Lesson Notes 
Вводный курс—Introductory Course

The Sounds and  Letters

Most English speakers are confused and mystified by the Russian alphabet. In the next few days you will learn to recognize printed and written variants of the Russian letters, and to write them yourself. First you will learn those letters that resemble English ones and sound similar. Next you will learn those letters that resemble ours, but are pronounced differently. Finally you will learn those letters that do not occur in our alphabet.

All alphabets are just approximations of what a language sounds like. Learn to recognize and pronounce the Russian sounds correctly, and only then should you begin to associate letters with the sounds.

Several of the Russian letters should be familiar to you. Look at the letters marked in green: Аа, Кк, Мм, Оо, Тт, Зз. 
Can you recognize any of the following words:

Атом  /A-tam/ atom

акт /Akt/ act

какао /kaKAo/ cocoa-hot chocolate

 зоо /zOo/ zoo

 мама /mA-ma mama

томат /ta-mAt/ tomato

A quick note at the beginning. You will need to learn a new alphabet system. As in English, the letters stand as approximations of how a word is pronounced. In some cases the letters can mean different things. For your purposes we have provided at the beginning a basic pronunciation guide contained normally in slashes  /A-tam/. This is an approximation to guide you. Another point is that all Russian words have a stress or an accent-they actually have only one. But as in English their stresses are not printed in normal everyday use. To indicate where a word is stressed we will, use capitol letters in our transcription within the slashes.

Some letters look like English ones but have a different pronunciation:

Вв, Ее, Ёе, Ии, Нн, Рр, Сс, Уу

Look and pronounce the word for «vodka» водка /vOt-ka/.

The Russian Ее is pronounced a little like the «ye» sound in «nyet», the Russian for “No”  Нет! /nyEt/

The letter with two dots above it (they are not always printed) is pronounced like «yo» in the word:  ёлка  /yolka/  Christmas tree 

The letter that resembles an English «u» is actually pronounced like «ee» in «feet». It begins the Russian name  Иван /i-vAn/.

That word has the little «h» looking letter that represents the sound for “N.”  Can you pronounce the Russian for Nina, Нина /nI-na/?

If you know some of the Greek letters from fraternity initials the «p» looking letter is «rho» or  радио /rA-dio/.

Even in English the letter «c» can have an /s/ sound like in “city.”  In Russian «c» is only the /s/ sound (the /k/ sound of “cat” is represented by the letter you know).  How about some soup? суп? /sUp/ 

Finally the letter that looks like an English y stands for «oo» sound of Boot.  

тур /tUr/ tour

турист /tu-rIst/ tourist

Узбекистан /uzbekistAn/  Uzbekistan

Some letters are formed a little strangely, but you should recognize them

Бб, Дд, Лл,

Бар /bAr/ bar
 да /dA/ yes
Лондон /lOndan/ London
Кока Кола /kOka Kola/ Coca Cola
Then there are those fun Russian letters that will decorate your writing from now on.

Гг, Йй, Пп, Фф

Do you know the Greek letter «gamma»  Гг? Can you score a гол? /gOl/ goal

Йй stands for the “y” sound in York, New York.  Нью Йорк  /n’YU YOrk/

Пп the Greek letter «pi»  is found in the Russian for Пепси /p’Ep-s’i/ Pepsi.

The Greek «phi» Ф can be found in the  word  Фото./fOta/ photo

Then there are the really Russian looking letters:

Жж, Шш, Щщ, Чч, Хх, Ээ, Юю, Яя
Жж is pronounced as “zh” in  the famous  Доктор Живаго. /dOktar zhivAgo/ Dr. Zhivago.

Шш stands for the English combination «sh».   A really big  шоу /shO/ show or a great shock  шок  /shOk/

Щщ is a little like a very long  «sch» in the name for the Russian soup  щи /schI/.

Чч is the sound for «ch» in the name чемпион /chimpiOn/ champion.

 Цц is the «ts» combination in our word for the Tsar  Царь /tsAr’/

Хх is a harsh sound from the back of the throat like “kh,” Хрущев /khruschOf/  Khrushchev.

