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Welcome

Learning a new language is sometimes tough, so it’s important to have some fun along the way. This beginner’s guide to the Russian alphabet has been designed to educate and entertain as you develop your language skills.

It features a variety of illustrations that will help introduce letters that may be completely unfamiliar to you as a beginner. By the time you reach the end of this guide, you’ll have no trouble picturing the easy to remember prompts that provide you with precisely the right sounds you need.

Of course, you’ll have to practice. And that will entail moving more than just your mouth. You’ll be encouraged to pull a special yoga pose, stand like an exotic bird, and even flutter your eyelashes. Concerned? Don’t be. It will all help – you’ll see!

You will also learn about Lenin’s problems with pronunciation, fight off fiendish false friends, and avoid the trap of telling everyone about your ‘beautiful butt’ when you really mean to praise your ‘glorious garden’.

Once you are done with this guide, simply follow the links at the end to download your own picture gallery and mini audio file. That way you’ll be able to practice, comparing yourself to a native speaker.
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Getting Started

The Russian alphabet is made up of 33 letters. Here it is in full:.

Аа - Бб - Вв - Гг - Дд - Ее - Ëë - Жж - Зз - Ии - Йй - Кк - Лл - Мм - Нн - Оо - Пп - Рр - Сс - Тт - Уу - Фф - Хх - Цц - Чч - Шш - Щщ - ъ - Ыы - ь - Ээ - Юю - Яя

The first bit of good news is that Russian letters almost always sound the same, no matter what word they appear in. Thankfully, the very few variations are regulated by clear rules.

This means that while in English the letter “A” can be pronounced in numerous ways, for example [æ] as in “Africa”, [ei] as in “able” and [a] as in “art”, the Russian letter “A” is always [a].

The only exception to this rule is the Russian letter “O”, but we’ll deal with that in a minute.

NOTE: In this guide, the pronunciation of each word and letter is shown in [square brackets].

The second bit of good news is that there are three letters in the Roman and Russian alphabets that sound exactly the same: “M”, “T” and “K” – the first letters in “My Tool Kit” – a phrase that will come in very handy as you make your way through this guide.

[image: ]

M”, “T” and “K” are the only familiar-looking Cyrillic letters you can rely on. The pronunciation of all other familiar-looking Cyrillic letters differs drastically from that of their counterparts in the English language.

Russian words normally have one stressed vowel. For every new word you learn, you must learn which vowel it is. Stressing the right vowel is crucial, for stressing the wrong one can – in a handful of cases – result in you saying a completely different word. For example, the only difference between the Russian verbs “write” and “wee” is the position of stress:

[image: ]

 

In this guide (just like in every beginner’s guide), the vowel that must be stressed features an accent above it. For example, in the Russian word “мáма” (pronounced [máma]) the first “A” is stressed. So, keep an eye out for these accents as you learn.

As mentioned earlier, the Russian letter “O” doesn’t follow the rule of sounding the same in every word. When it is the stressed vowel, it is pronounced [o] like in the word “orchid”. But, if it is not stressed, it is pronounced [a] like in the word “art”.

Right, that’s enough theory for now. Ready to learn the letters and start having some fun?


The Alphabet

Аа

[image: ]

Let’s begin our journey in the coldest place Russian has ever been spoken: the Arctic. This makes sense as the Russian letter “A” is pronounced [a] like in the word “Arctic” (but without the accompanying [r]-sound).

So, it’s time to warm up with your first exercise. Try pronouncing the following words:

как (how), так (so), там (there), кот (tomcat), ток (current), мак (poppy)

Solution:

как [kak] (how), так [tak] (so), там [tam] (there), кот [kot] (tomcat), ток [tok] (current), мак [mak] (poppy flower)






Бб

[image: ]

The second letter of the Russian alphabet is rather fond of food. As a result, it has a particularly big belly and is therefore pronounced [b] like in the word “belly”. Look at the letter and place your hands on your belly to help you make the connection.

Now, take a deep breath and try out these words:

табáк (tobacco), бак (container), кабáк (tavern), бáба (peasant’s wife)

Solution:

табáк [tabák] (tobacco), бак [bak] (container), кабáк [kabák] (tavern), бáба [bába] (peasant’s wife)






Вв

[image: ]

This letter may look familiar to you, but beware of false friends. It’s not part of the “My Tool Kit” phrase we introduced at the start of this guide.

To remember this letter, think of it as two volleyballs, for it is pronounced [v] like in the word “volleyball”. Simple, right?

