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Abstract

Russian Lyric Diction:
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and
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Craig M. Grayson

Chair of the Supervisory Committee:
Associate Professor Thomas Harper
Music

The purpose of this dissertation is twofold — to investigate, in brief, the available guides
to Russian lyric diction and to present my own comprehensive guide, which gives singers the
tools to prepare the pronunciation of Russian vocal pieces independently. The survey examines
four guides to Russian lyric diction found in popular anthologies or diction manuals — Anton
Belov’s Libretti of Russian Operas, Vol. 1, Laurence Richter’s Complete Songs series of the
most prominent Russian composers, Jean Piatak and Regina Avrashov’s Russian Songs and
Arias, and Richard Sheil’s A Singer's Manual of Foreign Language Dictions — and three
dissertations — “The Singer's Russian: a guide to the Russian operatic repertoire through a
collection of texts of opera arias for all voice types, with phonetic transcriptions, word-for-word

and idiomatic English” by Emilio Pons, "Solving Counterproductive Tensions Induced by
Russian Diction in American Singers" by Sherri Moore Weiler, and "Russian Songs and Arias:
an American Singer's Glasnost" by Rose Michelle Mills-Bell. The annotated guide introduces the
sung sounds of Russian and the corresponding Cyrillic letters, advancing in difficulty and
covering elements of articulation, phonological rules, and Cyrillic orthography. As the chapters
advance, the most important elements of Russian phonological theory are explored in greater
depth. The appendices supply additional information such as charts of the Cyrillic letters with
their associated phonemes and allophones in IPA, the pronunciation of the most popular Russian
composers’ names, expanded discussions of historical and phonological topics, a lexicon of
Russian words with exceptional pronunciations, and a concise guide to Russian grammar with
tables of grammatical forms and their pronunciations. This guide should fulfill a broadly
expressed need for detailed instruction in the formation of the Russian speech sounds and their
application for singing.
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1
Introduction
I was inspired to write a practical guide to Russian lyric diction after hearing several
competent singers perform Russian works in recital, yet demonstrate non-idiomatic and
erroneous pronunciation, even after studying published phonetic transcriptions. Most of the
singers used Piatak and Avrashov’s popular Russian Songs and Arias. When I worked with a
few of these singers, I realized that each was interpreting the Piatak and Avrashov
transcriptions through the filter of her or his general training in diction. Their study was
similar to mine and of the kind common to most music schools and conservatories around the
United States. Because the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) symbols in Piatak and
Avrashov looked familiar, the singers thought they knew how they were being used. The
voice students only educated themselves about the unfamiliar symbols and trusted their
previous training for the rest. Because of confusing elements of Piatak and Avrashov’s work,
but more so because of the approach the singers used in their preparation, I came to believe
that a more practical application of the IPA and a more systematic presentation of the
idiomatic elements of Russian phonetics would be needed to help singers achieve better
Russian diction.
As I began my research, I discovered that most guides to Russian singing diction
were contained in anthologies of Russian vocal literature, like Piatak and Avrashov’s, in
which all the texts are phonetically transcribed and translated for singers to study by rote. In
contrast, I wish to supply to the singer with a reference of the sung sounds of the Russian
language (from basic sounds to subtle nuances) and the concepts and rules that allow singers
to prepare unfamiliar Russian vocal pieces on their own, as is expected of one approaching
vocal works in Italian, French, and German. My approach is modeled on ones found in texts
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like Evelina Colorni’s Singers’ Italian, Thomas Grubb’s Singing in French, William Odom
and Benno Schollum’s German for Singers, and Timothy Cheek’s Singing in Czech, as well
as multi-language diction books such as Marcie Stapp’s The Singers Guide to Languages,
Joan Wall’s Diction for Singers, and John Moriarty’s Diction. I have personal experience
with Moriarty’s approach, as I studied advanced diction with him throughout my three years
at the New England Conservatory of Music.
My dissertation begins with a survey of the available guides to Russian lyric diction,
pointing up any confusing or erroneous information, and then presents my own practical
guide. My manual is designed for well-trained singers who will use their existing knowledge
of the IPA and general concepts of lyric diction to aid in understanding and mastering
Russian sung pronunciation. In it, I adhere to the general concepts of phonetics and
phonology and use the official symbols of the IPA. A singer should then be able to compare
my descriptions of phonetic articulation and concepts to sources such as the IPA Handbook,
Pullum and Ladusaw’s Phonetic Symbol Guide or Joan Wall’s International Phonetic
Alphabet for Singers, and find consistency and support. My goal is to provide a
comprehensive resource that will help singers have the confidence to explore the canon of
great, Russian vocal literature.
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CHAPTER 1
Survey of Relevant Texts involving Russian Lyric Diction
Overview
Very few texts attempt to aid English speakers in correctly pronouncing Russian
when singing it. The most commonly available guides number only four and are found in the
following anthologies of prepared Russian texts and a multi-language manual of lyric diction
— Anton Belov’s Libretti of Russian Operas, Vol. 1: Operas Based on the Poetry and Prose
of Alexander Pushkin (2004),1 any one of Laurence R. Richter’s series of Complete Song
Texts,

including

Tchaikovsky

(1999),

Rakhmaninov

(2000),

Musorgsky

(2002),

Shostakovich (2007), and Prokofiev (2008), the classic work of Jean Piatak and Regina
Avrashov’s Russian Songs and Arias: Phonetic Readings, Word-by-Word Translation, and a
Concise Guide to Russian Diction (1991), and Richard F. Sheil’s A Singer's Manual of
Foreign Language Dictions (2004).2 The common issues that arise amidst these treatments
involve the choice of IPA symbols and phonetic articulations used for the sounds associated
with the Cyrillic letters -j- and -o- and certain unstressed Russian vowels, the unorthodox or
erroneous use of IPA symbols, and editorial or printing errors that could cause significant
confusion.
Looking at these issues in a little more detail, one finds that in the surveyed texts
Cyrillic -j- in a stressed syllable is assigned the pronunciation of either an open o, IPA /N/, or
a closed o, IPA /n/. The reasons for the disagreement between authorities may come from

1

An abridged version of Belov’s guide can also be found in his 19th Century Russian Operatic
Anthology: Twenty Arias for Baritone with International Phonetic Alphabet Transcriptions and Word-for-Word
Translations Including a Guide to the IPA and Russian Lyric Diction (2005).
2
The Russian chapter in Sheil’s manual was written by Christine Walters Komatsu.
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differences in dialect, but my research suggests that the formation of the Russian phoneme is
actually a combination of the lower tongue of open /N/ with the more rounded lips of closed
/n/.3 The specific transcription for such a vowel formation could be either [N⁄] (an open /N/
with more lip rounding) or [n”] (a rounded /n/ with a lower tongue).4 For simplicity, I choose
to avoid diacritics when possible, so my guide employs the IPA symbol /o/, stressing the
importance of lip rounding over tongue position, but describes the “mixed” formation of the
vowel in the text. The other Cyrillic letter that fosters debate within the surveyed authors is
-o-. This letter is associated with two readings that are equally common amongst
contemporary Russian speakers, /R&R&/ and /R&sR&/. The /R&R&/ cluster is generally preferred by
my native Russian authorities,5 so my guide follows suit.
In the Russian language, some vowels widely differ in pronunciation depending upon
whether they are stressed or unstressed. These changes usually follow rules dictated by
individual regional accents in contemporary Russian speech. When singing Russian, the
adjustments generally follow an accent termed Old Muscovite (OM), which is an accent from
central Russia that became the basis for the pronunciation of literaturnyĭ (literary) Russian
and the model for stage oration and singing.6 This accent mixes the traditions known as

See Appendix K, “The Story of /n/: is Russian stressed /n/ open or closed.”
Geoffrey K. Pullum, and William A. Ladusaw, Phonetic Symbol Guide, second ed. (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1996), 143, 254 and 127, 236, respectively.
5
Elena A. Bryzgunova, Prakticheskaya Fonetika I Intonatsiya Russkovo Yazyka [Practical Phonetics
and Intonation of the Russian Language]. (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo Moskovckovo Universiteta [Publishing House
of Moscow University], 1963), 100–111; R. I. Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie: Uchebnoe
Posobie dlya Studentov Pedagogicheskikh Institutov [Russian Literary Pronunciation: An Instructional
Textbook for the Students of Pedagogical Institutes], 5th ed. (Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1972), 172.
6
V. V. Vinogradov, The History of the Russian Literary Language, xx–xxvii, 28–29; W. K. Matthews,
The Structure and Development of Russian (Cambridge: University Press, 1953), 5, 86–91; Michael Shapiro,
Russian Phonetic Variants and Phonostylistics, edited by W. E. Bull, W. L. Chafe, C. D. Chrétien, et al., vol.
49, University of California Publications in Linguistics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 3–6;
Comrie, Stone and Polinsky, The Russian Language, 28–29; Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie
[Russian Literary Pronunciation], 14–17.
3
4
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akanye and ikanye. The rules of akanye cause the Russian /n/ and /@/ phonemes to be
exchanged for either /@/ or /?/ when unstressed, depending upon the proximity to stress.
Ikanye, more extensive, causes unstressed /D/–/iD/ (written -t-) and /@/–/i@/ (written -z-) to be
read as [H], [iH], /h/, /ih/, or [0], based upon a number of factors.7 Some of the surveyed works
use fewer variants, while one does not adhere to ikanye at all. My approach adopts the full
spectrum.
Each text in the survey employs some IPA symbols in confusing or erroneous ways,
usually by assigning a symbol that formally represents a different articulation from the
Russian phoneme or allophone. Belov contains the greatest amount of unorthodox IPA usage,
while Richter contains the least. My guide does use two IPA symbols less strictly than
applied by linguists, but if one produces the formal phonemes for these symbols within
context, the result still sounds quite idiomatically Russian.
The editorial mistakes in each surveyed text vary from missing or misspelled words
to Cyrillic font transcription errors to missing words or verses in songs or arias. No
publication is perfect, but when an editorial error causes significant confusion, it is pointed
out. Christine Walters’ Russian chapter in Richard Sheil’s multi-language text, A Singer's
Manual of Foreign Language Dictions, suffers from the most editing errors.

7

G. O. Vinokur, The Russian Language: A Brief History, translated by Mary A. Forsyth and edited by
James Forsyth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 108–138; A. P. Vlasto, A Linguistic History of
Russia to the End of the Eighteen Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986) 377–393; V. V. Vinogradov, The
History of the Russian Literary Language from the Seventeenth Century to the Nineteenth: A Condensed
Adaptation into English with Introduction by Lawrence L. Thomas, edited by Lawrence L. Thomas and Francis
J. Whitfield (Madison: The University of Wisconsin, 1969), 86–126, 237–268; Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe
Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 14–16.
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The Survey
The two volumes by the Russian-born, baritone, Anton Belov — Libretti of Russian
Operas and The 19th Century Russian Operatic Anthology for Baritone — are prepared texts
of Russian operas and arias, in which Belov supplies to singers Cyrillic texts with IPA
transcriptions above (using some unorthodox symbols, including one of his own) and wordby-word translations, below. Prosaic translations of highly poetic phrases and notes about
obscure references and obsolete or unusual words are also provided.
Belov’s anthologies are designed for singers to learn pronunciation by rote. His guide
to Russian lyric diction, complete only in Libretti of Russian Operas, is more conceptual than
practical and helps to understand the given transcriptions rather than to offer tools for
independent work. Belov’s transcriptions and translations are clear, and his diction guide is
detailed in its concepts, but certain issues could cause singers confusion.
Belov’s guide, “Russian Lyric Diction,” is broken into “The Sounds of Russian,” on
“how to read the phonetic transcriptions that use standard IPA,” and “Reading Russian,” for
the singer who “wishes to delve deeper into the structure of the Russian language” and learn
“how to read the Cyrillic Alphabet.”8 He begins with a chart (Fig. 1):