Ээ looks funny, but is simply an “e” sound mostly in foreign words: экзамен /igzAm’in/ exam,  эхо /Ekho/ echo. 

Юю  stands for «yu»  юмор /YUmar/  humor.

Яя means «I» in Russian and is pronounced “ya.”  Я, /yA/, I,   Ялта /YAlta/ Yalta.

By now you know thirty-one letters, the other two are signs and are not actually pronounced, but you will want to know where they are for writing correctly.

The soft sign is  ь.


The hard sign (very rare) is ъ.

We can and will look at these letters again and re-organize them for practice, but right now see how many of the following words you can recognize:

агент, адмирал, администратор, аллергия, аноним, апостол, Адрес, аэропорт, Америка, Аляска, Атланта, атлас, аппетит, аргумент, аудитория, артист, автобус.

Having difficulties? Here is a little trick. Open a dictionary at http://www.rambler.ru/dict/.  Be sure to set the languages in the pull-down box to русско-английский (Russian-English). Now you can copy the word and paste it into the empty box. Then press on the button найти that means “find.”

Банк, бар, бал, балет, барби, Бостон, Борис, бизнесмен, бомба, баскетбол, 

Бинокль, банан, багаж, букет, буфет, бутерброд,

Ваза, видео, волейбол, Вице-президент, Вьетнам, Водка, Волга, Вашингтон, вино, виза.

Газ, гараж, генерал, героизм, гипноз, гимн, графит, губернатор, гимнастика, глобус, грамм.

Да, дама, директор, Детройт, Даллас, диск, дельфин, демократ, депатамент, деталь, диета, диплом, догма, документ, 

Египет, Ереван, Европа.

ёлка, ёж.  You won’t know these last two words-you need the letter for the words for Christmas tree and hedgehog.  Even in Russian dictionaries, when they list words alphabetically, those with ё are just included under the letter е.

Живаго, Женева, журнал, журналист, жюри. 

Зоопарк, Зина, зона, зоолог. 

Иван, идеал, идиот, идея, Иркутск, импорт, импульс, информация, инспектор, инфляция, инструмент, инженер

Йорк, йогурт. 

Какао, касса, кафе, кадиллак, Кока Кола, карневал, коммунизм, капитализм, класс, климат, каталог, катастрофа, Киев.

Лабаринт, лабаратория, лампа, Латвиям легенда, леопард, локомотив, Лондон, лимон, лимонад, лото. 

Метро, Москва, монстр, мастер, мафия, манифест, марш, математика, мода, мотор, мызыка, мызыкант, менеджер, максимум, минумум, мистер.

Нина, Нева, нет, номер, нос, никель, Новгород, номер, нота, Нью Йорк.

Океан, опера, оркестр, Оклахома, оптик, олива, оперетта, орган, организация.

Парк, паспорт, патио, париж, порт, Путин, проспект, профессор,

Петербург, партия, пациент, патриот, порция, поп-музыка.

Радикал, Радио, Россия, ресторан, ракета, рок-музыка, регистр, революция, результат, республика, рубль.

салат, салон, самовар, сервис, сахарин, спорт, система, стоп, стерео, сорт, статыя, стратегия, секрет.

Такси, театр, телефон, телевизор, трагедия, трамплин, турист, туалет, туризм, туннель, тост, террор.

У, Украина, ультра, ультиматум. 

Фото, футбол, фильм, фирма, феномен, факт, филтьр, фигура, финал, флаг, Флорида, фронт, фреско.

Хоккей, хулиган, характер, хор, 

Царь, центр, цемент, цивилизация, цинк, Цюрих.

Чемпион, чипс, Чикаго. 

Шоколад, шок, школа, шофёр, шарф, штамп, штат. 

Щ, щиж 

Эхо, экзамен, эскалятор, экватор, эксперт, эскимо, экстра, эмигрант, экспорт, эффект, Эстония.

Ю юмор, юбилей, юстиция. 

Я, Ялта. 

