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INTRODUCTORY  CHAPTER  -  THE  BASICS
THE RUSSIAN (CYRILLIC) ALPHABET

Mastering the alphabet
The Russian alphabet, which is also called Cyrillic,  is based on the Greek alphabet. It owes
its origins to the Greek missionary brothers Cyril and Methodius, who were sent to Moravia
(now part of the Czech Republic) in the 9th century to spread the Christian
message. The alphabet, which they devised for the purpose of translating Greek religious
texts, first became established in Russia in around the 10th-11th century. The modern
Russian alphabet is a direct descendant of the original Cyrillic script. Russian belongs to  a
group of languages which are known collectively as Slavonic. Other languages in this group
include Ukrainian, Polish, Czech and Bulgarian.

The Russian alphabet may appear strange at first, but you will quickly get used to it. A
number of the letters are similar in both Russian and English; e.g.  A , O  and T. Other letters,
although they may look the same, are pronounced quite differently; e.g. Russian Ñ is
pronounced as an English S, Russian Ð as a trilled English R etc. Some letters are specific to
Russian but represent sounds which are familiar to English speakers; e.g. Russian Ï is
equivalent to our P sound. You should have little difficulty reading the following word:
ÏÀÑÏÎÐÒ. It is, of course, the Russian for PASSPORT.

The Russian alphabet consists of 33 letters. They will be introduced roughly in terms of the
difficulties they pose to native speakers of English.

Note that capital letters are not used as frequently in Russian as in English. They are used
only at the beginning of sentences and in proper names and titles. Small letters are for the
most part simply half-sized versions of capitals.

I. Letters which are similar or are recognizable
CAPITAL SMALL ENGLISH EQUIVALENT
Vowels

F f a as in pack
J j o as in stork

Consonants
R r k as in key
V v m as in moon
N n t as in tea
P p z as in zoo
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Activity 1
Look carefully at the following words as the native speaker pronounces them on the

tape. Then listen again and repeat the words in the gaps provided on the tape.
rfr - how nfv - there
vfr - poppy njv - volume
rjn - cat njn - that
pf - behind rnj - who
Activity 2
Now look at how Russians write these letters. Write out each of the letters several

times.
Ff - Àà Jj - Îî Rr - Êê Vv - Ìì Nn - Òò Pp - Çç
Activity 3
Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy

out the handwritten version.
jn îò - from njr òîê - current
frn àêò - act rjv êîì - lump
nfr òàê - so vfn ìàò - mat
nfrn òàêò - tact pfv çàì - deputy

II. �False friends� -  letters which are similar to Englishones in appearance but have different sounds
CAPITAL SMALL ENGLISH   EQUIVALENT
Vowels

T t ye as in yes
E e oo as in spoonConsonants
D d v as in valley
Y y n as in note
H h r as in Scottish brackenC c s as in stop
{ [ ch as in Scottish loch

Activity 1
Look carefully at the following words as the native speaker pronounces them on the

tape. Then listen again and repeat the words in the gaps provided on the tape.
dtc - weight cjy - sleep, dream
djh - thief cjr - juice
yjc - nose [jh - choir
hjn - mouth ec - whisker
hjcn - growth e[á* - fish soup

* The accent is used to denote stress. Stress marks are generally not found in written Russian, although they are
widely used in dictionaries and grammar books. They are included in the first half of this course purely as an aid
to pronunciation.
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Activity 2
Now look at how Russians write these letters.  Write out each of the letters several

times.
 Tt - Åå Ee - Óó Dd - Ââ Yy - Íí Hh - Ðð Cc - Ññ {[ - Õõ

Activity 3
Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy

out the handwritten version.
âåê - century ðóêà - hand, arm
âîí - out êóðñ - course
âîò - here (is/are) ñîðò - sort
êîêñ - coke ñòî - hundred
ðîê - fate õíà - henna

III. Letters which do not occur in English but have an
equivalent English sound

CAPITAL SMALL ENGLISH   EQUIVALENT

Vowels
? / yo as in yonder
B b ee as in meet
Ý ý e as in egg
> . you as in youth
Z z ya as in yak