Let’s see how many points you score in the following exercise:

квóта (quota), ватт (watt), вáта (cotton wool)

Solution:

квóта [kvóta] (quota), ватт [vatt] (watt), вáта [váta] (cotton wool)






Гг

[image: ]

A rather morbid connection will help you remember this unusual looking letter. It looks like gallows, which is handy as it is pronounced [g] just like in the word “gallows”.

Got it? Good! Get practicing with the words below. And don’t worry – you won’t be strung up for making a mistake or two.

гот (goth), гам (row), гáмма (scale), гамáк (hammock), бог (God)

Solution:

гот [got] (goth), гам [gam] (row), гáмма [gámma] (scale), гамáк [gamák] (hammock), бог [bok]* (God)

*You may have noticed that the phonetic transcription for the word “бог” is [bok] instead of [bog]. In Russian and English, some consonants are “voiced” and others are “unvoiced”. For example, the sounds [b], [v], [g], [d], [zh] and [z] are all voiced, and their counterparts [p], [f], [k], [t], [sh] and [s] are unvoiced (they sound like they are whispered). In Russian, if one of these voiced consonant comes at the end of a word, it transforms into its unvoiced counterpart. This rule does not apply to the consonants [l], [m], [n] and [r] as they have no unvoiced counterparts.






Дд

[image: ]

If you have a good imagination and an interest in fashion, you can picture this letter as a dress. It’s pronounced [d] like in the word “dress”.

All dressed up and no place to go? Perfect! Then don’t go anywhere. Sit down and try out these words:

да (yes), дог (Great Dane), дом (house), дóма (at home), мóда (fashion), два (two), дáта (date), вóдка (vodka), год (year), водá (water)

Solution:

да [da] (yes), дог [dok] [g] is devoiced in the final position and transforms into [k] (Great Dane), дом [dom] (house), дóма [dóma] (at home), мóда [móda] (fashion), два [dva] (two), дáта [dáta] (date), вóдка [vódka] (vodka), год [got] [d] is devoiced in the final position and transforms into [t] (year), водá [vadá] unstressed “O” is pronounced [a] (water)






Ее

There’s a family of four very athletic letters in the Russian alphabet. These so-called “iotated” letters all begin with the same [y] sound:

[ye] (like “yellow”)  “E”

[yo] (like “your”)      “Ë”

[yu] (like “you”)       “Ю”

[ya] (like “yard”)      “Я”

As competitive athletes, their goal is to defeat their opponents: the consonants. If they end up finishing right behind a consonant, [y] in the sounds [ye], [yo], [yu] and [ya] shrinks with embarrassment to a tiny, nearly inaudible [y]. We’ll call this microscopically small sound the “microscopic [y]”.
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This letter is the first member of the sporty family. It is pronounced [ye] like “yeah” – the cry of joy it lets out when finishing ahead of a consonant. If it’s outrun by a consonant, it sounds like [ye].

So, after a consonant [consonanty + e], otherwise [ye].

Éва (Eva), кебáб (kebab), дéва (virgin, Virgo), тéма (topic)

Solution:

Éва [yéva] (Eva), кебáб [kyebáp] [b] is devoiced in the final position and transforms into [p] (kebab), дéва [dyéva] (virgin, Virgo), тéма [tyéma] (topic)






Ëë

[image: ]

This is the next member of our sporty family. It looks like someone practicing yoga, and it sounds like [yo] at the start of the word “yoga”.

But remember that if it comes directly behind a consonant, it sounds [yo].

So, after a consonant [consonanty + o], otherwise [yo].

NOTE: “Ë” is always stressed.

The letter “Ë” features two big, round eyes that distinguish it from all of the other letters in the Russian alphabet. To help memorize this, stand up, raise one leg to form the yoga-practicing letter, flutter your eyelashes, and chant [yo] over and over again.

It’s probably best to do this while nobody is looking.

мëд (honey), Тëма (term of endearment for the name “Artem”)

Solution:

мëд [myot] (honey), Тëма [tyóma] (term of endearment for the name “Artem”)






Жж

[image: ]
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The next letter in the alphabet whisks us off to a kitchen in France, where two flies named Jean and Jacques are preparing for a feast. They have found an aubergine (eggplant) and a courgette (zucchini). The sound of this fly-shaped letter is [zh] like in “Jean”, “Jacques”, “courgette”, “aubergine” and “bon jour”.