Now we have a number of exercises you can do on the internet

Visit  Russian signs, Russian alphabet.
Another more challenging exercise is to look at some real Russian. Below we have copied the list of categories that you will find at www.rambler.ru, a Russian search engine. As you begin to deal with “real Russian” you must accept the fact that there is lots you do not and cannot be expected to know. Here are some useful tips. First think about what you know about lists in general. What categories might there be? Is the list is alphabetical? Look at the first letters of the word. Do you recognize any of them?  Now can you pronounce the word aloud?  Underline or highlight the ones you think you know.  Below there is a list already prepared of words that might be familiar.  But try your own hand at this. Try pronouncing the words aloud. Then write down the English translations. Finally, if you are curious about the others, you can cut and paste them into the dictionary on your desktop.

	Авто/мото
Администрации
Аналитика
Банки
Безопасность
Бизнес и финансы
Города и регионы
Дети
Дизайн
Железо
Законы
Игры
Искусство
История
Кино
Классификаторы
Компании
Компьютеры
Литература
	 
	Медицина
MP3
Музыка
Наука
Недвижимость
Образование
Отдых
Политика
Природа
Провайдеры
Программы
Продукты питания
Прочее
Путешествия
Работа
Радио
Развлечения
Реклама
Религия
	 
	СМИ и периодика
Связь
Сервисы
Спорт
Страхование
Строительство
Театр
Телевидение
Техника
Технологии
Товары и услуги
Транспорт
Увлечения и хобби
Фармацевтика
Фото
Экспертиза
Электроника
Электронная  коммерция
Юмор


Here are words you should probably recognize. Next to the Russian write the English.

авто

история

комапании

компьютеры

литература

медицина

музыка

политика

провайдер

программы

продукты

радио

религия

спорт

театр

транспорт

телевидение

fото

электроника

юмор

We have reproduced below an actual page from the Russian search engine

www.rambler.ru . This topic is certainly more complicated, but let’s see what we can figure out.  You will probably recognize the list of categories you have just worked with. What other information is on the page?

At the top, there is a blank box followed by the button meaning “find.” This is most likely the search box

Where can you search? On the Internet? In the news? Or among products and services?

Next there is one of those annoying ads: What for?  Keep on looking, maybe you can win one of the 5000 “guaranteed prizes.”  Among them are 22 trips to where?

Then you have three rows of special links. What words do you recognize there?

There is a place for you sign in using your user name and password. Then comes a link to the news for which date? How is the order of the date different from what we usually do?

Let’s now look at the lower right hand corner.  What information might be provided?

Is this a city? A date? What might the numbers mean? Still guessing-look at the little icon-isn’t this the weather.  Russian weather will be given in degrees Celsius. What might the temperature be in Moscow today?  Can you convert Celsius into Fahrenheit?

Three ways to convert:

The equivalents: Memorize these temperatures

Celsius 25 
Fahrenheit
77

Celsius 20 
Fahrenheit
68

Celsius 10
Fahrenheit
50

Celsius 0 
Fahrenheit
32

Celsius –10
Fahrenheit
14

Celsius
-20
Fahrenheit
-4

The approximate, but easy way.  take the Celsius-multiply by 2, then add it or subtract it to 30 degrees. Ex  Celsius 10 multiplied by 2 =20 plus 30=50.

This is probably close enough.

The real method.  Take the temperature in Celsius, divide by 5, then multiply by 9 and add or subtract from 32. 

Now what about the “course”  - Курсы валют? This is the course or exchange rate of the American dollar and the Euro to the Russian ruble.

At the bottom of the page is information about Rambler’s partners with links to their sites, another opportunity to win prizes, and at the next to last line opportunities to contact them, information about them, a way to provide them with a link.

What else can you find?  Press releases. Statistics.
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	 Новости
12 марта 2003
-
500 испанских студентов захватили телецентр
-
Неизвестные захватили заложников в банке Майами
-
Премьер-министр Сербии убит
-
Пойман очередной бен Ладен
-
Лавры "Тату" не дают покоя звёздам
-
Минобороны ужесточает требования к здоровью призывников
Все новости >> 
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Другие города 
Москва
Ср, 12.03
|
-0...+2
|
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|
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|


 Курсы валют
 Нал. доллар 
18:01
  
31.32
 
31.44
 Доллар (ЦБ) 
13.03


31.44
 
-0.07
 Евро (ЦБ) 
13.03


34.69
 
-0.01
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Обсудить Рамблер. Добавить ресурс. Разместить рекламу. 
	