Consonants
< , b as in bottle
U u g as in gas
L l d as in day
K k l as in long
G g p as in paint
A a f as in face

Activity 1
Look carefully at the following words as the native speaker pronounces them on the

tape. Then listen again and repeat the words in the gaps provided on the tape.
,fk - ball uhfa - count
,fh - bar dpk/n - take-off
lf - yes kbcn - leaf
ljr - dock vbh - peace, world
ujk - goal ¿vz - name
pfk - hall ¢hf - era
ck/n - gathering výh - mayor
cgjhn - sport k.rc - de luxe
ajhn - fort zr - yak
akjn - fleet
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Activity 2
Now look at how Russians write these letters.  Write out each of the letters several

times.
?/ - ¨¸ Bb - Èè >. - Þþ Zz - ßÿ <, - Áá
Uu - Ãã Ll - Ää Kk - Ëë Gg - Ïï Aa - Ôô

Activity 3
Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy

out the handwritten version.
,jr áîê - side gjk ïîë - floor
,jrc áîêñ - boxing gk.c ïëþñ - plus
uyjv ãíîì - gnome pfkg çàëï - volley
uhbgg ãðèïï - flu gkbc ïëèñ - velveteen
lyj äíî - bottom gbh ïèð - feast
ljv äîì - house cgbhn ñïèðò - spirit
lfh äàð - gift akbhn ôëèðò - flirtation
lfk äàë - gave abyy ôèíí - Finn
k/y ë¸í - flax ñýð ñýð - sir
vjk ìîë - mole, pier §vf ÿìà - pit

IV. Letters which are peculiar to the Cyrillic script but
have an approximate English equivalent

CAPITAL SMALL ENGLISH   EQUIVALENT
Consonants

:* ;* s as in pleasure
I* i* sh as in shell
O o long shh (i.e. be quiet!)
W w ts as in bits
X x ch as in cheese

* As you will hear on the tape, æ and ø are much harder-sounding than their English equivalents. To produce these
sounds push your lower jaw forward, turn the tip of your tongue up and slightly back and raise the back part of
your tongue to where the Russian sound ó is pronounced.

Activity 1
Look carefully at the following words as the native speaker pronounces them on the

tape. Then listen again and repeat the words in the gaps provided on the tape.
;er - beetle wdtn - colour
;fh - heat xfc - hour
ihfv - scar x/hn - devil
ighbw - syringe xby - rank
ob - shchi (cabbage soup) cx/n - bill
obn - shield uhfx - rook
,jho - borsch (beetroot soup)

÷
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Activity 2
Now look at how Russians write these letters.  Write out each of the letters several

times.
:; - Ææ Ii - Øø Oo - Ùù Ww - Öö Xx - ×÷
Activity 3
Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy

out the handwritten version.
;ytw æíåö - reaper kto ëåù - bream
;bh æèð - fat gkfo ïëàù - cloak
ifyc øàíñ - chance gkfw ïëàö - parade-gound
if[ øàõ - check gkfx ïëà÷ - weeping
ibi øèø - fig x/n ÷¸ò - even number
oeg ùóï - probe ÷èí ÷èí - rank

V. Two letters which are peculiar to the Cyrillic script
 and have no sound of their own

ú (Ú)-

     e.g. c]tk (ate, have/has eaten),  d]tpl (entry),  j,]/v (volume)

ü (Ü) -

v t k (chalk) - vtkm (shoal)
d j y (over there) - djym (stench)
,hfn (brother) - ,hfnm (to take)

Note: because the hard sign and the soft sign always follow other letters and never begin a word
they appear in capitals only when all the letters in a word are capitalized (e.g. in certain signs and
notices).