NOTE: “Ж” is one of three consonants ([zh], [ts] and [sh]) that are never followed by the microscopic [y]. After “Ж”, the sporty iotated letters [ye], [yo], [yu] and [ya] are pronounced [e], [o], [u] and [a], and the letter “И”, which you will learn about in a minute, is pronounced [i] as in “sit” instead of [ee] as in “eel”.

Time to get your teeth into these examples:

кóжа (skin), багáж (luggage), тóже (too), дáже (even)

Solution:

кóжа [kózha] (skin), багáж [bagásh] [zh] is devoiced in the final position and transforms into [sh] (luggage), тóже [tózhe] (too), дáже [dázhe] (even)






Зз

[image: ]

This letter looks like the number three, but to pronounce it correctly you must count down to zero. It is pronounced [z] like in the word “zero”. Therefore, all you have to do is picture zebras zooming in on their friends and counting down.

Ready for a test? 3…2…1…ZERO!

завóд (factory), вáза (vase), закáз (order), зад (rear part)

Solution:

завóд [zavót] (factory), вáза [váza] (vase), закáз [zakás] [z] is devoiced in the final position and transforms into [s] (order), зад [zat] (rear part)






Ии

[image: ]

This next letter looks like our friend Ethan the easy-going eel. To say it correctly, focus on the [ee] sound at the start of “Ethan”, “easy” and “eel”.

It might be tricky to get hold of at first, for it can wriggle up and down to escape you. But if you practice with the words below, you’ll easily get a grip on this eel-shaped letter.

матемáтика (mathematics), мѝмика (facial expression, mimicry), кит (whale), ëжик (hedgehog)

Solution:

матемáтика [matyemáteeka] (mathematics), мѝмика [méemeeka] (facial expression, mimicry), кит [keet] (whale), ëжик [józhik] (hedgehog)






Йй

[image: ]

The eel (“И”) has a younger brother – Yuri – who always hangs out with the jellyfish. The letter “Й” is pronounced [y] like in “Yuri” and “young”.

Because the jellyfish is never far away, it’s easy to tell the difference between “И” and “Й”. If you need an extra connection, think about what it would be like to touch a jellyfish. YUCK!

Now, let’s see if Yuri can help you get these words right:

йод (iodine), мой (my), йóга (yoga)

Solution:

йод [yót] (iodine), мой [moy] (my), йóга [yóga] (yoga)






Кк

Hopefully you remember reading about this letter at the start of this guide. It’s the first one from the “My Tool Kit” phrase. So, it’s pronounced just like a regular “K”. How about we take this opportunity to review what we’ve already covered.

[image: ]ó[image: ]а / йóга

та[image: ]áк / табáк

[image: ]ом / дом

É[image: ]а / Éва

за[image: ] / зад

ке[image: ]á[image: ] / кебáб

[image: ]áта / вáта

к[image: ]т / кит

[image: ][image: ]/ ëж

Solution: 

йóга [yóga] (yoga), табáк [tabák] (tobacco), дом [dom] (house), Éва [yéva] (Eva), зад [zat] (rear part), кебáб [kyebáp] (kebab), вáта [váta] (cotton wool), кит [keet] (whale), ëж [yosh] (hedgehog)






Лл

[image: ]

This letter is quite simple, for it looks like a ladder and is pronounced [l] like in the word “ladder”.

Just imagine climbing up one side of this letter and down the other. Do it over and over again until you remember the connection. Once you’ve got your breath back, try the following words:

Как делá? (How are you?), блог (blog), лëд (ice), клей (glue), таблéтка (pill), балалáйка (balalaika - a Russian musical instrument)

 

Solution:

Как делá? [kak dyelá] (How are you?), блог [blok] (blog), лëд [lyot] (ice), клей [klyey] (glue), таблéтка [tablyétka] (pill), балалáйка [balaláyka] (balalaika  - a Russian musical instrument)

NOTE: To ensure you don’t get “Л” confused with the letter “Д”, remember that there is a gap under a ladder, but not a dress.






Мм

This letter is the next one to feature in our “My Tool Kit” phrase, so just think of a regular “M” and you’re good to go. And because that’s so easy, let’s do another quick review.

мó[image: ]а / мóда

[image: ]á[image: ]а / лáва

[image: ]áза / вáза

м[image: ]д / мëд

[image: ]а[image: ]á[image: ]/ багáж

[image: ]о[image: ] / йод

[image: ]о[image: ]/ год

кó[image: ]а / кóжа

[image: ]é[image: ]а/ дéва

Solution:

мóда [móda] (fashion), лáва [láva] (lava), вáза [váza] (vase), мëд [myot] (honey), багáж [bagásh] (luggage), йод [yot] (iodine), год [got] (year), кóжа [kózha] (skin), дéва [dyéva] (virgin, Virgo)






Нн

[image: ]

This letter is another false friend – it’s not pronounced like the letter you recognize from the Roman alphabet.