From Belov, Libretti of Russian Operas 9

Figure 1
8

Anton Belov, Libretti of Russian Operas, Vol. 1: Operas Based on the Poetry and Prose of Alexander
Pushkin, Ann Brash and Valeria Konstantinovskaya, eds. (Genesco: Leyerle Publications, 2004), xii.
9
Belov, Libretti of Russian Operas, xii. The style of Belov’s chart resembles one in John Moriarty’s
Diction (1975). Belov studied with Moriarty at the New England Conservatory of Music (Libretti, page 493).
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This chart is generally self-explanatory, yet where Belov places the phoneme /N/ (open /N/) is
important as to the tongue and lip position represented in the graphic. By placing /N/ exactly
equidistant between /@/ and /t/, he suggests that the tongue position and lip shape of /N/ lie
exactly between the high, back, very rounded /t/ and the low, back, unrounded /@/. For
Russian /n/, this is accurate for lip shape but not for tongue position, which should be lower
than mid-way between /@/ and /t/. The IPA symbol /N/ represents the phoneme entitled
Cardinal Vowel No. 6, as defined by Daniel Jones. Cardinal /N/ is placed lower down the
“Lips” line rather than in its middle, and so represents a more unrounded lip shape and a
lower tongue position in the mouth than for Russian /n/.10 It is true that Russian does not
recognize more than one version of the /n/-phoneme, unlike French, Italian, German or
English, yet representing the Russian /n/ as /N/ does suggest a less rounded lip formation than
the Russians actually use.11 Belov is signifying the more rounded lip position by placing the
symbol midway in his chart, but he also risks confusing trained singers, who might
instinctually relax their lip rounding when they encounter the /N/ symbol. Whether to use the
IPA symbol of /N/ or /n/ for Russian /n/, as well as how specifically to form the Russian
vowel, is varied and even controversial, so an extensive essay on the subject is located in
Appendix K. Belov may come from the minority of Russians who prefer a more open
sounding /n/,12 but defining Russian /n/ as “[N] – approximates its Italian counterpart as in
10
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occhi”13 simply risks making an American-trained singer produce a sound that is too
unrounded to be idiomatically Russian.
For Russian velar -i-, IPA /0/, Belov states that “the front of the tongue is in the
position of [h],” while “the back of the tongue is moved slightly forward.” In his process, he
states that “in order to modify the vowel from [h] to [H] the back-central part of the tongue
moves forward.” These statements are confusing, as they seem to suggest that the back of the
tongue can move forward by a separate action that does not affect the rest of the tongue. This
is physiologically inaccurate. What is actually happening in the formation of /0/ is that the
blade of the tongue remains in the /i/ position, as does the back of the tongue (high and
forward), but the mid portion of the tongue (termed the front) is drawn down toward the well
or floor of the mouth. This drawing down action folds the tongue a bit, effectively pulling the
back a little more forward toward the blade. The back does move forward, but as a reaction
to the folding maneuver of the front, rather than by its own muscular action.
On the topic of symbol usage, Belov discusses schwa, /?/, but introduces his own
phonetic symbol for singers to use instead – /a/, a smaller, flatter /@/. The use of the schwa
symbol, /?/, can be tricky. Most American singers have been trained to use the /?/ symbol to
transcribe the “natural e” in French, which, in turn should be pronounced with quite a bit of
lip rounding.14 Therefore, when a singer sees the symbol /?/ in an IPA transcription, she or he
tends to sing it as a mid-central, quite rounded phoneme, rather than a low-central,
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unrounded vowel resembling /U/. Belov considers /?/ to be an unrounded vowel and seems to
understand the confusion that could be caused by using the /?/ symbol, and so he states that:
In Russian singing diction the use of the true schwa is usually
avoided…most vowels that are reduced to a schwa in speech
must be sung as a slightly weakened [@]. In this edition the
weakened @ is indicated by a smaller symbol [a] versus [@].15
His choice of a version of /@/ reflects the fact that in Russian phonetics, /?/ is ultimately a
reduction of the /@/ phoneme, when it is in a remote position from the stressed syllable.
By introducing his own symbol, Belov eschews the problem of using the schwa
symbol, but requires the singer to remember what is meant by the new symbol. In my work,
the familiar symbol /U/ is used for the conditions under which Belov uses his special symbol,
in order to counter possible confusion. Interestingly, because most singers tend to adjust the
form of a lower, more back vowel toward a higher and more forward position (for ease of
singing and better consistency of resonance), the phoneme /U/ usually is sung more like the
“weakened [@]” that Belov promotes.
One of the objectives of my dissertation is to use IPA symbols and diacritical
markings in their established capacity to represent as many of the Russian phonemes and
allophones as possible. This way, any question of what speech sound is desired may be
checked against an outside source of IPA symbols and independently confirmed. I am also
interested in personal transcriptions being more easily written. Belov employs the Palatal
Hook form of symbol for palatalized consonants, but in the IPA, the same phonetic action is
represented by placing an existing diacritical mark, called Superscript j, [&], after any desired
consonant (i.e., /ᶊ/ = /r&/ and /ƫ/ = /s&/). In the past, consonant symbols with palatal hooks
15
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were accepted,16 but at the 1989 Kiel Convention, this kind of complex symbol form was
rejected based on a set of foundational rules for creating new IPA symbols:17 The Palatal
Hook symbols may be economical for commercial printing, but they are rather difficult
symbols to hand-write. Adding a Superscript j to an existing consonant symbol is much more
efficient for personal transcription.
Belov has only two cases of truly incorrect symbol usage, that of IPA /°/ and /B/.
First, he uses the IPA symbol of /°/ to represent the Russian velar -l-, explained as follows:
American singers often wrongly imitate this sound by placing
the tip of the tongue far back on the hard palate as in the word
cold. In reality the tip of the tongue must be almost as far
forward as in the production of the English th sound…This
edition uses the phonetic symbol [°] to differentiate this sound
from the Italian [k],…18
I do not know Belov’s (or perhaps, his editor’s) logic in choosing /°/, but it would seem that
he is trying to achieve two goals: 1) keep singers’ tongue tips in a dental position, while
velarizing the /l/ phoneme; and 2) differentiate between the written symbols for Russian -land Italian -l-. The IPA symbol for a velar /k/ (and therefore, the Russian phoneme), /4/,
achieves both of these goals.
Small Capital L, /°/, is an inappropriate symbol, because it is specifically defined as a
“voiced, velar, lateral approximant,”19 describing how the vocal cords are engaged in
making a sound (voiced), while the back of the tongue contacts the soft palate (velar), so that
the air must pass around the tongue by the sides (lateral) with little friction (approximant).
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The status of the tip of the tongue is missing, because /°/ symbolizes a consonant phoneme
that is only velar without any involvement of the tip. Functionally, the tip of the tongue
remains behind the lower teeth, in a neutral position, and the phoneme is wholly articulated
by the back of the tongue and the velum (soft palate). The Russian velar -l- is not formed this
way.
As Belov points out, Russian velar -l- (he calls it “hard l”) is dental, with the tip of
the tongue placed against the upper incisors.20 The “hard” timbre comes from velarization; a
modification made to an existing consonant. First one forms the dental /k/ and then modifies
it by raising the back of the tongue to the velum. Tilde L (/4/) is a voiced, velarized, dental,
lateral approximant.21 Strictly speaking, this symbol represents an alveolar placement of the
tip of the tongue, formally requiring a diacritical mark to make it dental, like so: /4Œ/,22 but a
common convention is to drop diacritical marks, if a language forms such phonemes in only
one way. In Russian, all tongue-tip phonemes (/s/, /c/, /q/, /m/, and /k/) are dental. The symbol
/4/ is sufficiently different from plain /k/ to prevent confusion, and since it can represent a
velarized, dental /k/, it is the better choice for phonetically symbolizing Russian velar -l-.
Second, Belov’s choice of representing palatalized /w/ with the IPA symbol of /B/ is
understandable, but inaccurate. Daniel Jones and Dennis Ward consider /B/ to be one of the
cardinal consonants.23 It is a voiceless, palatal, median fricative similar to the German ichlaut in words like ich or mich.24 In the formation of the phoneme /B/ the air passes between
the highest point of the hard palate and the mid-top of the tongue, producing friction between
20
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the middle of the tongue and the middle of the hard palate. The consonant /w/ is also
considered a cardinal phoneme by Jones and Ward, as it is created by the friction between the
back of the tongue and the velum (near the hard palate); again, two clearly defined points. In
contrast, a palatalized /w/ (IPA /w&/; /ᶍ/, in Belov) is formed midway between the cardinal
consonants /B/ and /w/. Russian phoneticists describe the friction for /w&/ as made between the
mid-back tongue and the back hard-palate, a point in front of the velum yet behind the midpoint of the hard palate.25 Therefore, Belov’s choice of symbol is inappropriate. The symbol
/w&/ (or /ᶍ/, in Palatal Hook font) should represent the Russian, palatalized /w/.
On an unrelated point, Belov urges the use of /ᶋ9/ (/R&R&/) for the letter -o-, when
singing, but there is a small criticism of his historical information. He states:
It is historic fact that in the 1800’s this letter was pronounced
as a combination of the soft sounds [ᶋ] and [sR], that is [ᶋsR].26
This is inaccurate, as there is strong evidence that the Muscovite pronunciation of /R&R&/ for
the Cyrillic letter -o- was part of aristocratic speech as early as the second half of the 1600s
and had become the educated norm by the nineteenth century, even outside of Moscow.27
The rest of Belov’s guide goes into more depth on the applied rules of pronunciation
when reading Russian in Cyrillic, since adjacent phonemes greatly influence each other, in
25
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Russian. Belov’s guide is detailed for a short work, covering basic pronunciation rules, vowel
reduction, historical changes in orthography and pronunciation, assimilation in consonants,
assimilation effects upon vowels, irregular pronunciations, and several common
pronunciation exceptions. Belov concludes with a discussion of the important differences
between spoken and sung Russian and the use of the Moscow (Muscovite) accent as preferred
in singing. Interestingly, while Belov discusses and adheres to akanye rules (the reduction of
/n/ to /@/ or /?/ when in an unstressed position), he believes that ikanye (/D/–/iD/ and /@/–/i@/
reducing to an /h/-allophone) rarely occurs when singing Russian, so the generally vowels
retain their stressed position qualities.
Editorial errors are few, but the largest occurs in Prince Gremin’s aria from Eugene
Onegin. In the B section, when Gremin speaks of the debauched people and situations one
encounters in aristocratic life, two lines about coquettes and fashionable scenes are omitted:

Point of
missing text

…
28

The missing lines are:
...chtlb rjrtnjr ,jujvjkmys[, chtlb [jkjgmtd lj,hjdjkmys[,
…amidst coquettes
pious,
amidst lackeys
voluntary,
chtlb dctlytdys[ vjlys[
cwty, exnbds[, kfcrjds[ bpvty;…
amidst day-long fashionable scenes, polite,
tender betrayals;…29
28
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Due to the composition of the music, these lines cannot be removed. Such editorial problems
point up how even an anthology of well-prepared texts can fail the needs of a singer.
In 2011, Anton Belov created a website devoted to Russian art song, named,
appropriately, Russian Art Song (found at russianartsong.com). The site is devoted to
translations and transcriptions of a large number song from a wide variety of Russian
composers, both well-known and lesser known to non-Russians. His IPA transcriptions are in
the style of his operatic anthologies, employing the same unorthodox and self-created
symbols. He also includes his own readings of many of the poems to help in pronunciation,
and provides a link to a Russian website that contains historical recordings of many Russian
singers of the early- and mid-twentieth-century singing these arts songs.30 Of greatest
pertinence is an electronic publication of an expanded guide to Russian diction.31 It is
comprised of fifty-four pages on diction and ten pages on meter in Russian poetry (a topic
unique to Belov’s expanded guide).
Most of Belov’s new guide is conceptually the same as the version in his operatic
anthologies with expanded descriptions and discussions. Still considering Russian /n/ to be
the same as the Italian open /N/, Belov contrasts the phoneme with the “American” open /N/,
which he feels (and many agree) is far too open. He uses the example of the English word
on.32 This may be confusing to some, as many Americans pronounce the word as /@m/, with
no lip-rounding at all, while many others in the American mid-west do round the vowel, so
that it is similar to the /N/ in the word dog.
29
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In this newer text, Belov acknowledges the IPA’s superscript j ([&]) diacritic
indicating palatalization, rather than the Palatal Hook,33 but he continues to use the latter in
his transcriptions. When discussing the indicator letters, Belov originally talked in terms of
“hard” and “soft” vowels, but in the newer guide, he promotes the idea of “non-palatalizing”
and “palatalizing” vowels (similarly to Walters, in the next critique).34 Belov makes clear in
this version that he is partial to ekanye pronunciation, rather than ikanye, and acknowledges
the point as a “grey area” in Russian diction.35 And he adds to his discussion of the
unstressed -bq ending after velar consonants (/j/, /f/, and /w/) the option of the /0i/
pronunciation (previously only /?i/ [transcribed as /ai/] was described).
Belov continues to conflate Cyrillic letters with phonemes/allophones, in an effort to
offer reading rules as the way to transform the spelling into sounds. He discusses Russian
consonant clusters a bit more deeply, but certainly does not cover all the unusual readings.
Belov creates a nicely detailed chart of reading rules and covers some of what he calls
“particularities” of Russian grammar, touching on topics that contrast with English grammar.
The section that is unique to Belov’s website guide (and differs from all other Russian lyric
diction sources found) is his exposition on poetic meter as applied to Russian poetry. He feels
that such information should aid a non-Russian singer in better vocal phrasing of the Russian
texts. For all the expansion of information, Belov still does not describe the articulation of
the more idiomatic sounds of Russian in any greater detail than his earlier guide, and is not
particularly helpful in avoiding unnecessary tensions in the singer. The website guide
remains more conceptual than practical.
33
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In the final analysis, Belov’s volumes may likely remain the gold standard for
Russian diction transcription and translation aides, and his website is extremely helpful on
the topic of Russian art song, but as for providing tools necessary for a singer to decode and
transcribe an aria or song written in Cyrillic, independently, Anton Belov’s Russian diction
guides are at best incomplete.
The Russian chapter of Richard F. Sheil’s A Singer's Manual of Foreign Language
Dictions (YBK Publishers, 2004) tries both to delve into accurate pronunciation and to give
the singer some tools to do personal transcriptions, but rampant editorial errors and some
phonological inaccuracies materially and substantially degrade an otherwise excellent
attempt. Sheil’s Singer’s Manual was first published in 1975, but Christine Walters’ Russian
chapter was not added until 1984.36 Walters is an American singer and teacher who is a
specialist in Russian vocal literature.37 Sheil also refers to Walters’ “…gratitude to Alla
Davidovich, former vocal coach at the Bolshoi Opera in Moscow, for her many helpful
criticisms and suggestions during the preparation of that chapter,”38 therefore, the work
carries significant authority. Such a benefit, though, cannot counter the costs of incompetent
editing.
After a short introduction, Walters presents a chart of the “Present-day Russian
(Cyrillic) Alphabet.”39 The chart gives a glimpse of the pervasive editorial errors. In it, one
finds an attempt to use Palatal Hook symbols (made with the diacritical mark of a leftward
facing hook) to represent palatalized consonants, but prints Right-tail diacritics instead. In the
36
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IPA, Right-tailed consonant symbols represent retroflexed phonemes,40 meaning that the
front half of the tongue is curled back, so that the underside of the tip touches the front or
middle of the hard palate. This is a very different articulation to palatalization. It would be
easy for an editor, unfamiliar with their usage and meaning, to confuse the two different
symbols, but the erroneous symbols are used throughout the chapter.
Two foot notes below the same chart present the Russian names for the letters -]- and
-m-, nd/hlsq pyfr (hard sign) and vzurbq pyfr (soft sign), respectively. The errors are made
in the IPA transcriptions following each of the names. After nd/hlsq pyfr, [!sxNq,c0i ym`j]
is written, and after vzurbq pyfr, [! @y, hi ym`j].41 The transcriptions display the Righttail error, but also, the transcription [following Walters’ apparently intended style] for
nd/hlsq should read as [!sᶌNq,c0i], with /ᶌ/ representing a palatalized /u/ not /x/, and vzurbq
should be transcribed as /!ᶆ@w,ᶄhi/ with /w/ not /y/. Considering that /ᶌ/ looks somewhat like
to /x/ and that /w/ is right next to /y/ on a QWERTY keyboard, perhaps the errors are
typographical, but a singer, new to Russian and unaware, could be seriously mislead.
The problems in Walters’ chapter seem unusually extensive. Nearly every page has at
least one mistake. Not all of the errors occur in the IPA symbols. Several mistakes are made
in the Cyrillic letters, while some are made in the English translations. For example, in the
section covering the hard and soft signs (-]- and -m-, respectively), the text is printed as, “Use
of the hard sign, s,…”

