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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 C is
pronounced as an English S, Russian P as a trilled English R etc. Some letters are specific to
Russian but represent sounds which are familiar to English speakers; e.g. Russian I is
equivalent to our P sound. You should have little difficulty reading the following word:
IMACITOPT. 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.

1. Letters which are similar or are recognizable

CAPITAL SMALL ENGLISH EQUIVALENT
Vowels

A a a as in pack

O o 0 as in stork
Consonants

K K k as in key

M M m as in moon

T T tasintea

3 3 Z as in Zoo

S azov (Russian from Scratch)



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.

KaKk -
MaxK -
KOoT -
3a -

Activity 2

how

poppy
cat

behind

TaM
TOM
TOT
KTO

there
volume
that
who

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

times.

Aa - Aa Oo - O

Activity 3

Kx - Kw MM - M TT - I 33 - (33

Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy
out the handwritten version.

oT om - from
aKT arm - act
Tak mate - SO
TakKT marm - tact

11

Activity 1

TOK

KOM
Mart
3aM

mor; - current
roa - lump
wam - mat
gaa - deputy

‘False friends’ - letters which are similar to English
ones in appearance but have different sounds

CAPITAL

Vowels
E
Y

Consonants

XOTITw

SMALL

< o

X OoOT T W

ENGLISH EQUIVALENT

ye as in yes
00 as in spoon

v as in valley

n as in note

r as in Scottish bracken
§ as in stop

ch as in Scottish loch

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.

BEC -
BOp -
HOC -
poT -
pocT -

* 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.

weight
thief
nose
mouth
growth

A new ab initio Russian course

COH
COK
Xop
yc
yxa*

sleep, dream
Juice

choir
whisker

fish soup
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Activity 2

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

times.
Ee - &
Activity 3

BB - %¢

Hu - /. Pp - 9

Cc- € XX - Yox

Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy
out the handwritten version.

ber:
bon
bom
riotic

/wﬁ

111.

Activity 1

century Jyria
out riyfoec
here (is/are) cofpm

coke cmo
fate ana

hand, arm
course
sort

hundred
henna

Letters which do not occur in English but have an

equivalent English sound

CAPITAL SMALL
Vowels
n i
9 )
0] %)
A '
Consonants
b S
r r
| a
JI 1
I1 II
@ iy

ENGLISH EQUIVALENT

yo as in yonder
ee as in meet
easinegg

you as in youth
ya as in yak

b as in bottle
g asin gas

d as in day
lasinlong

p as in paint
fasin face

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.

0a
oap
na
IOK
rOJI
3aJ1
CIIET
CHopT
dopTt
doT

ball rpad
bar B3JIET
yes JIUCT
dock MHUD
goal nMms
hall 3pa
gathering M3p
sport JIFOKC
fort SIK
fleet

count
take-off

leaf

peace, world
name

era

mayor

de luxe

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

times.

D,

E¢ - &

It - 7

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

00K
00KC
THOM
TPUIIT
JTHO
JIOM
aap
Jal
néH
MOJI

V4

Uu - % I’OI—O- SO0

Hn - 9, Jln

dor - side

dorec - boxing
enoa - gnome
?/&M/IZ/IL - fl
Y2 bottom
gow - house
gop - it

gar - gave

A€W - flax

.woa - mole, pier

CAPITAL

s

- Ax B0 - DS

- A Mn - o O - Py

oJI
TUJTIOC
3aJm
JTUC
nup
CIHUPT
baupt
$buHH
cop
saMa

noa - floor
n0c - plllS
gaan - VOHCy
nauc - velveteen
naﬁ - feast
(//mﬁm - spirit
96Jmﬁm - flirtation
hunn - Finn

(;% - §ir

A - pit

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

Consonants

}I(*

101

L0
Y

SMALL

)K*
oI mr*

111

11

q

ENGLISH EQUIVALENT

s as in pleasure

sh as in shell

long shh (i.e. be quiet!)
ts as in bits

ch as in cheese

* As you will hear on the tape, s and m 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 y 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.

KYK
xKap
mpam
HITPUIL
iV
AT
6opiu

beetle

heat

scar

syringe

shchi (cabbage soup)
shield

borsch (beetroot soup)

A new ab initio Russian course

LBET
qac

4€PT
YU H
CUET
rpav

colour
hour
devil
rank
bill
rook
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Activity 2
Now look at how Russians write these letters. Write out each of the letters several
times.