Imagine two nice neighbors called Nick and Ned. Every day they greet with a handshake, forming a shape similar to this letter. The Russian letter “Н” is pronounced [n] like in “Nick”, “Ned” and “neighbor”.

Now, let’s meet and greet the following words:

гигáнт (giant), банк (bank), нóта (note), но (but), вегáн (vegan), гном (dwarf), кинó (cinema), вагóн (wagon), зонт (umbrella), банáн (banana)

Solution:

гигáнт [geegánt] (giant), банк [bank] (bank), нóта [nóta] (note), но [no] (but), вегáн [vyegán] (vegan), гном [gnóm] (dwarf), кинó [keenó] (cinema), вагóн [vagón] (wagon), зонт [zont] (umbrella), банáн [banán] (banana)






Оо

As mentioned at the start of this guide, this letter is particularly sensitive, meaning it is pronounced differently when it’s stressed.

[image: ]

The letter works at a very popular orchid shop. Although it loves flowers, it gets stressed out when it sees a queue of customers waiting. When stressed, the letter “О” is pronounced [o] like in the word “orchid” (but without the accompanying [r]-sound).

Thankfully, the letter can go home at the end of the day and rest in front of the TV. Putting its feet up on the coffee table, it lets out a very satisfied “aaah”. An unstressed “О” is pronounced [a] like in “aaah”.

Let’s see if you can remain relaxed as you try these new words:

водá (water), ботѝнок (shoe), молокó (milk), омéга (Omega)

Solution:

водá [vadá] (water), ботѝнок [batéenak] (shoe), молокó [malakó] (milk), омéга [amyéga] (Omega)






Пп

[image: ]

Being a driver might help you with this one. Imagine the letter “П” as a parking space – it’s pronounced [p] like in the word “parking space”.

Now practice your precision parking and precise pronunciation with these examples:

Покá! (Bye!), пáпа (papa), галóп (gallop), лáмпа (lamp), аптéка (pharmacy), пижáма (pajamas), пол (floor), пот (sweat)

Solution:

Покá! [paká] (Bye!), пáпа [pápa] (papa), галóп [galóp] (gallop), лáмпа [lámpa] (lamp), аптéка [aptyéka] (pharmacy), пижáма [peezháma] (pajamas), пол [pol] (floor), пот [pot] (sweat)






Рр

[image: ]

This is the next of our fiendish false friends. It does not belong to our “My Tool Kit” phrase. Instead, think of it as a romantic red rose – it is pronounced [r] like at the start of those three words.

In fact, the letter is rolled strongly, but don’t worry if you struggle to roll your Rs – there are even some Russians who can’t. Lenin, for example, had problems with this letter, but it didn’t stop him from delivering speeches.

Ready for the next words?

Привéт! (Hi!), óпера (opera), торт (cake), порт (harbor), нóрма (norm), теáтр (theater), метрó (subway), рот (mouth), трéнер (trainer), три (three), рóза (rose), гарáж (garage)

Solution:

Привéт! [preevyét] (Hi!), óпера [ópyera] (opera), торт [tort] (cake), порт [port] (harbor), нóрма [nórma] (norm), теáтр [tyeátr] (theatre), метрó [myetró] (subway), рот [rot] (mouth), трéнер [tryényer] (trainer), три [tree] (three), рóза [róza] (rose), гарáж [garásh] (garage)






Сс

[image: ]

The hammer and sickle is a well-known Communist symbol, and it’ll help you remember this letter. Shaped just like a sickle, the letter “C” is pronounced [s] like in the word “sickle”.

With that in mind, you should have no trouble slicing your way through these examples:

спасѝбо (thank you), сон (sleep), нос (nose), Стоп! (Stop!), стол (table), пáспорт (passport), Москвá (Moscow), сто (hundred), лес (forest), aнанáс (pineapple), колбасá (sausage), носóк (sock)

Solution:

спасѝбо [spaséeba] (thank you), сон [son] (sleep), нос [nos] (nose), Стоп! [stop] (Stop!), стол [stol] (table), пáспорт [páspart] (passport), Москвá [maskvá] (Moscow), сто [sto] (hundred), лес [lyes] (forest), aнанáс [ananás] (pineapple), колбасá [kalbasá] (sausage), носóк [nasók] (sock)






Тт

This is the last letter of our “My Tool Kit” phrase, so you don’t need to imagine anything other than a normal “T”. Time for another test.