42

but the printed letter -s- should be -]-. Other errors include

omissions. The fifth page of Walters’ chapter contains a large chart on consonant-vowel
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combinations that occur in Russian. Below the chart, footnote number three references the
Cyrillic letters -x- and -o-. The footnote prints just “X and O” with no other information.
Looking at footnote number one that states, “:, W, and I are always hard,”

43

it can be

assumed that Walters wished footnote three to read “X and O are always soft” — the most
logical parallel statement. This same chart is also filled with a number of mistakes in IPA
usage similar to the Right-hook error already mentioned.
Very strange misprints occur intermittently, but rather frequently. In an example of
the Cyrillic letter -,- being read as the phoneme /o., the word crjh,m (grief; sorrow) is
transcribed as /rj2_ q ᶈ/, with the symbol /2_/ representing the vowel.44 This symbol is a RightHook Reversed Epsilon which represents a “…rhotacized (r-colored) version of [2]…”45
which itself is a version of /?/. The symbol has nothing to do with the vowel it is supposed to
depict. The transcription, in Walters’ intended style, should be printed as /rjNqᶈ/.46 Later on,
the word vyjuj (much; many) is transcribed as /!lm2_ ,f?/, also printing the /2_/ symbol
instead of /N/.47 This peculiar substitution happens quite often.
Under the section on the letter -:, ;-, another cryptic misprint happens:
:. occurs only in words of French origin and is accordingly
pronounced in the French manner, [PG].48
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The Cyrillic letters in the brackets are assumed to be IPA symbols, but which symbols must
be inferred. In the French word jury, the first syllable, ju-, would be transcribed as /Yx/, and
so, it would follow that these are probably the desired symbols. It is possible that, in the
nineteenth century, Russian words borrowed from French were spoken using original
pronunciation. In modern Russian speech, though, many of the more common borrowed
words, such as ;.hb (judges; jury), have been russified, and so have lost their native
idiosyncrasies. Today, ;.hb is pronounced (and generally sung) as /Yt!ᶉh/.49 Also, in the
text, the phonetic transcription is printed as /!Y1,ᶉh/.50 By Walters’ interpretation, the first
vowel would be /x/, not /1/ (also, the stress mark is on the incorrect syllable), so Walters’
transcription should be /Yx,!ᶉh/. Similarly, under a subsection on the palatalized phoneme /ᶂ/,
the example word, gjhnatkm (briefcase), is transcribed as /oNqs,!ᶂdᶅ/.51 This word, too, has
been russified, reducing the unstressed vowel, so it should be transcribed as /o@qs,!ᶂdᶅ/.52
Walters’ example words sport many of the more confusing errors, such as in the IPA
transcription printed for cgfcb,j (thank you) as “/ro`,!ȿH,a?/.”53 Like most Russian diction
authorities, Walters favors the use of the backed /@/ in sung Russian, not the fronted /`/ (with
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one exceptional rule), and yet, in the above transcription /ro`,/ is printed. The usual Righttail error for the palatalized /r/ is printed, but also, a Cyrillic -b- should be read as /h/, in most
cases (except when following a hard consonant), yet /H/ is printed in the example. The
corrected transcription is /ro@,!ᶊh,a?/. On a following page, the word ntgkj (warmth) is
transcribed as “/ƫHᶈ,!JN/.”54 The /o/ should not be palatalized and the IPA symbol /J/ used for
Russian velar -l-, is incorrect. It should be the symbol /4/.55 The Belted L (/J/) is employed
instead of Tilde L (/4/) throughout Walters’ text.56 A corrected transcription would read as
/ƫHp,!4N/. Under the section entitled “Z, z [i@, @, i`, `] when stressed,” the first sentence
reads, “When stressed, y nearly always has the vowel sound [@]…” The printed “y” should
be the Cyrillic letter -z-. After stating “When stressed a is in an interpapatal [sic —
interpalatal] position, its vowel sound is /a/…,” the word znm (the name for the old letter ѣ) is
printed, but is transcribed as /i@ƫ/. This, of course, would confuse a reader, as the example
uses /@/ rather than /`/, which directly opposes the rule just stated.57 The IPA symbol /@/
printed for interpalatal /`/ occurs several times throughout the chapter.
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Then, under the section titled -W, w-, the word cthlwt (heart) is transcribed as
/!ᶊDqs,sr?/,58 reflecting Walters’ belief that the cluster -lw- would read as a double /s/ sound.59
This particular cluster, though, happens to be degeminate (un-doubled), so the first /s/phoneme is deleted (when a phoneme effectively disappears due to surrounding
conditions).60 Also, the final vowel should follow the rule on unstressed /D/–/iD/ (stated by
Walters earlier) and be reduced to /ɨ/, not /?/.61 The corrected transcription is /!ᶊDq,srɨ/.
The most complex misprint in the chapter is found in the section on consonant
clusters pronounced as /sr/ (-nc- and -nmc-):
njkgzncz

nFL-+žbn-c;

nwtz nwhjyu.62

This presents an interesting cryptogram, but I believe the proper printing should look
something like this:
njkgzncz

s@4,!ᶈ@s,b?

they throng.

Walter’s accompanying “Russian Exercise” (found in an appendix) is Tchaikovsky’s
setting of A. K. Tolstoy’s “Chtlm Ievyjuj <fkf” (“In the Midst of the Noisy Ball”). The
poem is printed in Cyrillic with its IPA transcription below each line. An English translation
is then given separately. The melody is printed with the Cyrillic text and IPA transcription set
below.63 This study sample is riddled with errors, as well. For example, the Cyrillic text
displays such errors as, the word Ndjb (your, fam. pl.) printed as Ndjy, gjrhsdfkf (covered)

58

Sheil, Singer’s Manual, 141.
Ibid., 130.
60
Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 142.
61
Sheil, 141.
62
Ibid., 144.
63
Ibid., 171–175.
59

22
missing the velar /0/ in its IPA transcription (/o?,jq0,!u@,4?/ not /o?,jq,!u@,4?/), ujkjc
(voice) printed as gjkjc, and cdbhtkb (reed pipe; recorder) printed as c,bhtkb.64 D xfcs (In
the hours) is transcribed as /e˛sᶋ@,!r0/,65 yet by normal ikanye rules, the combination of -xfin a pre-stress position sounds as /sR&H/,66 so the transcription should read as /e˛sᶋH,!r0/.
Walters states a related rule,67 but does not seem to recognize this application.68 Finally, the
word gtxfkmyst (sad) is transcribed with a backed /@/, instead of the fronted /`/.69 The
English translation is fine, if a bit too creative, but the setting of the scored song contains
myriad errors of the kinds already discussed, though different from those in the Cyrillic
text.70
On the topic of phonological concepts, Walters’ overall approach is generally quite
good, but has some issues common to other Russian diction works. Like Belov, Walters
considers that Russian /n/ “when stressed…has the typical European pronunciation of the
open o…”71 and therefore uses the IPA symbol /N/, and she uses schwa (/?/) to symbolize the
reduced sound of a remotely unstressed /@/ or /n/.72 As discussed earlier, using these symbols
can cause misunderstandings that result in non-idiomatic Russian pronunciation. Walters also
fails to mention the labialization of stressed /n/ after labial consonants or to discuss the /?/like off-glide, which completes the idiomatic formation of the Russian vowel. Walters
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mentions that “…unstressed [vowels] may be placed on a primary musical stress.” She
suggests that, “When this happens, the vowel should take its stressed color rather than its
normal unstressed pronunciation…”73 Strictly obeying this line of thinking could obscure
certain words or cause pronunciations that Russians do not tend to sing, especially if an
unstressed /n/ is sung as /n/, not /@/. Walters follows the rules of akanye, but, unlike Belov,
she also advocates the practice of ikanye.
Some Russian pronunciation texts erroneously discuss vowels as being individually
either hard or soft. Walters tries to take a more phonologically accurate approach by showing
how vowels and consonants work as interdependent pairs, not strings of isolated sounds.
Unfortunately, Walters then writes about the Cyrillic vowel letters -f-, -'-, -j-, -e-, and -s- as
“vowels that harden preceding consonants,” and -z-, -t-, -/-, -.-, and -b- as “vowels that
soften preceding consonants,”74 conflating letters with sounds and reading with phonological
rules, ultimately negating her attempt at conceptual accuracy. Walters, though, does
introduce the idea of regressive assimilation in a practical fashion through her discussions of
palatalization. Assimilation (the imposition of phonetic features of one phoneme onto an
adjacent phoneme) is integral to Russian pronunciation, and regressive (backwardly
influencing) assimilation is by far the most common. Walters’ approach introduces this
concept into the student’s way of thinking about Russian diction, without going through a
confusing explanation or using specialized terminology.
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On more specific issues, some of Walters’ phonetic descriptions are inaccurate or
questionable. Her description of the formation of the Russian, velar /h/-vowel (IPA, /0/) is
somewhat troublesome:
[The vowel s] …is somewhat like the ee in beet, but is formed
much farther back in the mouth, and with the tongue quite
low…The lips should remain relaxed, and not be retracted.75
The “ee in beet,” is the /h/-phoneme, and when one then drops the tongue “quite low” from
the /h/ position, it moves closer to /H/, and if then the singer forms this “farther back in the
mouth” (such a vague phrase could be problematic in itself), she or he may end up with an
appropriately sounding /0/-allophone. The problem comes from stating that the whole tongue
is low in the mouth — it is not. Only the central portion of the tongue is drawn down low in
the mouth. The description of the formation being “farther back” is also inaccurate. The
tongue essentially remains in the same place as the initial /h/-position, though the pulling
down of the central tongue causes the back part of the tongue to draw forward a bit. The
tongue is not really retracted.
Walters’ description of the Russian palatalized /k/, is also misleading:
[The palatalized k ]…articulation is that of the typical
European dental l…(The ll in the English word billion only
approximates this sound.)76
A “European dental l” has a specific formation: the tip of the tongue touches the back of the
upper, frontal incisors, while the blade and the front of the tongue stay relaxed, away from