Activity 1
Look carefully at the following words as the native speaker pronounces them on the

tape. Then listen again and repeat the words in the gaps provided on the tape.
abkmv - film ,jkm - pain
c]tv - (I) will eat hjkm - role
c]tk - ate lhzym - rubbish
c]/vrf - shooting (of a film) rjhm - measles
dtlm - you see, you know vfnm - mother

this letter, which is rarely used, is called the hard sign or separating hard
sign. It appears only after the consonants á, â, ä and c when it separates them
from the softening influence of any one of the vowels  å, ̧ , þ and ÿ.

this letter, which is used much more frequently than the hard sign, is called the
soft sign. It serves to make the preceding consonant soft. It is very important to
soften consonants which are followed by ü since the soft sign can change the
meaning of a word. Compare the following, which are recorded on the tape:

6
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Activity 2
Now look at how Russians write these letters.  Write out both the letters several times.
}] - Ú ú Mm - Ü ü
Activity 3
Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy

out the handwritten version.
c]tcn ñúåñò - (s/he) will eat dfkmc âàëüñ - waltz
c]tcnm ñúåñòü - to eat ktym ëåíü - laziness
c]/v ñú¸ì - removal ltym äåíü - day
czlm ñÿäü - sit down wfhm öàðü - tsar
cjkm ñîëü - salt ybnm íèòü - thread
Activity 4
Listen to the native speaker reading the following pairs of words, the second of which

has the soft sign (ü) at the end. Note the difference in both sound and meaning. Look at the
printed text, listen again and repeat the words in the gaps provided on the tape.

tk (was eating) - tkm (fir tree)
vtk (chalk) - vtkm (shoal)
lfk (gave) - lfkm (distance)
cnfk (became) - cnfkm (steel)
dhfk (was lying) - dhfkm (liar)
ujk (goal) - ujkm (the poor)
cnjk (table) - cnjkm (so)
lfy (given) - lfym (tribute)
rjy (kitty) - rjym (horse)
vfn (mat) - vfnm (mother)
Gbn (Pete) - gbnm (to drink)
gkjn (raft) - gkjnm (flesh)
tcn (is eating) - tcnm (to eat)

VI. Two more letters which are peculiar to the Cyrillic
script and have no direct English equivalent

    e.g.   ,sk (was), lsv (smoke), csy (son)
Listen again to these Russian words and compare them with similar- sounding English
words:

    ,sk : bill lsv  : dim csy : sin
* To produce this sound you should begin by pronouncing a Russian è. Then put your tongue flat against the
bottom of your mouth, thereby tensing the muscles at the side and back of the throat. If you now try again to
make the sound è the result should be a Russian û.

Note: like the soft sign and the hard sign, û never begins a word and therefore appears in capitals
only when all the letters in a word are capitalized (as in certain signs and notices).

Q q - this letter is called short è (or in Russian b êðàòêîå). It usually
acts as part of a dipthong and it frequently makes a sound similar
to an English y as in boy,  yacht etc.
e.g. ,jq (battle), vjq (my), hjq (swarm)

S* (s)*- the nearest approximate sound in English is i as in writ, but as you
will hear on the tape there is a significant difference.
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Activity 1
Look carefully at the following words as the native speaker pronounces them on the

tape. Then listen again and repeat the words in the gaps provided on the tape.
csh - cheese hjq - swarm
vs - we vfq - May
ysnm - to moan hfq - paradise
gskm - dust rhfq - edge
csgm - rash rbq - billiard cue
,jq - battle rktq - glue
vjq - my qónf - iota

Activity 2
Now look at how Russians write these letters.  Write out both the letters several times.
Qq - É é Ss - Û û
Activity 3
Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy

out the handwritten version.
,sn áûò - way of life gksnm ïëûòü - to sail
,snm áûòü - to be lfq äàé - give
csn ñûò - satisfied, full gfq ïàé - share
gsk ïûë - heat gjq ïîé - sing
nsk òûë - rear ckjq ñëîé - layer
hsnm ðûòü - to dig cnjq ñòîé - stand
ktq ëåé - pour gtq ïåé - drink