а[image: ]а[image: ]á[image: ] / ананáс

ма[image: ][image: ]а[image: ][image: ][image: ] / мандарѝн

а[image: ]окá[image: ]о / авокáдо

[image: ][image: ]мó[image: ] / лимóн

[image: ][image: ]а[image: ]éтт[image: ]/ спагéтти

[image: ][image: ][image: ]ó [image: ]/ пирóг

[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]/ блин

[image: ]ок/ сок

Solution:

aнанáс [ananás] (pineapple), мандарѝн [mandaréen] (tangerine), авокáдо [avakáda] (avocado), лимóн [leemón] (lemon), спагéтти [spagyéttee] (spaghetti), пирóг [peerók] (pie, pasty), блин [bleen] (pancake), сок [sok] (juice)






Уу

[image: ]

Our next letter is incredibly playful, but sometimes things go wrong. Picture a very inaccurate slingshot. The letter is pronounced [u] like in “Oops” – the sound you cry out when you hit your friend on the nose by mistake.

Let’s see how accurate your pronunciation is with the words below:

пожáлуйста (please), букéт (bouquet), попугáй (parrot), муж (husband), стул (chair),  инструмéнт (instrument), автóбус (bus), жук (beetle), йóгурт (yoghurt)

Solution:

пожáлуйста [pazháluysta] (please), букéт [bukyét] (bouquet), попугáй [papugáy] (parrot), муж [mush] (husband), стул [stul] (chair), инструмéнт [eenstrumyént] (instrument), автóбус [avtóbus] (bus), жук [zhuk] (beetle), йóгурт [yógurt] (yoghurt)






Фф

[image: ]

This rather funny-looking letter resembles a rather funny-looking bird. Imagine a friendly flamingo and you’ll find the sound you need: [f] like in “flamingo”.

Now, try standing straight like a flamingo while you practice these words:

лифт (elevator), óфис (office), футбóл (soccer), телефóн (telephone), фóрма (form), фѝрма (company), фѝзика (physics), скафáндр (space suit), фрукт (fruit)

Solution:

лифт [léeft] (elevator), óфис [ófees] (office), футбóл [futból] (soccer), телефóн [tyelyefón] (telephone), фóрма [fórma] (form), фѝрма [féerma] (company), фѝзика [féezeeka] (physics), скафáндр [skafándr] (space suit), фрукт [frukt] (fruit)






Хх

[image: ]

Who needs enemies when you have false friends? That’s right, this letter has nothing to do with the “X” in the Roman alphabet. Instead, picture the blades of a high-flying helicopter and you’ll be heading in the right direction.

This letter corresponds to the [h] sound you already know from the word “helicopter”. However, it is pronounced deeper in the throat.

“X” is an especially important letter, as it is needed to laugh:

Ха ха ха [ha ha ha] – regular laugh

Хо хо хо [ho ho ho] – belly laugh

Хи хи хи [hee hee hee] – evil, mischievous laugh

схéма (scheme), архитéктор (architect), хор (choir), сáхар (sugar), хирýрг (surgeon), хлеб (bread)

Solution:

схéма [s’hyéma] (scheme), архитéктор [arheetyéktar] (architect), хор [hor] (choir), сáхар [sáhar] (sugar), хирýрг [heerúrk] (surgeon), хлеб [hlyep] (bread)






Цц

[image: ]

This is a Russian “tsar”. And on his head, he is wearing our next letter as a crown. “Ц” is pronounced [ts] like in the word “tsar”.

NOTE: “Ц” is one of three consonants ([zh], [ts] and [sh]) that are never followed by the microscopic [y]. After “Ц”, the sporty iotated letters [ye], [yo], [yu] and [ya] are pronounced [e], [o], [u] and [a], and the letter “И” is pronounced [i] as in “sit” instead of [ee] as in “eel”.

центр (center), концéрт (concert), концéрн (group of companies), дисциплѝна (discipline), пѝцца (pizza), цѝфра (figure, number)

Solution:

центр [tsentr] (center), концéрт [kantsért] (concert), концéрн [kantsérn] (group of companies), дисциплѝна [deestsipléena] (discipline), пѝцца [péetsa] (pizza), цѝфра [tsífra] (figure, number)






Чч

[image: ]

The next letter in the Russian alphabet looks very much like a chair turned upside down. It is pronounced [ch] like in the word “chair”. This sound is always accompanied by the microscopic [y], meaning there is a tiny, nearly inaudible [y] after [ch].