75

Sheil, Singer's Manual, 119.
Ibid., 136. In Walters’ text, palatalized /k/ is transcribes as /û /, which represents Retroflex L, a very
different tongue formation than that of a palatalized /k/ (IPA /k&/ or /ᶅ/ in Palatal Hook font).
76

25
the palate, and the back of the tongue is in a relaxed, mid-high to mid-low position.77 A
palatalized /k/, by definition, must have most of the tongue arched toward, if not touching, the
hard palate. A Russian palatalized /k/ has the tip of the tongue on the upper incisors, but the
blade of the tongue continues to arch up (touching the alveolar ridge), and the front and back
of the tongue also arch toward the hard palate.78 The example of the English word billion can
produce nearly the proper shape for the tongue, but it is not guaranteed to do so.79
In Walters’ discussion of palatalized /w/, the description of the formation of the
phoneme is incorrect:
[ ] (sic — [ᶍ]) When preceding softening vowels, x is
palatalized. Its sound is much like the German front ch, or
“ich-Laut”. A remote approximate in English would be the h in
huge, but the Russian [ ] (sic) is much higher and farther
forward.80
Though the comparison to the German ich-Laut, /B/, makes some sense, it must be
accompanied by the fact that Russian palatalized /w/ (/w&/) is farther back on the palate (see
earlier discussion of Belov), not forward, as Walters asserts. If a student were to make the
sound that Walters describes, the air stream would escape at the back of the alveolar ridge.
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The IPA symbol for such a phoneme is /Å/,

81

which lies between /R/ and /B/ — too far

forward for Russian /w&/, which lies between /B/ and /w/.82
Walters takes debatable positions on some Russian pronunciation rules and concepts.
For instance, she states that, “Generally, hard consonants before soft consonants remain
hard.” She then gives only two exceptions, -p- and -c-. This is really about regressive
assimilation of palatalization in consonant clusters, and Walters’ rule reflects contemporary,
spoken Russian. Yet, this is not the tradition when singing Russian, since the vast majority of
Russian vocal literature was composed in the nineteenth century, often using texts from
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century poets. From these earlier centuries to as recently as the
first part of the twentieth century, the palatalization of entire consonant clusters was nearly
de rigueur, in Russian speech, when 1) the final cluster member was palatalized, 2) it felt
natural to palatalize the preceding consonants, and 3) there was no other reading rule to
prevent it. Only a very few consonants would not be palatalized in a cluster.83 Russian lyric
diction tends to maintain this broader, traditional practice.
Walters lists the letters associated with four voiceless consonants, -[-, -w-, -x-, and
-o-, and states that the four “have no voiced counterparts.”84 Her statement is incomplete and
might be confusing to a singer. While it is true that these letters lack unique Cyrillic letters
representing voiced counterparts, the associated phonemes do have phonetically voiced
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allophones that occur under certain assimilative conditions. Jones and Ward give a set of
examples reflecting just such regressive voicing: jntw ,s /@!s&Dʣ˛a0/, ljxm ,s /!cnʤ˛a0/,
lj;lm ,s /!cnY&Y&˛a0/ (the letter cluster -;lm- is read as /R&R&/, like the letter -o-, when final
and not assimilating voicing) and jukj[ ,s /@!f4nF˛a0/.85 Walters does not discuss these
specific cases of assimilation of voice.
In a section dealing with the Cyrillic letter -o-, an important issue with Walters’
introductory discussion arises:
This voiceless consonant is the soft (palatalized) version of
[i]. When preceding vowels, it is usually pronounced long,
which is indicated by the double IPA symbol [ᶋᶋ]. In front of
consonants and at ends of words, o is single. It is more
forward and palatalized than the sh in she. Sometimes its
release almost sounds like [s ], and therefore the IPA symbol
used by some phoneticians is [ 's( ].86
The IPA symbol cluster [ 's( ] is a variation of the transcription /R&sR&/.87 The two
pronunciations — /R&R&/ and /R&sR&/ — are equally common amongst native Russian speakers,88
but the /R&R&/ cluster is preferred for singing.89 Walters’ assertion, though, that -o- is read as a
single /R&/ “In front of consonants…,” rather than the usual /R&R&/, is debatable. This position is
not unprecedented, but there is disagreement amongst several authorities (including Jones
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and Ward, Avanesov, Bryzgunova, Boyanus, Belov, and Piatak and Avrashov). Also,
Walters’ specific condition under which this phenomenon occurs directly opposes Avanesov
and is only half of the criteria set by Jones and Ward. Jones and Ward state that:
…the sound ʆ (i.e. a single ʆ, not a double ʆʆ) is common…in
contiguity with other consonants, as in…!rtʆm?ᶊƫ ceoyjcnm
(essence), f?qᶁï!qnoʆïj ufhlthj,obr (cloak-room attendant),
where a rather careful pronunciation could have ʆʆ.90
The older phonetic symbols /ʆ/ and /ï/ are equivalent to present day /R&/ and /H/, respectively.
For Jones and Ward, the /R&R&/ cluster can be pronounced as a single /R&/ either in front of or
following another consonant. Avanesov allows for the option of either /R&R&/ or /R&/ only after
other consonants, with /R&R&/ being the pronunciation for all other conditions, even at the end
of words (contrary to Jones/Ward and Walters).91 Avanesov would actually consider both
Walters’ example of bpzoysq /h!y&`R&m0i/ (elegant) and Jones and Ward’s example of
ceoyjcnm /!rtR& m?r&s&/ (essence) as incorrect, if only a single /R&/ is spoken.92 Avanesov
acknowledges the use of /R&/ in such cases, but considers it un-orthoepical (incorrect).93
Bryzgunova only subscribes to the elongated /R&R&/.94 Belov does not address this variant at all
(tacitly advocating /R&R&/ for all cases), while Piatak and Avrashov and Boyanus favor using
the /R&sR&/ pronunciation and so avoid the problem all together. The position taken for my
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guide is based on the strength of Avanesov and Bryzgunova and considers that singing
requires more careful pronunciation, and so employs /R&R&/ in all cases.
Walters all but ignores the important subject of the verbal, reflexive particles -cz and
-cm (the particle/suffix -cz is never stressed). The question is whether the -c- is read in hard
form as /-rU/ (sometimes /-r@/) and /r/ or in soft form as /-r&U/ (or /-r&@/) and /r&/. Walters
does not address the reflexive particles in the section covering -C, c- or in any special section
or note, but only covers the -ncz- and -nmcz- combinations, 95 which are both read as “hard”
/srU/ (or /sr@/), because the -nc- and -nmc- consonant clusters are considered like the letter -w(/sr/), a generally unpalatalized consonant.96 There are no example words in the main text
with a -cz ending (or -cm, for that matter) that is not one of the -nc- style clusters. The only
example of a “non-nc” reflexive particle is found in the study song in the appendix, which is
transcribed so that the particle ending is soft, that is /r&U/.97 With this transcription and no
specific discussion on the subject, Walters promotes the idea that, other than with -ncclusters, the reflexive particle -cz is read with a palatalized /r&/, which would apparently be
the same for -cm. It can be argued that this position is acceptable, since it seems to be the most
recent fashion, but there is a position just as strong, if not stronger, that urges singers to use a
hard /s/ in all but one such case, in Russian lyric diction.
Colloquial speech changes often, but pronunciation in Russian opera (with most of its
greatest works coming from pre-revolutionary times) continues to resist modernization.
Therefore, it makes sense for Russian lyric diction to reflect, in general, the more traditional
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rules of literaturnyĭ (literary) pronunciation (based on Old Muscovite), which would suggest
that the verbal, reflexive particle -cz be read using “hard” /s/, in all cases, but for the “strange
exception: end-stressed gerunds,” as Comrie, Stone, and Polinsky put it.98
In Walters’ section on the Cyrillic letter -x-, under a subsection on /R/, there is a note
about /@/ in the interpalatal position.99 It is a version of a note which originally occurred
under the section on the vowel letter -z- but has a seriously confusing printing error. In the
original note under -Z, z-, Walters states:
When stressed f is in an interpapatal [sic–interpalatal] position,
its vowel sound is /`/.
This sound is more forward than [@] and is slightly
spread. Its color lies somewhere between [@] and [z].100
Yet, in the later iteration of the principle, the note states that:
[-x-] sometimes places f in an interpalatal position…in this
position, f responds as z does under like circumstances, i.e.,
with an [@] (sic) pronunciation when stressed…101
“…with an [@] pronunciation when stressed…” is supposed to read as, “with an [`]
pronunciation when stressed…” using the fronted /`/ phoneme, not the backed /@/. A similar
note under the section on -O, o- repeats the error.102 Back in the subsection on /R/, the
example word ckexfqyj (by chance) is transcribed as /r4t,!sᶋ@i,m?/. Since the /@/ is in a
stressed, interpalatal position, it should be transcribed as /`/, as per the correct version of the
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given rule, thus the transcription should read as /r4t,!sᶋ`i,m?/. Then, the word gtxfkm
(sorrow; sadness) is transcribed as /ᶈH,!sᶋ@ᶅ/, when it should be /ᶈH,!sᶋ`ᶅ/.
In the final section of the chapter, entitled “Special Consonant Combinations,”
Walters covers the consonant clusters of -cx-, -px-, -;x-, -p;-, -nc-, and -nmc-. She does not,
though, cover the larger clusters, other than -nmc-, containing three or four consonants
(including the hard and soft signs). Such larger clusters often require one consonant phoneme
effectively to disappear through deletion.103 For example, one of the most common longer
clusters is -dcnd-, in which the initial /e/-phoneme is often deleted — xedcndj (sense; feeling)
is pronounced as /!sRtrsuU/, not /!sRtersuU/.104
Finally, some of the errors in Walters’ chapter seem to involve not recognizing or
creating exceptions to certain Russian pronunciation rules. In her section on doubled Russian
consonants, Walters notes that doubled consonants immediately following a stressed syllable
are elongated, but the first example given is heccrbq (Russian — masc. adj.). The
transcription is /!qtr,rᶄhi/, assuming an elongated /r/-phoneme.105 This word happens to be
an exception, though, so the written -cc- is read as a single /r/, that is, /!qtr,ᶄhi/.106 Under a
sub-section on the Cyrillic letter -u- being read as the phoneme /u/, the genitive form of the
famous composer’s name, Tchaikovsky, is transcribed as /sᶋ`i,!jNe,rj?,u?/ (Xfqrjdcrjuj in
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Cyrillic).107 Although the transcription seems to follow all the rules, the issue is the first
syllable. Under the section discussing -X, x-, Walters, herself, writes:
This consonant sometimes places f in an interpalatal
position…in this position, f responds as z does …i.e.,
with…an [h] sound when unstressed.108
The “Xfq-” in Xfqrjdcrjdj fits the criteria for an unstressed, interpalatal /@/, and since this
proper name is not an exception, all forms should be pronounced using /sᶋh,/, that is
/sᶋh,!jNe,rj?,u?/. The articulation of /i/ (-q-) following the /h/ (-f-) is deleted, due to the
palatal nature of /h/, so the /j/ is not transcribed.
Even with the conceptual errors, though, Walters’ work is generally complete and
easy to understand. Unfortunately, the editing and proofing are so incompetent, that the
practical usefulness of her text has been seriously compromised. This is made all the worse,
because the latest publication (2004, sixth ed.) is labeled as “revised and expanded.”
Laurence R. Richter’s Tchaikovsky's Complete Song Texts: Russian Texts of the
Complete Songs of Peter Ilych Tchaikovsky with Phonetic Transcriptions, Literal and
Idiomatic English Translations is the first publication in a series of six anthologies published
over nine years (1999-2008), which also cover Rakhmaninov, Musorgsky, Shostakovich and
Prokofiev, and a survey collection that includes “Cnfhst Hjvfycs” (Old Ballads) and works
by the seminal composers Glinka, Dargomyzhsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, Borodin, Balakirev,
and Cui. William W. Derbyshire, reviewing Richter’s 2002 volume on Musorgsky in the
Slavic and East European Journal, rightly said that Richter’s multivolume endeavor was a
“tour de force on the author’s part and…a valuable contribution…to singers wishing to
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include Russian art songs in their recital programs.”109 Richter was a pioneer in the teaching
of Russian lyric diction at Indiana University, in the 1970s, and continues to instruct Russian
phonetics classes and Russian diction for singers, as a Lecturer Emeritus.110 His song books
supply complete phonetic transcriptions and translations of the lyrical texts, along with what
is called a “key to Russian phonetic transcription.”111 Richter’s brief guide (only two-and-ahalf pages), which introduces each anthology, gives the singer a way to make sense of the
transcriptions, but does not provide any tools for independent work. Also, he does not adhere
to the official IPA but employs certain phonetic symbols that are familiar to Slavic
specialists, rather than most singers.
Richter’s volumes are similarly formatted to Belov’s work, in that the Russian song
texts are printed in the Cyrillic, and then are phonetically transcribed, translated word-forword and finally presented in idiomatic English, in which the grammar, word order, sentence
structure, and idioms are adjusted for clear understanding. Unlike Belov, Richter gives
almost no notes on odd word usage or historical references, nor any background information
on the poetry, subjects, or poets. Richter’s transcriptions and translations are practical and
unadorned. In the same, no-nonsense vein, the key to the pronunciation of the transcriptions
is quite abbreviated and largely covers how to understand and pronounce the given phonetic
transcriptions in broad terms, providing only the most basic rules on such topics as
assimilation. There are no discussions on special letter combinations or exceptions, nor is
there any attempt by Richter to teach a singer why individual letters or letter combinations
109
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are pronounced as they are. Essentially, Richter has done all the work, and the singer must
simply accept it and study what is on the page.
Richter is the only author of such a transcription anthology who uses a modified
Slavicist Phonetic Alphabet. This transcription system is, as Derbyshire puts it, “based
loosely on the International Phonetic Alphabet, but with the substitution of symbols more
familiar to Slavists.”112 While most of the symbols are shared with the IPA, a number of
sounds are given symbols derived from the modern Roman alphabet, rather than those
specially formed for the IPA (mostly derived from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
English print style):113
Table 1
Cyrillic: ;
IPA: /Y/
Slavicist: /ž/