RUSSIAN ALPHABET  - ÀËÔÀÂÈÒ
PRINTED WRITTEN RUSSIAN NEAREST PRINTED WRITTEN RUSSIAN NEAREST
LETTERS LETTERS NAME EQUIVALENT LETTERS LETTERS NAME EQUIVALENT

Capital Small   Capital Small Capital Small   Capital Small
F f À à f a in pack H h Ð ð ýð r in bracken
< , Á á ,ý b in bottle C c Ñ ñ ýñ s in stop
D d Â â dý v in valley N n Ò ò ný t in tea
U u Ã ã uý g in gas E e Ó ó ó oo in spoon
L l Ä ä lý d in day A a Ô ô ýô f in face
T t Å å t  (q') ye in yes { [ Õ õ [f ch in loch
? / ¨ ¸ /  (qj) yo in yonder Ö ö Ö ö öý ts in bits
: ; Æ æ ;ý s in pleasure X x × ÷ xý ch in cheese
P p Ç ç pý z in zoo I i Ø ø if sh in shell
B b È è b ee in meet O o Ù ù ùà (long) shh
Q q É é b y in boy } ] Ú ú nd/hlsq

(b rhfnrjt) pyfr
R r Ê ê rf k in key S s Û û s i in writ
K k Ë ë ýë  (ýëü) l in long M m Ü ü vzurbq
V v Ì ì ýì m in moon pyfr
Y y Í í ýí n in note Ý ý Ý ý ý e in egg
J j Î î j o in stork > . Þ þ . (qe) you in youth
G g Ï ï gý p in paint Z z ß ÿ z  (qf) ya in yak

8
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Word recognition
Activity 1
The following pages are taken from an old Russian calendar. Write underneath each of

them the name of the month in English.

Activity 2
Match up the following sporting terms with the appropriate illustrations.

ujkma dbylcühabyu hfrünrf
nüyybc aen,ók ubvyácnbrf
djk tq,ók [jrrüq hüu,b
htath¿ ,fcrtn,ók ,flvbynóy

9
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Activity 3
Label the illustrations of food and drink, using the list of names below.

uhüqgahen cfkán
ceg ahårns
gtgcb-rókf x f q
cáyldbx cjc¿crf
,fyáy dólrf

Activity 4
Match the list of professions below with the places where the people work.

HOSPITAL PARLIAMENT
CONCERT HALL BANK
CAR DIRECTOR�S OFFICE
STADIUM UNIVERSITY
SHOP SCHOOL OFFICE

vüytl;th ghjaüccjh ija/h vby¿cnh aen,jk¿cn
,fyr¿h rfcc¿h ctrhtnáhm lórnjh rjvgjp¿njh

Activity 5
Look at the following puzzle and jot down (in English) 17 places or objects which you

might find in or near to a town.

R F A T V T N H J
J T

W T Y N H < F H
B N N
H F Ý H J G J H N
R Y T F

C H
I N F R C B
R J N

P J J G F H R F
K F F L
F < F Y R B

J
R B Y J

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
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Activity 6
All except one of the following words relate to education. Which is the odd one out and

what do the others mean?
eybdthcbnün bycnbnån cnelüyn kürwbz ctvbyáh lbgkóv ctvücnh
ghjaüccjh ltntrn¿d ýýrpávty irókf rkfcc ntcn

The exception: _________________
The others: 1. 2. 3.

4. 5. 6.
7.  8.  9.

10. 11. 12.

Activity 7
The following are names of famous and infamous people. Can you identify them?

Njk cnóq Gåirby Ljcnjüdcrbq Xfqródcrbq Ijcnfródbx
ökmwby Ujh,fx/d Cnákby Xühxbkkm U¿nk th
<h¿nnty Itrcg¿h Vec cjk¿yb Håptdtkmnò Vówfhnðò

Activity 8
Locate and identify the following countries on the map of Europe below.

R Á H N F   T D H ÿ G S

Hjcc¿z

Dtkbrj,hbnáybz

Uthváybz

Aháywbz

Bnákbz

Bcgáybz

Bhkáylbz

Idüwbz

Uhüwbz

Erhf¿yf

Gókmif

Gjhneuákbz

Xü[bz

Ádcnhbz

11
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Activity 9
When you have completed Activity 8, see how many other countries you can identify .