Now, sit down on your chair and check out these words:

час (hour), пóчта (post office), тóчка (dot), кéтчуп (ketchup), чай (tea)

Solution:

час [chyas] (hour), пóчта [póchyta] (post office), тóчка [tóchyka] (dot), кéтчуп [kyéchyup] (ketchup), чай [chyay] (tea)






Шш

[image: ]

If you squint while looking at this letter, you should be able to picture a shelf. The letter “Ш” is pronounced [sh] like in “shelf”.

NOTE: “Ш” is one of three consonants ([zh], [ts] and [sh]) that are never followed by the microscopic [y]. After “Ш”, the sporty iotated letters [ye], [yo], [yu] and [ya] are pronounced [e], [o], [u] and [a], and the letter “И” is pronounced [i] as in “sit” instead of [ee] as in “eel”.

шеф (boss), шкóла (school), шоколáд (chocolate), шаг (step), шар (sphere, globe), шарф (scarf), бáбушка (grandmother), матрëшка (Russian nest doll)

Solution:

шеф [shef] (boss), шкóла [shkóla] (school), шоколáд [shakalát] (chocolate), шаг [shak] (step), шар [shar] (sphere, globe), шарф [sharf] (scarf), бáбушка [bábushka] (grandmother), матрëшка [matryóshka] (Russian nest doll)






Щщ

[image: ]

Hang about! Another shelf? Yes, but with one tiny difference!

Unlike the regular shelf that we just learned about, the “Щ” shelf has a little tail. This corresponds to an almost inaudible [y] that accompanies the letter. That’s right, the microscopic [y]. So, instead of thinking “shelf”, think “shyelf” and practice pronouncing [shy] with these words. The difference is minimal, but good to know.

борщ (borscht - beetroot soup), щи (Russian cabbage soup), щенóк (puppy), щýка (pike), ещë (more, further)

Solution:

борщ [bórshy] (borscht - beetroot soup), щи [shyee] (Russian cabbage soup), щенóк [shyenók] (puppy), щýка [shyúka] (pike), ещë [yeshyó] (more, further)






Ъ and Ь
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These letters resemble musical notes, but they don’t have any sound of their own. Instead, they denote either the presence or the absence of the microscopic [y].

The first of the two letters (“Ъ”) is called the “hard sign”. It signals that the preceding consonant is pronounced without the microscopic [y].

The second letter (“Ь”) is called the “soft sign”. It signals that the preceding consonant is pronounced with the microscopic [y].

The hard sign differs from the soft sign only by an edge, which would probably feel pretty hard if you were to hit it. Therefore: hard edge = hard sign. 

въéзд (entrance, driveway), объëм (volume), объéкт (object), ноль (zero), день (day), фильм (film), рубль (ruble), культýра (culture)

Solution:

въéзд [vyézt] (entrance, drive way), объëм [abyóm] (volume), объéкт [abyékt] (object), ноль [noly] (zero), день [dyeny] (day), фильм [feelym] (film), рубль [rubly] (ruble), культýра [kulytúra] (culture)






Ыы
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Love is in the air whenever this letter appears. The Russian letter “Ы” looks like a love affair between the soft sign from the previous page and the English letter “I”. The two are inseparable. Since the soft sign doesn’t have a sound of its own, the letter is pronounced [i] like in “inseparable”.

To make this letter sound truly Russian, however, it must be pronounced with more tension and somewhat deeper in the throat than the English [i].

часы (clock, watch), штаны (trousers), мýзыка (music), тыква (pumpkin), чѝпсы (chips), шáхматы (chess)

Solution:

часы [chyasí] (clock, watch), штаны [shtaní] (trousers), мýзыка [músika] (music), тыква [tíkva] (pumpkin), чѝпсы [chyéepsi] (chips), шáхматы [sháhmati] (chess)






Ээ

[image: ]

Our next letter resembles an egg that has a crack. It is pronounced [e] like in the word “egg”.

Got it? Eggcellent! Now try out these eggstra special eggsamples:

эгоѝст (egotist), эконóмика (economics), э́хо (echo), энтузиáст (enthusiast)

Solution:

эгоѝст [egaéest] (egotist), эконóмика [ekanómeeka] (economics), э́хо [éha] (echo), энтузиáст [entuzeeást] (enthusiast)

NOTE: Make sure you don’t confuse it with the letter “З”, which is pronounced [z] like in “zero”. “Э” is round, like an egg. 