i
/R/
/š/

w
o
/sr/ /R&R&/
/c/ /š̹š/̹

x
;; -xm˛ ,s
/sR&/ /Y&Y&/ /-cY&˛a0/
/č̹/ /ž̹ž/̹
/-cž̹ ˛ by/

s
/0/
/y/

Though it does require a singer extra study to learn these symbols, they are not necessarily
confusing, except for the use of the symbol /x/ in place of /0/, as explained further on.
The Slavicist phonetic system poses the difficulty of having to learn unfamiliar
symbols for no practical reason, possibly throwing an obstacle in the way of a singer who
may already feel intimidated. While singers know most of the IPA from their training, the
Slavicist version must go through another layer of translation. Beyond this, the use of /b/ for
/sr/ and /x/ for /0/ could be frustrating. The IPA symbol /b/ is assigned to a /sr/-like
articulation, used in Hungarian, that is significantly further back on the hard palate than a
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Russian /sr/-phoneme.114 More important, though, is that the symbol /b/ is completely
unknown to most singers, while /sr/ is very familiar. In the case of the /x/-symbol, it formally
represents (and singers recognize it as) the high, fronted, fully rounded vowel used in French
for the letter -u- (as in tu, /sx/), which is quite different from the low, central, unrounded
[0\,`kknognmd.115 Why should a singer go through such trouble, when there are perfectly
good, quite familiar IPA symbols that can represent the same Russian sounds.
I can only postulate that three other symbols ([ ⁄], /k/, and [ Ê]), which Richter employs
in an unorthodox fashion, were chosen for easier type-setting, since they have such different
usual assignments in the IPA. As exemplified in Table 1, above, Richter uses what is called a
Subscript Right Half-Ring diacritic ([ ⁄]) to denote palatalization, rather than the Palatal (left)
Hook or the Superscript j. Technically, the Subscript Right Half-Ring denotes an added or
increased rounding of the lips to a phoneme,116 which tends to modify vowels, so Richter’s
usage is incorrect. Also, he represents the Russian velar -l- with the IPA symbol for the
European -l-, /k/. Even though Richter’s description specifies the velarized /k/ and warns
against using the “continental l” pronunciation,117 his use of the plain /k/-symbol would, more
likely, confuse singers and cause them to articulate the very phoneme against which he
warns. Finally, a Superscript Dash, [ Ê], is used to denote a consonant that is not released
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explosively (an unreleased consonant in the jargon of phonetics).118 The proper IPA
diacritical symbol for this phenomenon is what is called a Corner, [´]119 — why not use it?
On more common issues, Richter assigns the closed /n/ symbol to Russian stressed
/n/ and states that “The vowels of Russian are pronounced essentially like Italian
vowels…”120 I have discussed how Belov and Walters prefer the open /N/, and why I object
to this choice, but Richter sits in the closed /n/ camp for which I advocate. My position is that
even though Russian /n/ is a combination of open /N/ (tongue) and closed /n/ (lips), if a singer
forms an Italianate closed /n/ (slightly more open than a French or German /o/), though not
perfectly idiomatic, she/he still will produce a sound that is much closer to the Russian /n/phoneme than open /N/.
Richter prefers the schwa symbol, /?/, to represent a reduced /n/ or /@/. Though
officially correct, objections to the /?/-symbol in Russian lyric diction have already been
addressed. Interestingly, though, Richter does not advocate schwa for all cases of unstressed
/n/ or /@/. He restricts its use to the unstressed adjectival endings -jq and -bq, which rhyme
(both pronounced as /-?i/) in the strict Old Muscovite (OM) tradition.121 All other cases of
unstressed /@/ and /n/, (as well as /i@/), for Richter, are pronounced as /@/ (or /i@/), no matter
how remote. Unstressed /D/–/iD/, /h/, and /0/, retain their unreduced sounds as /D/, /iD/, /d/, /id/,
or /h/ (or /0/); and /0/ (transcribed as /x/, as discussed), respectively.122 Adhering to OM
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pronunciation as strictly as Richter may sound somewhat old fashioned or overly affected to
most Russians. Belov’s and Walters’ work suggests that such devotion to OM style may be
giving way to a more modern speech approach with some modifications.
With one exception, the rest of Richter’s information is solid and helpful. His
descriptions of how to form the /0/ phoneme and his cautions against certain pitfalls,
especially with palatalization, are very practical. In general, Richter’s section on consonants
is accurate, but his discussion on forming and practicing the Russian velar /4/ might cause
unnecessary tongue and throat tension in a singer:
Russian hard [l] merits special mention, since it is much harder
than even English final “dark” l…Hard [l] is pronounced with
the tongue in the same contour as in English r: earn, earth, etc.
A good exercise for practicing Russian hard l is to say English
grr, then hold everything in place except the tip of the tongue,
which moves forward only far enough to make dental contact,
and say girl with the l in the throat, as if gargling with it, and
hold onto it as long as breath allows.123
His exercise produces a pharyngealized /k/, rather than a velarized /k/. A pharyngeal /k/ is
really too far back and constrictive for effective singing. Richter, though, may just be
unfamiliar with the integral need for a relaxed root of the tongue and pharynx for good
singing. It is true that many Russians do speak the /4/-phoneme with a pharyngeal position of
tongue,124 but several other authorities of Russian pronunciation suggest that the velarized /4/
is preferred.125
Richter’s short paragraphs on assimilation provide good, general rules that encompass
most conditions of the phenomenon. He advocates a kind of assimilation that affects the /D/–
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/iD/ vocoids (vowel related formations), in which they are pronounced as /d/–/id/, when
preceding a palatalized phoneme. Lastly, Richter introduces a case of progressive
assimilation, in which a preceding hard consonant causes the /h/-phoneme to be pronounced
as /0/.126 What is not made clear is that, except for the generally unpalatalized constants /R/,
/Y/ and /sr/, this progressive assimilation only occurs across a word boundary, as in r Bdfye
/j˛0!u`mt/ (toward Ivan) [the unpalatalized consonants cannot be followed by the /i/phoneme, even within a word]. The word boundary cannot be regressively breached by
palatalization. The rule applies because the /h/-phoneme cannot follow a hard consonant, and
if some boundary keeps the preceding consonant unpalatalized, then the /h/-phoneme must be
replaced by its hard allophone, /0/.127 Within a word, which has no such boundary, like herb,
/qt!j&h/ (hand, gen. sing.), the preceding consonant to the /h/-vowel must be the palatalized
phoneme, /j&/.128
Topics Richter does not cover in his brief primer are: 1) the effects of the interpalatal
position on /@/ when stressed (becoming /`/); 2) what happens to /@/, /i@/, /D/, or /iD/ when
unstressed (becoming /H/, /iH/ or /h/, /ih/, under ikanye rules); 3) the regressive assimilation of
palatalization from a final palatalized consonant in a cluster; and 4) the deletion of certain
consonants in large consonant clusters. Interpalatal assimilation is not covered, because, it
seems that Richter does not agree with the concept. He does not cover the subject directly,
but it is evident in his transcriptions that all unstressed vowels, other than /n/ (and /h/, in the
narrow case of the adjectival ending -bq), are to be pronounced in unreduced form, as
126

Richter, Tchaikovsky's Complete Song Texts, x–xi.
Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 107; Derwing
and Priestly, Reading Rules, 62.
128
Avanesov, 104–105; Derwing and Priestly, 65.
127

39
dictated by strict OM pronunciation. He also seems to reject ikanye completely on the same
grounds.129 On the influence of palatalized final consonants upon clusters, Richter seems to
palatalize most all of the preceding cluster members in his transcriptions. In the final
examination, Richter’s work, like Belov’s, is laudable, but as a text that provides training and
tools for singers to do their own phonetic transcriptions of Russian, it is seriously lacking.
Also, his use of the Slavicist symbols creates extra work for the singer, and the ultra-strict
observance of OM tradition can result in affected and old-fashioned sounding performances.
Jean Piatak and Regina Avrashov’s Russian Songs and Arias: Phonetic Readings,
Word-by-Word Translation, and a Concise Guide to Russian Diction (1991) is a collection of
important and popular Russian art songs and operatic arias that have been transcribed into
IPA and translated word-for-word for singers to learn by rote. The “Concise Guide to
Russian Diction” is a primer that is designed to help the singer understand the given
transcriptions.130 Jean Piatak is an American of Russian descent, whose family is Russian
speaking. She is a singer with degrees from Oberlin Conservatory (B.M.), the Cleveland
Institute of Music (M.M.), and the University of Colorado (D.M.A.). Piatak’s co-author,
Regina Avrashov was born in St. Petersburg, Russia (Leningrad, when the text was
published). Her degrees are from the Leningrad Herzen Pedagogical Institute (M.A.) and
Georgetown University (second M.A.). She taught English and French in Russia, and
Russian at Howard University in Washington, D.C. and the University of Colorado Denver.
Avrashov is also a freelance translator of Russian.131 For over ten years, Piatak and
Avrashov’s Russian Song and Arias has been the most popular text to help singers with
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Russian diction and is found in nearly every music library in the U.S. It also is the most
helpful to recitalists who are comfortable with IPA transcription, as Belov’s work is
exclusively of Russian opera, and Richter’s work uses the unusual Slavicist phonetic
symbols. This, too, is a text that does the work for the singer, while providing only a brief
key to Russian diction. It does not teach singers how to read and transcribe Russian Cyrillic
print for themselves. Piatak and Avrashov’s guide, as with the other works discussed, is
mostly accurate, but there are some issues which may cause enough confusion to produce
poor results for singers.
Piatak and Avrashov’s primer covers the difficulties of Russian sung pronunciation in
some detail, and their organization is straightforward, from attaching the varied sounds to
each Cyrillic letter to discussing the different conditions that bring about pronunciation
variances to listing several common exceptions. Laurence Richter reviewed Piatak and
Avrashov’s text and found several printing errors, as well as several misplaced word stresses
that, in turn, produced corresponding, incorrect, phonetic transcriptions. Richter writes on
incorrect transcriptions:
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Then on misplaced stresses, misprints and misused terms:
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133

Richter also had several criticisms that I discovered myself.
Piatak and Avrashov assert that “Russian has only seven vowel sounds and one glide
and just one way to form a diphthong.”134 They reject most all of the allophones of cardinal
vowel sounds suggested by Belov, Richter or Walters.135 In Russian, three fronted allophones
([`], [z] and [d]) are associated with the phonemes /@/ and /D/136 but Piatak and Avrashov do
not accept them, suggesting that only /@/ and /D/ are used in singing. Of three possible
reduced sounds, [U], /?/ and [H],137 they reject [U], using schwa, /?/, as the only reduction for
/@/ or /n/, and also [H], using cardinal /h/, instead. Therefore, Piatak and Avrashov’s vowel list
consists of five cardinal vowel sounds and one hard allophone (/@/, /D/, /h/, /n/, /t/, and [0]),
only one reduced vowel, /?/, and the glide, [i].138 Such an over-simplified set places Piatak
and Avrashov at odds with most of the authorities cited here, and it lacks some of the
phonetic nuances that can help a singer sound idiomatically Russian.
Another confusing statement appears in an introductory paragraph.
Russian is also not particularly difficult because virtually every
letter is pronounced, with one letter equaling one sound (see
“Silent Consonants” for exceptions). Russian has no consonant
clusters…that form a single sound (e.g. sh for [R] in the English
word shoe…).139
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Several Cyrillic letter-clusters are pronounced as single phonemes, depending upon style.
The pairs -p;- and -c;- are each read as /Y/, while -pi- and -ci- read as /R/. The groupings
of -px-, -cx-, -co-, -;x-, -plx- and -cnx-are each read as /R&9/, in Old Muscovite style.140 Piatak
and Avrashov prefer the phonetic cluster /R&sR&/ (simplified to /RsR/) to /R&9/,141 which reduces
the number of single phonemes, due to style. These examples, though, fit into Piatak and
Avrashov’s catagory of “silent consonants.” A less confusing rendering of their second point,
though, might be to say that there is no single Russian phoneme that requires more than one
letter in spelling, like -sh- in English — the phoneme /R/ cannot be spelled with less than two
letters in English (while many borrowed Germanic words spell the phoneme as -sch-).
Piatak and Avrashov’s view about certain phonemes may stand them in opposition to
some fundamental rules of pronunciation in Russian. The rules of literary pronunciation state
that /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), and /sr/ (-w-) generally remain unpalatalized and so are unaffected by
any palatalizing influences of a subsequent phoneme.142 This also means that /h/ (-b-) cannot
follow /Y/, /R/, or /sr/, therefore the [0]-allophone must, no matter how it might be spelled in
Cyrillic, yet Piatak and Avrashov write:

Bb

in general

[h]

;bpym [Yhyᶇ]

after m

[ji]

ctvmb [rhᶆ!ih]

unstressed and after ;, i, or w

[0]

;bdjq [Y0!unh]

143

Their assignment of “in general [i]” as the pronunciation of the letter -b- is correct, but the
word ;bpym (life) is transcribed using /h/. Using the usual rules, ;bpym is transcribed as
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/Y0y&m&/, with the [0]-allophone. Piatak and Avrashov seem not to agree with this fundamental
rule, so their transcriptions are consistently incorrect under these circumstances. Oddly, the
letter -b- in the unstressed position, in the word ;bdjq (living — adj.), is transcribed as the
allophone [0], as if stress makes a difference, when it does not.
Generally, Piatak and Avrashov subscribe to ikanye, but they promote an interesting
exception:
Tt

part of an unstressed declensional suffix
and after m, ], or another vowel
part of an unstressed declensional suffix
but not after m, ], or another vowel

[i?]

xýlyjt

[?]

ujký,rt [f@!ktoᶄ?]

[!sRtcm?i?]
144

Under ikanye rules, the letter -t- in an unstressed syllable is usually read as [H] or [iH],
including when final, but the above exception of an “unstressed declensional suffix” seems to
come from an older style of OM pronunciation.145 Belov’s transcriptions often display a
tendency to read final -t- with a reconstituted pronunciation of /D/–/iD/ or /d/–/id/.146 Richter
does not subscribe to any vowel reduction or assimilation (with the exception of unstressed
/n/ and the suffix -bq), and so ends up reading unstressed, final -t- the same way as Belov.
Walters applies ikanye pronunciation to the letter -t- in unstressed positions.147 Jones and
Ward favor it, as well,148 but note that “many pronounce” certain words that end in -t- with
/?/, instead of a form of /h/.149 Boyanus is similar to Jones and Ward.150 On the other hand,
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Piatak and Avrashov’s position is in agreement with Avanesov and Bryzgunova,151 both
leading authorities in the phonetics of Russian speech. Considering the position of Belov,
Richter and Walters on this subject, it could be suggested that the older style is giving way to
a newer one, and that Piatak and Avrashov’s exception is no longer necessary. The following
guide applies a combination of Walters and Belov. At more rapid tempos, ikanye is preferred,
but when tempos slow or durations increase, it is suggested that the singer reconstitute most
unstressed vowels to their unreduced form, including in the pronunciation of written final -t-.
In one case, Piatak and Avrashov take ikanye a little too far:

Qq

as the vanish vowel of a diphthong

[h] njq

[snh]

152

They discuss this topic more deeply in a section entitled “Diphthongs and the Vowel q,” in
which all the examples display the use of /h/, instead of /i/.153 Most accurately, the Cyrillic
letter -q- should be transcribed into IPA using the symbol /i/. The j-glide is a form of the /h/
vowel, and can sound much like /h/ when internal to a word, but when ending a word, the
glide should include a slight voiced release (like a “buzzing”) as the tongue creates an
affricate with the hard palate, and it must always be short — not sustained. 154 The glide at
the end of a word should be treated as it is in French with words such as travail (work)
/sq`!u`i/ and soleil (sun) /rN!kDi/. Piatak and Avrashov’s examples would be more properly
transcribed as /sni/, /!sR@ij?i/, and /@!sRdi/. The greatest problem with transcribing -q- as an
/h/-vowel, albeit the “vanishing vowel of a diphthong,” is the tendency of singers to sustain
151
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the weaker vowel of such diphthongs at slower tempi, often giving the two sounds near equal
value. This is commonly heard in the singing of Italian with such words as mai (/l@9h/
never). This kind of equaling out of a diphthong is simply unacceptable in Russian, so using
the symbol /i/ becomes a necessity.
Also, Piatak and Avrashov seem to prefer to use an /h/-vowel (or /ih/ cluster) for
ikanye purposes with the letters -t- and -z- in unstressed positions. The cited authorities of
spoken Russian — Avanesov, Bryzgunova, Jones and Ward, and Boyanus — prefer the [H]allophone (Avanesov and Bryzgunova use the symbol [h] ], while Jones/Ward and Boyanus
use [ï]) for unstressed, ikanye vowels (except in an interpalatal position, when the /h/phoneme is used). The authorities on lyric diction display a spectrum of approaches from no
ikanye (Richter) to using [H] (Walters) to a unique mix (Belov). In the following guide, the [H]
allophone is preferred when ikanye cases are sung in a faster tempo or rhythm, while, at
slower tempi or rhythms, a process of vowel reconstitution is promoted.
Piatak and Avrashov accept schwa, /?/, as the only reduced vowel sound, risking the
problems already enumerated,155 but several other issues arise over the rest of the detailed
development of their guide. First, of a number of examples, Piatak and Avrashov write:
In Russian, [k] is also pronounced with the tongue forward, but
the sound is produced in the back of the mouth and feels
guttural. The softened version of [k], [ᶅ] … , more closely
resembles the English pronunciation of l. The [q] in Russian is
flipped (but never rolled), as in Italian.156
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The first objection is to Piatak and Avrashov’s application of the IPA symbol /k/ for Russian
velar -l-, on the same grounds as discussed in the Richter critique. Further concerns are found
in the next statements: “the softened version…[ᶅ]…more closely resembles the English
pronunciation of l…” and “The [q] in Russian is flipped (but never rolled)…” English /k/ is
rarely palatalized, not even in words like “million,” often used to exemplify palatalized /k/.
Words such as “ludicrous” or “lute” come close to real palatalization of the /k/-phoneme,
only if the speaker uses the highly refined diction that is often heard on the classical stage.
Therefore, Russian palatalized /k/ does not really resemble a normal, English /k/. It does,
though, somewhat resemble the Italian, palatal lateral affricative /k/-allophone that occurs in
the consonant cluster -gl-, as in figlio (son) /!ehKN/. This, too, is only an approximation, but
the resulting sound is more like the Russian palatalized /k/, than is a regular, English /k/. As a
side issue, the example words for the two /k/ varieties are reversed relative to the IPA
symbols given, potentially causing confusion for the reader. Piatak and Avrashov have
printed:
[k] million

[ᶅ] laugh157

when it should be:
[k] laugh

[ᶅ] million

The idea that Russian /q/ is never rolled is also incorrect. It is true that /q/, within a
Russian word, is flipped (tapped), rather than rolled (trilled), but initial /q/ is trilled,
somewhat like Italian, but the duration in Russian is shorter. Also, final /q/, in Russian, is
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actually trilled longer than initial /q/, and initial or final /r/ (even intervocalic /q/ — Belov)
may be trilled a little longer for artistic, dramatic, or emphatic reasons. 158
As stated earlier, Piatak and Avrashov prefer the Cyrillic letter -o- to be read as /RsR/,
(Piatak and Avrashov give the example of the sound produced by the ligature of “fresh
˛cheese”).159 The reasoning is similar to a discussion in Belov, but the conclusion is opposite:
Piatak and Avrashov:
The pronunciation of the letter o depends on the date the poem
was written and the region of the Soviet Union [the text was
published in 1991 — the Soviet Union was not yet fully
dissolved] in which the poet resided. The generally accepted
pronunciation of o currently is [R9]; that is, a long [R] with the
middle part of the tongue raised towards the hard palate. The
songs of Prokofiev contain this pronunciation. However, for
most of the songs you will sing, the correct sound is [RsR], since
the poems predate general acceptance of the current sound. The
cluster [RsR] is also currently the standard pronunciation in
Leningrad [now “St. Petersburg”].160
Belov:
The sound of the letter o underwent a certain transformation
during the last century. It is historic fact that in the 1800’s this
letter was pronounced as a combination of the soft sounds [ᶋ]
and [sR], that is [ᶋsR]. The contemporary Moscow dialect norm,
however, is to pronounce o as an elongated softened form of
[R], that is [ᶋ9]. You can still hear a [ᶋsR] in the speech of some
educated Petersburgians or the Russian émigrés in America and
Western Europe. Because the [ᶋsR] pronunciation sounds rather
unnatural to most Russians, it is recommended that this letter
be pronounced the modern way.161
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As explained in the Belov critique, this view of historical phonology is inaccurate. The
Muscovite /R&R&/ reading pronunciation of -o- (also printed as, /R&9/, /ᶋ9/, or /ᶋᶋ/) can be traced
as far back as the seventeenth century, and the prevalence of this fashion can be
demonstrated from the second half of the eighteenth century into the early part of the
twentieth century.162 The bulk of Russian vocal literature falls within this time frame, when
/R&R&/ was the more fashionable pronunciation. Today, the two pronunciations split fairly
evenly across the Russian-speaking population. 163
Piatak and Avrashov’s transcription of -o-, /R9/ or /RsR/, lacks any diacritic for
palatalization, either Palatal Hook or Superscript j. As Belov describes in the above quote,
/R/ should be palatalized, that is, /ᶋ/, whether as the elongated, single phoneme or the first
element of the cluster. This is noticeably different from the unpalatalized phoneme that is
associated with the Cyrillic letter -i-, /R/. In Russian, the /sR/ portion of the clustered sound is
intrinsically palatalized,164 but English speakers can produce both an unpalatalized and a
palatalized version of the /sR/-phoneme (e.g. chalk /sRNj/ vs. cheat /sR&hs/). Therefore, it is
advisable that both elements of the cluster indicate palatalization — /R&sR&/, or /ᶋtᶋ/ in Palatal
Hook font. This is what is found in Jones and Ward (their font prints as /ʆtʆ/).165 Avanesov
and Bryzgunova recognize hard variants of /R9/ and /RsR/, but consider them non-orthoepical,
especially Bryzgunova, who presents the hard pronunciations as flawed and in need of
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correction.166 If a singer were to sing this cluster without palatalization, it would generally be
considered a mistake by native Russian speakers.
On a related subject, Piatak and Avrashov cover certain consonant clusters that have
different pronunciations from those suggested by their orthography (e.g. -c;- and -p;- are
each read as /Y9/).167 They do not, though, seem to consider -cx- and -px- as clusters of such
kind. Piatak and Avrashov consistently transcribe -cx- and -px- as /rsR/,168 while all other cited
authorities transcribe these clusters as either /R&R&/ or /R&sR&/, as if they were spelled with the
letter -o-.169
Piatak and Avrashov discuss the Russian vowel /0/ (-s-) and the consonant /w/ (-[-) in
the section entitled “The Two Russian Sounds Not in English.”170 Their approach to /x/ is
fine, but their paragraphs on /0/ are rather confusing. They do not really describe how to
articulate the vowel except at the end of the paragraphs on the subject, but the directions are
vocally unhelpful:
It is best to think of and sing the vowel [0] as a guttural form of
[h], that is, lower the back of the tongue while you sing [h].171
Piatak and Avrashov’s description is not really phonologically or physiologically accurate.
While it is true that some Russians may speak with a rather guttural (technically, pharyngeal)
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version of [0],172 the sung version of the vowel (as well as the orthoepically spoken version)
is velarized, as discussed in detail in the Belov critique.
One of Piatak and Avrashov’s more interesting tools is the use of margin notes. Most
of them provide details and trivia that are often overlooked by other texts. For example:
To open a vowel sound, slightly lower either the jaw or the
tongue.173
In Russian the sound for [ is never [B], as in “ich” [ïB] or
“Küche” [jxB?] (sic – [jXB?]).174
These are generally helpful, but a few are a little confusing, such as:
Russian has no secondary stressed syllables.175
This is generally correct, but it is incomplete, since Russian does have compound words that
maintain the stresses of each individual word producing a de facto secondary stress. Two
common examples are:
xtnsh/[rhfnysq

/sRHs0$q&nw!jq@sm0i/ fourfold; quadruple.

ntvyjptk/ysq

/$s&HlmUy&H!k&nm0i/

dark-green.