Kx - o Mma - U HIH_I - %114 HH - OM@ Yy - %,

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

XHEI acwnery - reaper JICI] aeur - bream
KUD  acupp - fat mwian]  zaaw; -  cloak
IAHC  wanc - Cchance mwian  zaaw -  parade-gound
max wax - check wiady  waae - Weeping
WA wewwe - fig qeT wém -  evennumber
LIy wyn -  probe YUH wew - rank
% Two letters which are peculiar to the Cyrillic script

and have no sound of their own

b (b)- this letter, which is rarely used, is called the hard sign or separating hard
sign. It appears only after the consonants 0, B, A and ¢ when it separates them
from the softening influence of any one of the vowels e, €, 10 and s1.

e.g. cwea (ate, have/has eaten), BBe3n (entry), o0béM (volume)

b (b) - 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 b since the soft sign can change the
meaning of a word. Compare the following, which are recorded on the tape:

MeJl (chalk) - MeJb (shoal)
BOH (overthere) - BOHBDb (stench)
opar (brother) - Opatrp  (totake)

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.

¢umpMm - film 6o1p - pain
CheM - (Dwill eat poib -  role
CheJl - ate IpsiHb -  rubbish
cbéMka -  shooting (of a film) KOpb -  measles
BE/Ib - yousee, you know Matb -  mother

S azov (Russian from Scratch)



Activity 2

Now look at how Russians write these letters. Write out both the letters several times.
b - % ) br - o

Activity 3

Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy
out the handwritten version.

cbeCT  cveem - (s/he)will eat BaJIbC bauwc - Wwaltz
CBhECTh cveemo - toeat JIEHb  .eno - laziness
CheéM coéa - removal JEHb  gewo - day
CSIb cago - sitdown napb  uapo - tsar
COJIb oo - salt HUTb  wwmo - thread
Activity 4

Listen to the native speaker reading the following pairs of words, the second of which
has the soft sign (b) 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.

eI (was eating) - eJb (fir tree)
MeJl (chalk) - MeJlb (shoal)
aan (gave) - J1aJ1b (distance)
cTal (became) - cTallb (steel)
BpaJ (was lying) - BpaJib (liar)
roJj (goal) - roJjb (the poor)
CTOJI (table) - CTOJIb (so0)
JaH (given) - JTaHb (tribute)
KOH (kitty) - KOHb (horse)
mart (mat) - MaThb (mother)
[Tut (Pete) - MATh (to drink)
IUIOT (raft) - IJIOTh (flesh)
ecT (is eating) - eCTh (to eat)
VI Two more letters which are peculiar to the Cyrillic

script and have no direct English equivalent

=k
=ic
1

this letter is called short u (or in Russian 1 kpaTkoe). 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. Ooii (battle), moii (my), poit (swarm)

bI* (bI)*- the nearest approximate sound in English is i as in writ, but as you
will hear on the tape there is a significant difference.

e.g. Obla(was), abiM (smoke), CbIH (son)

Listen again to these Russian words and compare them with similar- sounding English
words:
ObL1 : bill OeIM : dim  CcHIH : Sin

* To produce this sound you should begin by pronouncing a Russian u. 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 u the result should be a Russian bI.

Note: like the soft sign and the hard sign, s1 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).

A new ab initio Russian course
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Activity 1
Look carefully at the following words as the native speaker pronounces them on the

[}
M
&
5 tape. Then listen again and repeat the words in the gaps provided on the tape.
o)
% CBIP - cheese poit - swarm
£ MBI - we Mal - - May
E HBITH - to moan paii - paradise
& OblJIb - dust Kpail - edge
CHIITb - rash KW - billiard cue
ooit - battle KJIeld - glue
MOH - ny nora - iota
Activity 2
Now look at how Russians write these letters. Write out both the letters several times.
Uin - Ui bIb - Ol w
Activity 3

Read the following words, compare the handwritten and printed versions, then copy
out the handwritten version.