Юю

[image: ]

This is the third member of our sporty family of vowels starting with the sound [y].

The letter looks like it belongs on a uniform. And it is pronounced exactly the same as the beginning of the word “uniform” - [yu].

So, after a consonant [consonanty + u], otherwise [yu].

рюкзáк (backpack), компьютер (computer), июнь (June), июль (July)

Solution:

рюкзáк [ryukzák] (backpack), компьютер [kampyúter] (computer), июнь [eeyúny] (June), июль [eeyúly] (July)






Яя

[image: ]

This is Mr. Yellow R (please download the PDF file via the link given at the end of the guide to access the pictures in color). But his friends call him “Yar” for short. Attract his attention by calling out his nickname and you’ll never forget it. “Yar” (like [ya] in the word “yard”, but without the accompanying [r]-sound) is how to pronounce this letter correctly.

The letter “Я” actually means “I” in Russian. So, place your hand on your chest and repeat it to make another connection.

“Я” is the last member of our sporty family of iotated vowels. Therefore, after a consonant it is pronounced [consonanty + a], and in any other position it is pronounced [ya].

Меня зовýт… (My name is…), Óчень приятно (Nice to meet you), фамѝлия (surname), семья (family), фотогрáфия (photograph), теóрия (theory)

Solution:

Меня зовýт… [myenyá zavút] (My name is…), Óчень приятно [óchyeny preeyátna] (Nice to meet you), фамѝлия [faméeleeya] (surname), семья [semyyá] (family), фотогрáфия [fatagráfeeya] (photograph), теóрия [tyeóreeya] (theory)


Crib Sheet

[image: ]

A link to download a copy of this sheet can be found at the end of this guide.


Tests

Write down how you would pronounce the words in the picture below, keeping in mind what you have learned from the illustrations in this guide. Take as long as you need – there are no points for speed. Once you’re done, compare what you have with the solution at the bottom of the page. This will help you identify which of the Russian letters (if any) are proving to be tricky to remember.

Test 1

[image: ]

Solution:

фѝлин [féelin] (eagle owl), это ушанка [éta ushánka] (this is a flap hat), бéлый медвéдь [byéliy myedvyédy] (polar bear), Юра [yúra] (term of endearment for the name “Jury”), за здорóвье [zá zdaróvye] (cheers!), глаз [glas] (eye), ýхо [úha] (ear), чай [chyay] (tea), сок [sok] (juice), вáленки [vályenkee] (felt boots), ëж [yosh] (hedgehog), ящерица [yáshyereetsa] (lizard), лáпа [lápa] (paw)

If one or more letters are still giving you a headache, you can download the corresponding illustrations from this guide, print them out and hang them up somewhere you will see them regularly.

Download link:

www.olganather.at/download/files/PICTURES-EN.pdf

Please email me at office@olganather.at to receive the file per email if any problems with the download occur.

Once you’re happy that you have learned the trickiest letters, try out the second of our tests.

Test 2

пáпа (dad), эконóмика (economics), макарóны (pasta), шар (sphere), юлá (spinning top), янвáрь (January), ëж (hedgehog), завóд (factory), дом (house), тýфли (shoes), час (hour), сáхар (sugar), чýдо (miracle), бýлка (roll), ты (you), борщ (beetroot soup), цѝфра (figure, number), пять (five), объéкт (object), Здрáвствуйте! (polite greeting), До свидáния! (goodbye!)

Solution:

пáпа [pápa] (dad), эконóмика [ekanómeeka] (economics), макарóны [makaróni] (pasta), шар [shar] (sphere), юлá [yulá] (spinning top), янвáрь [yanváry] (January), ëж [yosh] (hedgehog), завóд [zavót] (factory), дом [dom] (house), тýфли [túflee] (shoes), час [chyás] (hours), сáхар [sáhar] (sugar), чýдо [chyúda] (miracle), бýлка [búlka] (roll), ты [ti] (you), борщ [borshy] (beetroot soup), цѝфра [zífra] (figure, number), пять [pyaty] (five), объéкт [abyékt] (object), Здрáвствуйте! [zdrávstvuytye] (polite greeting), До свидáния! [dasveedáneeya] (goodbye!)


Extras

The alphabet in the handwritten form
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Microscopic [y] in detail

As you know, most of the consonants in the Russian language can be pronounced both with the microscopic [y] (in their soft form) and without the microscopic [y] (in their hard form).