Other cases of secondary stress in Russian can include words created using a separable prefix
and words of foreign origin. There can even be words with triple stress.176 Of course, these
latter types of words are rare and would not be expected to be encountered in opera or art
song.
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Then another note is confusing, because it is incomplete:
Very occasionally / will be written ѣ in Old Russian…177
The letter -ѣ- became -t- and never represented -/-.178 If -ѣ- were to be found printed in a
place where the letter -/- should be, then it would simply be an error (and so it should happen
only “very occasionally”). It would have been more accurate and helpful for Piatak and
Avrashov to convey this nuance. Also, as Richter points out in his review, the use of the term
“Old Russian” is incorrect. Old Russian is a very specific linguistic term that refers to a
historical Slavic, root language that gave rise to several of the modern Slavic languages
including Russian and Ukrainian.179 Piatak and Avrashov should have presented their points
in terms of “pre-revolutionary” Russian.
Piatak and Avrashov do have a few unique sections at the end of their primer. First,
the section entitled “Using a Russian Dictionary” covers the changes in Cyrillic orthography
from pre-revolutionary printing to modern day, in more detail, and how to decode the
changes, in order to find the correct word in a modern Russian-English dictionary. The
occasional advantages (and some problems) in using a pre-revolutionary dictionary, if one
can be acquired, is also discussed.180 The next section, “Declensions and Conjugations in the
Russian Language,” is very helpful in recognizing the different forms that root words can
take. Piatak and Avrashov list the noun, pronoun and adjective declensions and discuss
certain common diminutive forms. They then deal with the verbal conjugational endings, as
well as the most common, verbal, root-stem morphologies.
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Piatak and Avrashov end the primer discussing the pitfalls of misreading song texts,
because the word underlay can often be overly compact, making separate particles look as if
they are part of a word, as well as causing certain letter combinations to look like other letters
(Piatak and Avrashov cite m., which is m ., being mistaken for s j). They also show how
Russian music publishers use underscores ( _ ) the way American publishers use hyphens,
while Russians use hyphens to extend words over long notes, the way Americans use
underscores.181
Though the publication is somewhat outdated, Piatak and Avrashov’s Russian Songs
and Arias is still the only text that covers Russian lyric diction in some detail and transcribes
into IPA the most popular and important Russian art songs and arias. My experience shows,
though, that the errors and misleading information in the diction guide and transcriptions of
this anthology have caused singers to sound non-idiomatic and even mispronounce Russian
in performance.
There are three openly available dissertations incorporating Russian lyric diction.
Emilio Pons’ “The Singer's Russian: a guide to the Russian operatic repertoire through a
collection of texts of opera arias for all voice types, with phonetic transcriptions, word-forword and idiomatic English” (Dissertation, Indiana University, 2008) is cut from similar
cloth as Belov, Piatak and Avrashov, and Richter. His unique element involves organizing
the chosen Russian arias by voice type (Soprano, Mezzo-Soprano, Tenor, Baritone and Bass)
rather than by opera or composer. Pon’s section on Russian lyric diction is similar to Belov’s
guide, more conceptual than immediately practical, but it is a bit more comprehensive.
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Pons received his doctorate from Indiana University in 2008. His mentor in Russian
diction was Laurence Richter, covered earlier in the literature survey. Pons also was a young
artist with the Marinsky Theater in St. Petersburg, Russia for the 2005-2006 season (as well
as the Marinsky’s summer program in Finland over the summers of 2004 and 2005), where
he coached with Larissa Gergieva,182 therefore his work carries some authority. At the time
of writing, Pons’ dissertation was unavailable through the Indiana University library, but I
was able to obtain an electronic copy through the generosity of Dr. Pons, after contacting him
through his website.
The dissertation consists of twelve chapters and a bibliography. While the last five
chapters contain the transcriptions and translations of Russian arias grouped by voice type, it
is the first seven which contain Pons’ contribution to the study of Russian lyric diction. In
actuality, the first three chapters include a general introduction and two chapters discussing
broader issues of lyric diction and IPA usage. The fourth chapter lays out a brief history of
the Russian language, then comments on the idiosyncrasies of Pons’ own transcription
method, as well as phonetics, in general. I should note that the copy of Pons’ dissertation sent
to me (what seems to be a scan of his actual dissertation in pdf format) is strangely lacking in
citations, except for a few direct quotes, and most of his footnotes are only expository. This
is most disturbing when Pons covers the history of the Russian language. The information is
accurate, but it is neither his original research nor is it common knowledge, so the citation of
his sources would generally be expected. Also, Pons presents some wonderful information on
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the phonological history of the adjectival endings -ubq, -rbq and -[bq, for which I would like
to have the original source(s), but alas, no citation.183 Such lack also made verification of any
unique, debatable or questionable statements in the rest of his work essentially impossible.
Chapters 5 through 7 comprise a 34 page exposition on Russian lyric diction.
Specifically, Chapter 5 covers Russian consonants, Chapter 6, the vowels, and Chapter 7,
other topics including double consonants, consonant clusters, prepositions and negative
particles, special suffixes, and the Russian orthographic reforms. As mentioned earlier, Pons’
information on Russian diction is more conceptual than practical and is oriented toward
helping the singer make sense of his transcriptions in Chapters 8-12. He has very few
exercises for practicing difficult articulations, and Pons rarely describes idiomatic Russian
articulatory formations in detail. For example, Pons makes no mention of the mixed
articulation of Russian /n/, even while he discusses the spectrum of variance from /n/ to
/N/.184 Also, he does not try to describe how to articulate the Russian vowel most alien to
English speakers, that of /0/, though he spends three pages discussing detailed elements of
Russian linguistic theory in regards to the two Russian /h/-allophones, /h/ and /0/.185 Pons
describes the articulation of only one Russian phoneme — the Russian /4/, and the only
exercise given to help the Anglophone singer is directly quoted from Laurence Richter’s
Russian diction primer found in his Complete Song Texts series.186 Another interesting quirk
of Pons’s guide, by his own admission, is that all of his phonetic and phonological detail is
presented in terms of Russian spoken pronunciation. Pons explains that, since Russian speech
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uses more varied phonemes than its stage diction, understanding the details of Russian
phonology should be made more thorough.187 What Pons rarely makes clear is how Russian
lyric diction differs from the spoken, such as which elements are changed or dropped. I
assume the difference is illuminated in studying the transcriptions, but such an approach may
make his guide quite confusing at first blush.
In hindsight, I realize that I understood and agreed with most of Pons’ Russian diction
exposé, because I have developed my own expertise in the field. I, therefore, strongly
question whether even a well-trained singer, confident in the usual lyric dictions and the IPA,
would understand the technical jargon and advanced concepts of Russian phonetics and
phonology Pons presents. I tend to believe that a more intermediate singer/student would be
effectively lost in the theories and might be discouraged from attempting to sing in Russian
all together. Sung Russian is a matter of advanced diction, for sure, but a much more
practical approach is possible than that of Pons. His transcription work may well be
extremely helpful, but his guide to Russian diction may be too esoteric for most singers.
Sherri Moore Weiler’s "Solving Counterproductive Tensions Induced by Russian
Diction in American Singers" (Dissertation, Florida State University, 2004) is a pedagogical
treatise focusing on the technical vocal problems that befall singers when attempting to
reproduce what they think are Russian phonemes (often too pharyngeally formed). Weiler
offers links to her abstract and dissertation at http://www.sherriweiler.com/id13.html [last
updated Sept., 2009]. Her web site presently (March, 2012) ranks as the most relevant web
page for the search query “Russian diction,” using several popular internet search engines.
The prominence and accessibility of Weiler’s dissertation is unfortunate, in this case, as her
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scholarship is of such low rigor and quality that an unwitting singer could come away from
the text with greater vocal tension, rather than less, as well as incorrect Russian
pronunciation. Space will not be devoted to Weiler’s work beyond revealing that her
dissertation is poorly sourced (the vast majority of Weiler’s factual statements come almost
verbatim from Piatak and Avrashov, and she refers several times to Wikipedia articles as
primary sources), she has a tendency to paraphrase authoritative source material with such
vague citation, that she often borders upon plagiarism, and she so lacks literacy in the
Russian language, that she produces embarrassing mistranslations and misinterpretations of
Russian source material to the point of reversing the original intent of several quoted
passages. Weiler’s dissertation should be avoided.
Rose Michelle Mills-Bello’s "Russian Songs and Arias: an American Singer's
Glasnost" (Dissertation, University of Maryland College Park, 1998), can be found in
ProQuest under the database for Interdisciplinary Dissertations and Theses (query: Russian
Diction), but not through public, web-based, search engines. It falls into the category of
annotated transcriptions, similar to Belov, Richter, and Piatak and Avrashov, but really
focuses on introducing some of the great standards of Russian art song into the recital
repertoire of American singers. I chose not to analyze Ms. Mills-Bellos’ work, because her
project only cursorily involved Russian diction, and her approach — using old-fashioned,
dictionary-style symbols for phonetic transcription, for example: k.,k. /k&t!a&k&t/ (I love)
transcribed as “lyoo-blyoo” — is not relevant to the work here.
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CHAPTER 2
A Practical Guide to Russian Lyric Diction
with Annotations
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Preface
This guide is designed to help singers, coaches, and teachers transform the Cyrillic
texts of Russian songs and arias into the sounds of Russian lyric diction. The International
Phonetic Alphabet (the IPA) aids in this goal, applying the most common phonetic
transcription conventions. Detailed explanations and ample examples help to clarify, when
the Russian sounds or processes of articulation have no analogues to the lyric diction of
Italian, French, German, or American English. It is assumed that the reader is familiar with
symbols of the IPA, the sounds they represent, and the general rules of lyric diction, but
lesser known IPA symbols and those specific to Russian are fully covered in context. Those
who need a review of the IPA may turn to the chart in Appendix A.
Singers who may or may not be familiar with Russian can benefit from this guide, but
it must be stressed that the formal study of Russian is imperative to achieve the fullest artistic
expression in the language, as well as the quickest preparation and memorization. Whether
one studies Russian or not, listening to native Russian speakers and singers is indispensable.
Today, there are myriad ways to hear fine native singers, actors, and others sing or speak
Russian with clear, beautiful, lyric or stage diction. A list of exemplary Russian singers on
audio and video recordings is presented in Appendix M, as a good start to a student’s
listening.
This text gradually introduces the sounds of Russian and the Cyrillic alphabet. The
Russian speech sounds are organized into two chapters, the Vowels and the Consonants. Each
chapter leads from the most familiar phonemes and intuitive Cyrillic letters to the most
difficult and unusual, including the consonant clusters, simple to complex. The chapter on
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consonants also includes a detailed discussion of the soft (-m-) and hard (-]-) signs, which
often indicate some difference in a word’s pronunciation and may also affect its meaning.
As the next chapters advance in number, so do their topics advance in complexity.
The topics trend from palatalization to assimilation as applied to final consonants, consonant
clusters, and vowels to syllabic stress, patterns of shifting stress, vowel reduction and
reconstitution to unusual grammatical forms and common pronunciation exceptions. The
concluding chapter covers historical, political and social issues that have affected Russian
spelling and pronunciation, and what those sounds and/or spellings are today. Two final
essays cover the stylistic variants of Russian diction and the choral singing of modern
Russian. The Appendices contain charts, lists, and discussions about items or issues
encountered in the study of Russian vocal literature, including obsolete Cyrillic letters, the
different printed typefaces, different styles of the phonetic transcription of Russian,
pronunciation of the names of several famous Russian composers, bibliographies of helpful
texts, and quick reference guides to the IPA, the Cyrillic alphabet, and pronunciation rules.
With this guide in hand, it is hoped that every singer shall possess the necessary tools to
prepare to sing in Russian beautifully.
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Preliminaries
Approach and Layout of the Guide
In this guide, each Russian speech sound is presented as an anchor for learning the
corresponding letter of the Cyrillic alphabet. In classical phonology, an individual speech
sound is called a phoneme /!en9Tmh9l/, while a contextual variant of a phoneme is called an
allophone /!zk?$en9Tm/. Working definitions of these terms, as well as detailed discussions
with examples, are presented further on. Generally, this text adheres to the accurate use of the
IPA, modern phonetic practices, and a classical structuralist approach188 to phonological
theory, which integrates well with practical phonetics. Unorthodox approaches to IPA usage
and phonological concepts are engaged at times for reasons that are explained in context.
Isolated phonemes and transcriptions of words or phrases are printed within virgules,
/ /, while representations of allophones are framed by brackets, [ ]. Individual orthographic
letters, Cyrillic or Roman, are bounded by hyphens (e.g., -l- or -d-), example words within
sentences are italicized, when Roman, or plainly printed, when Cyrillic (e.g., good or
[jhjij), and in-sentence translations of foreign words are placed within parentheses [e.g.,
[jhjij (good)]. Each Russian phoneme or allophone is introduced using an IPA symbol
followed by the different Cyrillic letters associated with the sound and mention of any special
rules. In the descriptions, the phonemes or allophones are treated phonetically,
phonologically, and orthographically. This means that the physiological formation of the
sound is described, first, then any abstract pronunciation rules for the sound in context are
188
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given, and finally, how Cyrillic letters represent the pronunciation rules is discussed (often
called reading rules189). When possible, examples related to Italian, French, German, and/or
American English pronunciation are presented, followed by Russian examples. Certain
pronunciation variants exist in Russian, based upon regional or artistic fashions that rival the
standard pronunciation. Such styles are discussed under individual phonemes and allophones.
Chapter 6 ends with a chart that lists each Cyrillic letter with its different associated
sounds in Russian alphabetical order, and Appendix D lists each sound with its possible
Cyrillic letters. It is strongly recommended that the chapters and exercises herein be studied
before attempting to use these particular charts. They are only reminders for those who
already understand the Russian sounds and the Cyrillic letters, and could otherwise be
confusing, out of context.