OBIT Joim - way oflife IJIBITh  nasemo - tosail
OBITH Jovmo - tobe Jau gai - give
CBHIT covm - satisfied, full nai nai - share
NBIJT neta - heat 100} not - sing
ThLIT meta - rear cJoi caodi - layer
PBITE  fosemo - todig CTOM cmott - stand
Jen acti - pour neu nedi - drink
RUSSIAN ALPHABET - AJI®GABUT
PRINTED ~ WRITTEN RUSSIAN NEAREST PRINTED  WRITTEN RUSSIAN NEAREST
LETTERS  LETTERS NAME EQUIVALENT LETTERS  LETTERS NAME EQUIVALENT
Capital Small Capital Small Capital Small Capital Small
A a A a a ain pack P p P s p r in bracken
B 6 5 J 09 b in bottle C ¢ C ¢ 3¢ s in stop
B B B ¢ B3 vin valley T v/ T3 tintea
r r J . ra g in gas vV y Y v y 00 in spoon
O & 2 g ik} dinday (O] 2 Y0 fin face
g @ E e e (i) ye in yes X X Xox xa chinloch
E & & ¢ ¢ (ito) yoinyonder [II 1 U « ) ts in bits
K x | M x P %) s in pleasure | U 4 ¢ . L6} ch in cheese
3 3 3 s 33 Z in Zoo I m W w ma sh in shell
N n U u u ee in meet I g /7 ma (long) shh
U i | 4 & |u y in boy P 3 & s TBEpIBII
(1 kpaTkoe) 3HAK
K «x K «x Ka k in key bl w1 6 &« bl iin writ
J »n A u 371 (2J1b) 1in long b b 6 o MSITKHAHR
M M | M M m in moon 3HAK
H = # ou 9H n in note 9 5 3 } einegg
O o 0 o o o in stork IO 1 0w 1o (ity) you in youth
I o T n m p in paint A s 2 s (Ha) ya in yak
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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.

2001

MAaH HIOAB AEKAENDL OKTAENbL AHBANB HOHb

derpann ABIYCT CEHTABPL AnpeAn HOABPK MapT

Activity 2

Match up the following sporting terms with the appropriate illustrations.
rojan o BUHICEPPUHT pakéTka
TEHHUC byTOOMa TUMHACTHUKA
BOJIEO O XOKKEN péroéu
pedepn OackeTOOMI 0aaMUHTOH

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

rpéindpyT cajiar
cyn bpYKTHI
Mmerncu-kKoJa qyan
CAHIBUY cocucka
OaHaH BOIKa

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
MéHexep mpodéccop mopép MUHHACTP GYyTOOIUCT
OaHKUD Kaccup cexkpetapb JAOKTOpP  KOMHOO3UTOP
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.

1.

2.

KA ®E ME TP O 3
O E 4,
LLEHTP B AP 5
u T T 6
P ADPOIIOPT 7
K H E A 8
c P 9.

I TAKCH 10.
K O T 11
S3OOIMAPK A 12.
JI A A il 13.
A BAHK = 14.
O 15.

KNHO 16.

17.

S azov (Russian from Scratch)



@ Activity 6
All except one of the following words relate to education. Which is the odd one out and
what do the others mean?

YHUBEPCUTET MHCTUTYT CTYACHT JEKUUS CEMUHAP AUNIOM CEMECTP

npodéccop AETEKTHUB HK3AMEH MIKOJIa KJacc TEeCT
The exception:
The others: 1 2. 3.

4. 5. 6.

7. 8. 9.

10 11. 12.

@ Aetivity 7

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

Tonctoun Ilymkuu Hoctoérckuit YalikoBckuit  MloctakdBuu
Enpniua  Top6aués Cranun Yépuuiib I'intnep
Bpurten Ilexcnup Mycconnnu Py3eBenbT Mounaprt

@ Aectivity 8

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

Poccnus
Benaukobpurtanus
I'epmanus
OpaHnus
NTranus
Ncnanus
Npnadunus
IBénus
I'pénusa
Vkpanna
ITonpma
[Toptyranus
YUeéxus

ABcTpus

KAPTA EBPOIIbBI

e S U

T'pennanzckoe Mope

Hleeyus

Hopgexcroe Mo|

Egpona

Ounsino
4

Poccusn
ATnaHTHUECKHIT OKeaH v O

Dcmoni

.
0 lameus
°

benopyccus

Tonvwa

Vkpauna

10
: wcmp s A

N wumeiin Benepus
Lleeiiyq, P

Opanyusn 0el

Pymo nus

' Xoj Tepyezdguna u us
Cepoust
Monaro
.

Hman : langgoHus

(Topmy.

Hcnanus

S Upeyus 30 & |
Q

CpeauseMHOe MOpe ’;’ 0 o
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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. Fne HopBérusi? (Where is Norway?) and you will point to it and reply Hopsérus
3nech (Norway is here).

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

Bepnanu Jlounon [Tapinx  Béna JIuccabo6n
Adbunb IIpara Puwm Ay6aun Manpnn
MockBa Bapumasa Kiies CTtokr6JBM

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

Mama namna CBIH J104Yb Opat
cecTpa 6abymka néayuKa MY XK KeHa

ACROSS
1. brother

2. sister

3. grandfather
4

6

. husband 3
. dad

1. grandmother
2. son

3. daughter
4

5

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
daddy is mana. 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.

