ~

d n win

Consonants Vs. "doubled" Consonants



Single Consonant Doubled Consonants
jhfk;
hear word 

jhf;fk;
hear word 

fhR
hear word 

fha;r;ry;
hear word 

ghL
hear word 

ghl;L
hear word 

fhJ
hear word 

fj;J
hear word 

gz;ghL
hear word 

mg;gsk;
hear word 

khkh
hear word 

mk;kh
hear word 

igad;
hear word 

nfha;ah
hear word 

fiy
hear word 

fy;Y}up
hear word 

,td;
hear word 

,t;tsT
hear word 

Gsp
hear word 

gs;sp
hear word 

gwit
hear word 

gw;wp
hear word 

rdp
hear word 

rpd;d
hear word 

Consonant Cluster Sounds

Some sounds only happen in consonant clusters. They are listed below.

Consonant Cluster Sounds Like Example Of Sound In
English Word

Example In Thamil

q;f hard ng gong
jq;fk;
hear word

Q;r soft ng change
kQ;rs;
hear word



Numbers (1-100) & Fractions

Numbers 1-19

Many words for numbers are exceptions to the general pattern of words.
ehd;F is one of the few words where the "hard ng" sound is not made with q;f. The same

is true for all numbers ending in "ehd;F".

Numbers 1-19
xd;W 1

,uz;L 2

%d;W 3

ehd;F 4

Ie;J 5

MW 6

VO 7

vl;L 8

xd;gJ 9

gj;J 10

gjpndhd;W 11

gdpuz;L 12

gjp%d;W 13

gjpdhd;F 14

gjpide;J 15

gjpdhW 16

gjpNdO 17

gjpndl;L 18

gj;njhd;gJ 19

. = irregular



"Tens"
"Tens"
,UgJ 20

Kg;gJ 30

ehw;gJ 40

Ik;gJ 50

mWgJ 60

vOgJ 70

vz;gJ 80

njhz;Z}W 90

E}W 100

. = irregular

Numbers 20-100

We still need to know how to say numbers like 42 and 87. Many things
determine how to form the word for these numbers, such as whether the tens digit is 9,
whether the units is 9, and whether the word for the units digit begins with a vowel. Some of
this can be simplified once a general pattern for adding suffixes is learned. Once you learn
how to add suffixes, then go to Appendix B. Until then, hold tight.

Fractions

Fractions
fhy; 1/4

miu 1/2

Kf;fhy; 3/4
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