They acquire the microscopic [y] if followed by the sporty iotated vowels “E” [ye], “Ë” [yo], “Ю” [yu] and “Я” [ya] or by the soft sign.

[image: ]

мат (checkmate) / мят (wrinkled), клон (clone) / клëн (maple), лук (onion) / люк (trapdoor), сэр (Sir) / сер (gray), нос (nose) / нëс (carried), кров (shelter, roof) / кровь (blood), банка (jar) / банька (steam bath, sauna), мел (chalk) / мель (sandbank), вес (weight) / весь (whole, entire)

Solution:

мат [mat] (checkmate) / мят [myat] (wrinkled), клон [klon] (clone) / клëн [klyon] (maple), лук [luk] (onion) / люк [lyuk] (trapdoor), сэр [ser] (Sir) / сер [syer] (gray), нос [nos] (nose) / нëс [nyos] (carried), кров [krof] (shelter, roof) / кровь [krofy] (blood), банка [bánka] (jar) / банька [bányka] (steam bath, sauna), мел [myel] (chalk) / мель [myely] (sandbank), вес [vyes] (weight) / весь [vyesy] (whole, entire)






Voicing of consonants

As you already know from page 11, the consonants “Б” [b], “В” [v], “Г” [g], “Д” [d], “Ж” [zh], “З” [z], “Й” [y], “Л” [l], “М” [m], “Н” [n] and “Р” [r] are voiced and pronounced with a clear vibration of the vocal chords, whereas “П” [p], “Ф” [f], “К” [k], “Т” [t], “Х” [h], “Ц” [ts], “Ч” [chy], “Ш” [sh], “Щ” [shy] and “С” [s] are unvoiced and sound like they are whispered.

Some of the consonants form pairs consisting of one voiced and one unvoiced consonant:

“Б” [b] / “П” [p], “В” [v] / “Ф” [f], “Г” [g] / “К” [k], 

“Д” [d] / “Т” [t], “З” [z] / “С” [s], “Ж” [zh] / “Ш” [sh].

The only difference in pronunciation in each pair is whether the consonant is voiced or not.

We have also learned that a voiced consonant transforms into its devoiced counterpart when in the final position in the word. Applying this rule to other positions and mixing up voiced and unvoiced consonants can lead to some rather amusing misunderstandings, such as telling someone about your beautiful ‘butt’ (зад) [zat] instead of your glorious ‘garden’ (сад) [sat]. True story.

 

[image: ]

 






Audio File

I have recorded a short audio file of the alphabet for you to practice with. It is available as a free download via the following link:

www.olganather.at/download/files/AUDIO-EN.mp3

[image: ]

The alphabet

Аа-Бб-Вв-Гг-Дд-Ее-Ëë-Жж-Зз-Ии-Йй-Кк-Лл-Мм-Нн-Оо-Пп-Рр-Сс-Тт-Уу-Фф-Хх-Цц-Чч-Шш-Щщ-ъ-Ыы-ь-Ээ-Юю-Яя

When reciting the alphabet, this is what Russians say: 

[a - be - ve - ge - de - ye - yo - zhe - ze - ee - ee krátkaye - ka - el - em - en - o - pe - er - es - te - u - ef - ha - tse - chye - sha - shya - twyórdiy znak - i - myáhkeey znak - e - yu - ya]

Spot the microscopic [y]

мат [mat] (checkmate) / мят [myat] (wrinkled), клон [klon] (clone) / клëн [klyon] (maple), лук [luk] (onion) / люк [lyuk] (trapdoor), сэр [ser] (Sir) / сер [syer] (gray), нос [nos] (nose) / нëс [nyos] (carried), кров [krof] (shelter, roof) / кровь [krofy] (blood), банка [bánka] (jar) / банька [bányka] (steam bath, sauna), мел [myel] (chalk) / мель [myely] (sandbank), вес [vyes] (weight) / весь [vyesy] (whole, entire)






Congratulations!

You have reached the end of this beginner’s guide to the Russian alphabet.

Now that you know how to pronounce everything correctly, there’s nothing to stop you from taking your learning to the next level and developing your language skills further.

Well done and good luck.

[image: ]

Printable PDF file with the letter illustrations:

www.olganather.at/download/files/PICTURES-EN.pdf

MP3 audio file:

www.olganather.at/download/files/AUDIO-EN.mp3

Please email me at office@olganather.at to receive the files per email if any problems with the download occur.
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This book in German
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