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To read and speak Russian, you will first need to understand the
alphabet. 

The Russian language is based on Cyrillic script:

-introduced into Kiev Rus’ at the time of its conversion to
Christianity (988 AD). 

-named after Byzantine scholar Cyril, who created the first
Slavic writing system to translate Christian texts into the Slavic
languages. 

-used in many Slavic (Russian, Ukrainian, Byelorussian,
Bulgarian, Serbian, Macedonian, Montenegrin) and non-Slavic
languages (Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Mongolian, Tyva, etc).
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Map of Cyrillic script spread

As you see, apart

from Russian,

Cyrillic script is used

for non-Russian and

non-Slavic languages.  
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How many people in the world speak Russian?

Russian is an official language in 
Russia, Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan. 
 

It is also widely-spoken in 
Ukraine, Moldova, Latvia, Estonia, 

and to a lesser extent, the other ex-Soviet countries. 
 

There are over 300 million Russian speakers in the world. 
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How many people in the world speak Russian?

Russian is the 8th most-spoken language in the world

by the total number of speakers,

which makes it the most geographically widespread

language of Eurasia (over 15 countries!) 

and the most widely spoken Slavic language

with over 300 million speakers. 
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Russian is

one of the

most

widespread

(used)

languages

on the

Internet. 
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•  21 consonants: 

The Russian alphabet contains 33 letters

б [b], в [v], г [g], д [d], ж [zh], з [z], к [k], 
л [l], м [m], н [n], п [p], р [r], с [s], т [t], 
ф [f], х [h], ц [ts], ч [ch], ш [sh], щ [shch]. 

 
+ й which is sometimes called 

a semivowel, as its sound is close to [i].
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я [ya], 
е [ye], 
ё [yo],
ю [yu], 
и [i]

 
 

•  10 vowels: 
 

а [a], 
э [e], 
ы [y/i], 
у [u], 
о [o], 
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2 letters of the Russian alphabet 
do not designate any sound: 

 
 

“soft sign” (ь) softens the previous consonant, 
 

“hard sign” (ъ) hardens the previous consonant.
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Have you ever seen Russian “cursive” 

(hand-written

Russian language) ?
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The good news is that you’ll mainly come across
computer-typed Russian words, 

just as they appear in dictionaries. 
 

Now, let's see the letters in action!
I will pronounce the letter and the word with it.

 
On the video, you will also see printed and 

hand-written letter.
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Watch on Express Russian YouTube channel
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Refer
yourself 

to this
guide
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Is everything
clear so far?

- Cursive (handwritten Russian)

We spoke about:

 

- Cyrillic Script

- Russian Alphabet with 33 letters
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Russian pronunciation & reading rules
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In Russian, the pronunciation is slightly different from the
spelling. 

Two important things to keep in mind are:

·      the stress (for vowels)
·      the influence of surrounding letters (for consonants)

In short, a soft neighbor letter makes the preceding letter
softer, and a voiced letter makes the preceding letter sound
stronger.

You will be understood if you just pronounce the words the
way they are written, but don’t be surprised if you hear
half-sounds.
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Vowel pronunciation
The stress of a word always falls on a vowel. 

Stressed vowels are marked with the acute accent ( ´ ) in

dictionaries. 

Words have only one stress, except for compound words 

While stressed vowels are pronounced rather distinctly,

unstressed vowels undergo pronunciation changes 

(2 words joined by a hyphen):

Москва́-река́ (Moscow River), де́вушка-краса́вица (beautiful

girl).

       (so-called voice reduction).  MÁMA
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the first O is the farthest from the stressed syllable, so it is almost
not pronounced at all; 

the second O is reduced to the “u” sound as in “under”; 

and the third O is fully pronounced because it appears with the

stressed syllable.

!!! The farther the vowel is from the stress, the less sound it gets. 

vowels ‘O’ in the word молоко́, (milk) are pronounced differently 
[m_-la-kо́]: 

Voice reduction: Unstressed O
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Voice reduction: Unstressed Е and Я
Similar voice reduction happens to vowels “e” and “я”: 

in unstressed position, they sound close to “и”: 

ведро́ [vi-drо́] (bucket)

темно́ [ti-mnо́] (it’s dark)

интере́сный [in-ti-rés-nyy] (interesting)

язы́к [yi-zу́k] (language)

янва́рь [yin-vár’] (January)
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Other unstressed vowels

Other vowels in unstressed syllables undergo 

minor reductions, unnoticeable for foreigners and 

even for many natives. 

Generally, they are pronounced like a

weaker version of themselves.
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Russians do NOT write with accents, 

When a word has only 1 syllable  - 

       they are only for language learners  
    (in books for beginners and dictionaries)

      зуб (tooth),  хлеб (bread) – 
    the accent mark is also NOT typed

A few more words about accents
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The letter ё, if present in the word, is always stressed, 

but no accent (stress) mark is typed over it.

лётчик, овёс, огонёк, орёл

A few more words about accents
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Placing the stress on the correct

syllable is important. 

Mistaken word stress sounds not

only weird, but can also change the

meaning of a word.

A few more words about accents
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With few exceptions, Russian consonants can be pronounced 

either “soft” or “hard”, “voiced” or “voiceless”, 

depending on the type of letter that follows them.

Voiced and voiceless consonants form pairs.

Consonant pronunciation
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Voiced vs 
voiceless 
consonants
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Consonant pronunciation
Voiced consonants devocalize 

(in other words, their voiceless pair is pronounced instead of them) 
when:

 
• they are the last letter in a word: 

 
зуб [zup] (tooth), хлеб [khlep] (bread), Ивано́в [ivanо́f] (Ivanov)

 
• they are followed by another voiceless consonant: 

 
слáдкий [slatkii] (sweet), ло́жка [lо́shka] (spoon), 

под столо́м [pat stalо́m] (under the table).
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Introducing yourself in Russian
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Introducing yourself in Russian
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It's your turn now
Pause the video and try to read!
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