This can be done as an oral exercise together with your teacher. Your teacher will simply ask
you; e.g. Ãäå Íîðâüãèÿ? (Where is Norway?) and you will point to it and reply  Íîðâüãèÿ
çäåñü (Norway is here).

Activity 10
Now match up the following capital cities with the countries in Activity 8.

<thk¿y Kóyljy Gfh¿; Düyf Kbccf,óy
Fa¿ys Gháuf H b v Lå,kby Vflh¿l
Vjcrdá Dfhiádf R¿td Cnjruókmv

Activity 11
Complete the following crossword about the family by choosing from the list below.

v á v f gágf c s y ljxm ,hfn
ctcnhá ,á,eirf lüleirf v e ; ;tyá

ACROSS
1. brother
2. sister
3. grandfather
4. husband
6. dad

DOWN
1. grandmother
2. son
3. daughter
4. mum
5. wife

Pronunciation
You should read through the following section carefully, but you are not required to absorb
all the information at this stage. Do not be deterred by the apparent complexity of the rules
on pronunciation, as you are not expected to master them all at once. Many languages,
including English, pose a similar range of difficulties, which non-native speakers come to
terms with gradually.
STRESS
As in English, Russian words are pronounced with the stress on certain syllables. However,
Russian words never have more than one stressed syllable. For example, the Russian for
dáddy is gágf. In both words the first syllable is stressed and the second is unstressed. In
Russian the stressed syllable is even more pronounced than in English.

12
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If a word only has one syllable the vowel is of course always stressed and if a word contains
the letter ̧  the stress is always on the ¸, regardless of the number of syllables; e.g. ëèê¸ð
(liqueur), ðóæü¸ (gun), ¸ðçàòü (to fidget).

Vowels in unstressed positions
Vowels in unstressed syllables are pronounced shorter (or have a reduced value) and some
of them can vary in sound (or change their quality).

Unstressed J^ T^ Z

J - in unstressed syllables is pronounced like a weak (Russian) f
l j v (house) - ljvá [damá ] (houses)
ó y (he) -      jyá      [aná ] (she)

T - in unstressed syllables is pronounced like a weak b
k t c (forest) - ktcá     [lisá ] (forests)

Z - in unstressed syllables, at the beginning of a word,
is pronounced yi (as in Yiddish)
zpÏr (language) [yizýr ]
Zgóybz (Japan) [Yiponiya]

Other vowels do not change their quality to such an extent, but are pronounced with a
reduced value. The meaning of a word can change depending on the position of the stress.

pávjr (castle) - pfvór (lock)
vårf (torment) - verá (flour)

Activity 1
Listen to how the native speaker pronounces the following pairs of words, the second

of which has a vowel î, å or ÿ in unstressed position. Then listen again to the native speaker
reading the words and repeat them in the gaps provided on the tape.

l j v (house) - ljvá [damá] (houses)
j y (he) - jyá [aná] (she)
y j c (nose) - yjcÏ [nasý] (noses)
hjcn (growth) - hjcnór [rastók] (sprout)
gjcn (post) - gjcnÏ [pastý] (posts)
k t c (forest) - ktcá [lisá] (forests)
dtc (weight) - dtcÏ [visyý] (scales)
lüdeirf (girl) - ltd¿xbq [divíchiy] (girlish)
§pdf (ulcer) - zpÏr [yizýk] (language)
§ v f (pit) - zhkÏr [yirlýk] (tag)
§[nf (yacht) - zxvüym [yichmyén�] (barley)

13
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SOFT CONSONANTS
Soft consonants are very common in Russian. You already know that one of the
functions of the soft sign (ü) is to �soften� the preceding consonant. What is not apparent
from the alphabet is that certain other letters, namely å, ̧ , þ, ÿ and è, can also act like a soft
sign. If a consonant precedes one of these letters, it is always pronounced soft.