S azov (Russian from Scratch)



If a word only has one syllable the vowel is of course always stressed and if a word contains
the letter é the stress is always on the &, regardless of the number of syllables; e.g. aukép
(liqueur), pyxbé (gun), ép3ars (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 O, E, 5
O - in unstressed syllables is pronounced like a weak (Russian) a
10M (house) - nmoma [dama] (houses)

OH (he) - oHa  [ana ] (she)

E - in unstressed syllables is pronounced like a weak n
jec (forest) -  gmeca  [lisa ] (forests)

Sl - in unstressed syllables, at the beginning of a word,
is pronounced yi (as in Yiddish)

A3BIK (language) [yizyx |
Auouus (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.

- 3aMOK (lock)
(flour)

3aMok (castle)
MyKa (torment) - MykKa

Activity 1

Listen to how the native speaker pronounces the following pairs of words, the second
of which has a vowel o, e or 1 in unstressed position. Then listen again to the native speaker
reading the words and repeat them in the gaps provided on the tape.

JTO0M (house) - noma [dama] (houses)
OH (he) - OHa [ana] (she)
HOC (nose) -  HOCHI [nasy] (noses)
pocT (growth) - pocTOK [rastok] (sprout)
MOCT (post) - TOCTHI [pasty] (posts)
aec (foresty - Jeca [lisa] (forests)
BEC (weight) - Bechl [visy ] (scales)
népymka (girl) - JeBuvyuu [divichiy] (girlish)
s3Ba (ulcer) - A3BIK [yizyk] (language)
aMa (pit) - ApJBIK [yirlyk] (tag)
IXTa (vacht) - sguMéHb [yichmyén’] (barley)
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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 (») is to ‘soften’ the preceding consonant. What is not apparent
from the alphabet is that certain other letters, namely e, &, 10, s1 and u, 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 (e, &, 10, 51, n) after the consonant. Then listen again to
the native speaker reading the words and repeat them in the gaps provided on the tape.

MaTh (mother) - MATh (to crumple)
TOK (current) - T EK (flowed)
BBITh (tohowl) - BATH (to weave)
HOC (nose) - HéC (carried)
JYyK (onion) - JLFOK (hatchway)
pBICH (lynx) - puc (rice)

cIp (sir) - cépusa  (serial)

Most Russian consonants have two forms of pronunciation: hard and soft. However, there
are three which only have a hard form. These are :x, m and . When the ‘soft” vowels m and
e follow these consonants they are pronounced bl and 3 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.

JKUHCHL  (jeans) Ke3J (rod)
KUD (fat) KECT (gesture)
UK JT (cycle) HeHTp  (centre)
HUPK (circus) mecTh  (Six)
muHa (tyre) me st (neck)
11197811 (fig)

VOICED AND VOICELESS CONSONANTS

Most Russian consonants can be divided into two groups:

a) Voiced consonants (i.e. the vocal chords vibrate)- 6 B r a xk 3
b) Voiceless consonants (i.e. the vocal chords donot vibrate)- m ¢ k T m ¢

These two groups form pairs as follows:

Voiced Voiceless
o - I
B s i)
r - K
I - T
xK - 101
3 - c

S azov (Russian from Scratch)



1. Voiced consonants in final position

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

6 - 1 nyo6 [doop] (oaktree)
B - ¢ pos [rof]  (ditch)

r - K baar [flak] (flag)

I - T Méz [myot] (honey)
K- I stax [etash] (floor)

3 - C raz [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.

pao (slave) Bpar (enemy) My  (husband)
kpab (crab) 6er  (running) rapax (garage)
106 (forehead) Mur (instant) nysix  (beach)
JieB (lion) cnazg (slump) pa3s (once)
péB (roar) néxg  (ice) rniaz  (eye)
npas  (right) paa  (row) npu3  (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.

cOOpHUK [zbornik] (anthology)

O TIBIX [6ddykh] (rest, holiday)

c neanom* [zdyédom]*  (with grandfather)
Exception: B does not make preceding voiceless consonants voiced; e.g.

CBET [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

BCE [fsyo] (everything)
BO KA [votkal] (vodka)
B xuH6*  [fkind] (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.
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The final consonant in group is voiced (therefore the preceding consonant is
voiced)

o TN (department) CTOH (herding)
or006p  (selection) cnaThb (to hand over)
cbop (collection) cneynka (deal)

cOBIT (sale) CcKedb (to burn down)
crub (bend) czanu (from behind)

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

po6kuit  (timid) BCONTY (everywhere)
BKJIAa]l (deposit) Jerko (easy)
BTOpHUK (Tuesday) 3arc (registry office)
BIIUTHL  (tosewin) péaxo (rarely)
Bcerna  (always) a6 qKa (boat)
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