Новости компании | Пресс-релизы | Пресса о нас | Наша статистика 
	


Now go to the actual rambler and see if you can find the words and concepts you already know. Don't be afraid. Feeling brave. There are additional Russian search engines. They list the information slightly differently. Why not try some of them 

google, yandex, search, mail?

Before moving on, we should spend some time on writing. A complete text of writing exercises is available here. Russians do not have the same universal access to word processing and all are still quite familiar with hand writing-you'll have to learn it and its fun.

For review try the pages of  Master Russian

Russian Alphabet 
Russian alphabet consists of 33 letters divided into 11 vowels, 20 consonants and 2 letters which do not designate any sounds. Each letter can be either capital or small. The letters can also be printed or handwritten.

Pronunciation of the Russian Alphabet
By clicking on the underlined letter,
you should hear its name.
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Here is the whole alphabet pronounced at one bout.

Need more help-here is one additional review at Learning Russian.

Spelling rules and considerations.

Soft and hard vowels.
You have probably already noticed that Russian vowels come in pairs. The so-called hard and soft vowels

	Hard
	Soft

	a
	я

	э
	е

	ы
	и

	о
	ё

	у
	ю


In fact, the soft vowels differ mostly at the beginning of a word, or after another vowel, or the hard or soft signs. Then they indicate (with the exception of  и ) a “y” sound.  When the soft letters follow most consonants, they indicate that the consonant is palatalized, or soft. We don’t always do this in English, but you can get something of the feeling by saying  “nyet” or “onion.”

Soft versus hard consonants. There are more sounds than letters, which means you less to learn. In general, we know a consonant is soft if it is followed by a soft sign, or one of five soft vowels. 

A basic rule of Russian spelling, especially when we come to adding endings, is the attempt to keep consonants which are soft, soft and consonants that are hard, to remain hard.  

And then there are some simple spelling rules, that you should memorize. I call it the eight, seven, five rule

I call it the eight, seven, five rule.
	8
	7
	5

	я=а, ю=у 
	never ы but и
	o unacccented=e

	г
	г
	

	к
	к
	

	х
	х
	

	ж
	ж
	ж

	ш
	ш
	ш

	щ
	щ
	щ

	ч
	ч
	ч

	ц
	
	ц


According to Russian spelling rules, you cannot write the letters я or а after the eight consonants above. Similarly you cannot write ы after the next seven; instead you must write an и. Finally after the five letters in the last column, where an о might be expected, unless it is accented, it becomes an е.

Pronunciation rules

Vowel reduction

We have already discussed the vowel sounds, but ten vowel letters. The pronunciation of the vowel sounds occurs as a full vowel only when the vowel is stressed (accented). When the vowel is not accented, the quality of the vowel can change. Unfortunately the spelling system records historical accuracy.

For simplicity, understand the sound о/ё can be pronounced only under accent.

When it is not stressed it is pronounced as /a/ sound.
Note the following pronunciations:

Новгород

/nOvgarat/  Novgorod the city

томат


/tamAt/ tomatoe

The sound е, also occurs only under stress; otherwise it is slight /i/ sound

Петербург

/pitirbUrk/  Petersburg

метро


/mitrO/ metro (the subway)

Also the sound connected with the letter я, can become more like an /i/ when it is not stressed. This is important for the word “language” as in Russian language, русский язык   /rUsskiy yizYk/ 

Devoicing/Assimilation

Russian has several paired consonants, where one is voiced (the vocal chords vibrate), and one is unvoiced.  

Compare the following в-ф, д-т, б-п, г-к, с-з, ж-ш
At the end of a word Russian has only the unvoiced variant-regardless of the spelling

Remember the above examples 

Петербург

/pitirbUrk/  Petersburg

Новгород

/nOvgarat/  Novgorod the city

In addition, a voiced consonant before an unvoiced one becomes unvoiced

водка  /vOtka/

An unvoiced consonant before a voiced one becomes voiced

вокзал  /vagzAl/  station

Russians do all this automatically, much as we can distinguish between the final sound in cats and dogs. Just pay attention.
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