Activity 2
Listen to how the native speaker pronounces the following pairs of words, the second

of which has one of the �soft� vowels (å, ̧ , þ, ÿ, è) after the consonant. Then listen again to
the native speaker reading the words and repeat them in the gaps provided on the tape.

vfnm (mother) - vznm (to crumple)
n j r (current) - n/r (flowed)
dsnm (to howl) - dbnm (to weave)
y j c (nose) - y/c (carried)
k e r (onion) - k.r (hatchway)
hscm (lynx) - hbc (rice)
cýh (sir) - cühbz (serial)

Most Russian consonants have two forms of pronunciation: hard and soft. However , there
are three which only have a hard form. These are æ, ø and ö. When the �soft� vowels è and
å follow these consonants they are pronounced û and ý respectively.

Activity 3
Listen to how the native speaker pronounces the following words. Then listen again to

the words and repeat them in the gaps provided on the tape.
l;¿ycs (jeans) ;tpk (rod)
; b h (fat) ;tcn (gesture)
wbrk (cycle) wtynh (centre)
wbhr (circus) itcnm (six)
i¿yf (tyre) iüz (neck)
ibi (fig)

VOICED AND VOICELESS CONSONANTS
Most Russian consonants can be divided into two groups:
a) Voiced consonants (i.e. the vocal chords vibrate) - á  â  ã  ä  æ  ç
b) Voiceless consonants (i.e. the vocal chords do not vibrate) - ï  ô  ê  ò  ø  ñ

These two groups form pairs as follows:

Voiced Voiceless
, - g
d - a
u - r
l - n
; - i
p - c

14
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1. Voiced consonants in final position
Voiced consonants become voiceless at the end of a word, as in the following cases.

, - g l e , [doop] (oak tree)
d - a h j d [rof] (ditch)
u - r akfu [flak] (flag)
l - n v / l [myot] (honey)
; - i ýná; [etash] (floor)
p - c uf p [gas] (gas)

Activity 4
Listen to how the native speaker pronounces the following words. Then listen again to

the words and repeat them in the gaps provided on the tape.

h f , (slave) dhfu (enemy) v e ; (husband)
rhf, (crab) , t u (running) ufhá; (garage)
k j , (forehead) v b u (instant) gkz; (beach)
k t d (lion) cgfl (slump) h f p (once)
h / d (roar) k / l (ice) ukfp (eye)
ghfd (right) h z l (row) ghbp (prize)

2. The effect of voiced and voiceless consonants on each other in combinations (or
clusters) of consonants.

When the last consonant in a combination (of two or more) is voiced, preceding voiceless
consonants are pronounced as their voiced equivalents; e.g.

c,óhybr [zbórnik] (anthology)
ónls[ [óddykh] (rest, holiday)
c lüljv* [zdyüdom]* (with grandfather)

Exception: d does not make preceding voiceless consonants voiced; e.g.

cdtn [svyet] (light)

Conversely, when the last consonant in the group is voiceless, all preceding voiced conso-
nants are pronounced as their voiceless equivalents; e.g

dc/ [fsyo] (everything)
dólrf [vótka] (vodka)
d rbyó* [fkinó] (to the cinema)

* This rule also applies with prepositions (which are pronounced as if they were joined to
the following word).

Activity 5
Listen to how the native speaker pronounces the following words. Then listen again to

the words and repeat them in the gaps provided on the tape.
15
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The final consonant in group is voiced (therefore the preceding consonant is
voiced)

jnlük (department) cujy (herding)
jn,óh (selection) clfnm (to hand over)
c,jh (collection) clükrf (deal)
c,sn (sale) c;txm (to burn down)
cub, (bend) cpálb (from behind)

The final consonant in group is voiceless (therefore the preceding consonant is
voiceless)

hó,rbq (timid) dcøle (everywhere)
drkfl (deposit) k turó (easy)
dnóhybr (Tuesday) pfuc (registry office)
dibnm (to sew in) hülrj (rarely)
dctulá (always) kólrf (boat)
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