On the International Phonetic Alphabet of 1993 (Revised 1996 and 1999)
Scaning through the available literature on Russian lyric diction, including the
transcription resources, a singer encounters a few different alphabets of phonetic symbols.
This guide may add to the confusion, but I wish to adopt stricter IPA usage for the sake of
consistency. The set of symbols used in this text are those agreed upon for phonetic
transcription by the International Phonetic Association (also “the IPA”) at the 1989
Convention in Kiel, Germany (revised and ratified in 1993, 1996, and 1999). Significantly
for phonetic transcribers of Russian, the IPA symbol chart of 1989 lacks the specialized
Palatal Hook consonant symbols representing the palatalized consonant phonemes (e.g. /ᶀ/,
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/ᶁ/, /ᶂ/, /ᶄ/, etc). The IPA membership prefers the [&] superscript in a /consonant+&/ form to
depict the palatalization of a given consonant (e.g. /a&/, /c&/, /e&/, /j&/, etc.). The Association
rejected the Palatal Hook symbols, because they constituted a number of new symbols that
could be obviated by adding the single diacritic, [&], to any existing consonant symbol.190 The
Palatal Hook symbols are economical for commercial publishing, but representing
consonantal palatalization with Superscript j is much simpler for personal, hand-written
transcriptions — one goal of this guide.
The orthodox application of the revised IPA symbols also allows for third-party
verification. If a singer possesses a transcription of a Russian piece using the IPA, then any
reference source covering how those symbols are articulated can help the singer at least
approximate the speech sounds of Russian. Descriptions of some of the phonemes are
adjusted to achieve a more idiomatically Russian accent, but the chosen symbols come close
to the Russian phonemes, even without customization. To address transcription economy, a
kind of shorthand for representing palatalization across consonant clusters in personal
transcriptions is suggested in Appendix J. In contrast, the guide’s formal transcriptions use
the /consonant+&/ form. Appendix C charts the different styles of phonetic symbols one might
encounter in published transcriptions or transcription systems for Russian vocal literature.

Russian Lyric Diction versus Speech Pronunciation and IPA Transcription
Singers are often trained to alter pronunciation for consistency of resonance and
greater beauty of tone. This adjustment in pronunciation is called lyric diction and works
190
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hand-in-hand with good vocal technique to increase the acoustical resonance of the voice and
so the understandability of language over greater distances. Proper technique, then, frees the
larynx, pharynx, tongue, jaw, and lips of unnecessary tension and improves the performer’s
ability to use lyric diction for greater understandability. Of course, absolute purity of diction
may give way to the physiological relaxation necessary for accurate pitch and quality of tone
at the very extremes of the vocal range.
Conversational speech, on the other hand, permits the inefficiencies of regional
accents, including extra diphthongs and triphthongs, the dropping (deletion) of many
consonants, and the reduction of most unstressed vowels. One of the more well known
examples of this effect in American English is the short conversation that sounds like “Jeet?
Nah, Joo?” but actually represents the exchange, “Did you eat? No, did you?” Regionalisms
and colloquialisms may diminish broader intelligibility, but they convey the diversity of
origin and culture that is often considered the heart and soul of a nation’s people.
The Russian language is as diverse of regional accent as American English. Modern
Russian has three, main accents: the southern; the central or transitional; and the northern,
each of which can be broken into a number of localized variants.191 There also are formal
delineations of pronunciation, independent of region, based upon a hierarchy of style, which
includes

Wthrjdyjt

ghjbpyjitybt

[Church

pronunciation]

and

Kbnthfnehyjt

ghjbpyjitybt [Literary pronunciation]. Church pronunciation is essentially the stylistic
opposite of conversational pronunciation. In Church style (essentially that of Russian Church
Slavonic), every letter has one sound, including myagkiǐ znak (-m-) and tvyordyǐ znak (-]-),
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and each vowel sounds its value without any reduction or assimilation.192 Conversational
speech, in contrast, uses all forms of reduction, assimilation, deletion, voicing, and devoicing
for the sake of rapidity and casualness. Russian conversational speech displays the full colors
of regional accent.
When singing Russian, the pronunciation traditions generally follow the central
Russian accent, termed Old Muscovite, which became the basis for the pronunciation of
literaturnyĭ (literary) Russian and the model for stage oration and singing. Literary
pronunciation is the Russian equivalent of standard, academic pronunciation. It generally
displays akanye and mostly ikanye traditons. Akanye is the Russian accent in which the /n/phoneme is reduced to /@/ (or /U/ or /?/) in an unstressed position and, in the practice of
ikanye, /@/ or /i@/ reduce to /H/ or /iH/, respectively, and /D/, /iD/, /d/, or /id/ reduce to /H/, /iH/,
/h/, or /ih/. Literary pronunciation also allows for further vowel reduction (e. g. remotely
unstressed /@/ and /n/ reduce to either /U/ or /?/) but not as much as conversational
pronunciation.193 There is also Cwtybxtcrjt ghjbpyjitybt [Stage diction], used by actors,
which some linguists consider a strict preservation of the historical, Old Muscovite accent,
which is more traditional than Literary pronunciation.194
Russian lyric diction, like stage diction, includes Old Muscovite traditions, but leans a
bit more toward modern literary pronunciation. Formal diction provides for more defined and
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consistent vowels upon which to sing sustained tones. Also, due to the elongated or slow
motion pronunciation that often occurs in singing, lyric diction tends to reconstitute normally
reduced vowels into their unreduced state. This means, for example, that the pronunciation of
the Cyrillic letter -z-, in an initial but unstressed position — usually reduced from /@/ or /i@/
to /H/ or /iH/, under ikanye rules — may be reconstituted to /@/ or /i@/ at a slower tempo.
In Russian lyric diction, certain rules of pronunciation are followed that are not true
for Russian conversational speech. All of the phonetic (IPA) transcriptions in this guide
reflect the pronunciation of sung Russian, as opposed to conversational speech, though
mention is made of the differences from time to time. More conversational pronunciation
may be suggested for parlando-style phrases or recitative. Such suggestions and pertinent
examples are presented within the context of discussing the individual phonemes.
A Note about Syllabic Stress
Chapter 7 treats syllabic stress in more detail, but a basic explanation is needed to
understand certain references and notes in the guide. Russian words can have many syllables,
but generally, only one syllable takes the stress (sometimes called the tonic syllable). There
are no reliable rules to determine where the stress falls in a Russian word (that must be aided
by a good Russian-English dictionary), and the rules for figuring the shifts of stress in the
changing grammatical forms are complicated with many exceptions. Once the stress is
determined, though, the unstressed syllables and their positions must be considered. The
position of a syllable in relation to the stress often affects the vowel sound in that syllable.195
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Throughout this guide, the tonic syllable shall be called the stressed syllable or the
stressed position. Syllables positioned before the stressed syllable will be called pre-stress
syllables, while the syllables after it will be labeled post-stress. When necessary, some form
of position-accurate description may be used. For example, the immediate pre-stress (or poststress) position is self-explanatory, while the penultimate pre-stress position describes the
unstressed syllable exactly two places before the stress. The remote post-stress position is
used for two or more places after the stress, but the remote pre-stress position can apply
generally to two, three or more places before the stressed syllable.
Quick View Chart
English:
remote pre-stress
immediate pre-stress immediate post-stress

$NON - IN - TER - !VEN - TION - IST
stressed

remote post-stress

penultimate pre-stress (exactly)
or remote pre-stress(generally)

Russian:
remote pre-stress
immediate pre-stress immediate post-stress

YT - J - LB - !YF - RJ - DSQ
stressed
penultimate pre-stress (exactly)
or remote pre-stress (generally)

remote post-stress
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Phonemes, Allophones, Features, and Assimilation: Definitions and Importance
Assimilation is a technical term for a phenomenon of pronunciation that is very
familiar to singers and others who deal with multiple foreign languages. To understand
assimilation fully, though, one must first understand the phoneme and the allophone. It is
generally accepted that there are two parts to the definition of a phoneme, though some
consider the two parts as separate definitions with different functions.196 The first part is that
a phoneme is the smallest contrasting segment of speech in a specific language which can
affect meaning.197 Individual vowels and consonants are phonemes, if when interchanged in a
morpheme (usually a word), the meaning changes. For example, in English, bit and bat are
clearly two different words, and phonemically they differ by one segment, the vowel sound
/H/ versus /z/.198 Because exchanging these sounds changes the meaning of the word, the
vowel sounds are each separate phonemes, in English. The same goes for bat versus bad, in
which the affecting phonemes are the consonant sounds /s/ versus /c/. The second part of the
definition is that a phoneme represents a class of speech sounds, in a specific language, that
share certain distinctive features of articulation but may differ in minor contextual features
that do not influence meaning in that language.199
In phonetics and phonology, features are the specific articulatory elements that
combine to define a phoneme or an allophone. A feature that applies to all vowels is being
sonorant, that is, the vocal cords are engaged for the duration of the speech sound. Other
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features must combine, though, in order to differentiate one vowel from another. Such
features include: the tongue being high, mid, or low; the tongue “arch” being front, central,
or back; the lips being rounded or not; and the soft palate being down, making a vowel nasal,
or up, making it oral. The constriction of air flow is a main feature of consonants and is
actually labeled as consonantal, but the defining features include things like labial (made by
the lips), lateral (air flow goes around the sides of the tongue), coronal (the blade of the
tongue is involved), continuant (when an air stream keeps flowing. When air flow is
disrupted, the feature is opposite to continuant, which can be called stopped). The
phonological terminology for such defining features is distinctive features. In modern
phonological theory, distinctive features come in binary pairs, meaning that a feature is or
isn’t. A sound is sonorant or not (consonantal), a vowel is rounded or not (unrounded), or a
consonant is continuant or not (stopped), voiced or not (unvoiced), etc.200 There are greater
levels of phonological abstraction, but what is important is that phonemes and allophones are
made up of and made distinctive by their articulatory features. Using the examples from
above, the largest difference between /H/ (near-high, near-front, and unrounded) and /z/
(near-low, front, and unrounded) is the height of the front part of the tongue, near-high vs.
near-low, respectively. The only distinctive feature that is different between /s/ (voiceless,
alveolar plosive) and /c/ (voiced, alveolar plosive) is voicing. In other cases, a phoneme can
differ in minor features in differing contexts without affecting the meaning of a word.
For example, if one considers the English words pat and spat, both written -p-’s
represent the phoneme /o/ but are pronounced slightly differently when closely inspected.
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The /o/ in pat finishes with a small “explosion” of air (unvoiced release), which is narrowly
transcribed in the IPA as [oç], while the /o/ in spat has no release (unreleased stop) and
would be narrowly transcribed as [o´]. If the /o/-phoneme is exchanged for a /j/-phoneme in
the above English words, the new sounding words would be very different in meaning
(effectively, cat and scat), but if the released [oç] of pat is switched for the unreleased [o´]
of spat, the word would still be easily recognized as pat, though a strange or foreign accent
might be attributed to the odd pronunciation. In phonological terms, allophones are the
variations of phonemes that differ in minor features due to context but do not change
meaning. Using an analogy that may be familiar, the phoneme /o/ is like a species (say, dog),
while the allophones [oç] and [o´] are varieties of that species (say, poodle and retriever).
Therefore, as per the second part of its definition; a phoneme represents a class of speech
sounds which may encompass several allophones within a specific language.
Many phonetic alterations that are allophonic often go unrecognized by all but trained
phoneticists, including in features such as labialization, release, velarization and some
palatalization. The English words cool and keel differ in the vowel phoneme, which changes
the word-meaning, but they also differ in the forms of /j/, which remain fully recognizable as
varieties of the /j/-phoneme. The /j/ in cool is labialized due to the following, rounded /t/phoneme. The difference can be heard by rounding the lips for /t/ and making a repeated /j/
(without any vowel sound), then spreading the lips, as for /h/, while continuing to make the
isolated /j/. Obviously, this difference goes unnoticed in conversation, as it is natural for the
subsequent vowel formation, but if a speaker does not round the lips enough when saying
cool, the utterance might be unintelligible.
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Most important, phonemes and allophones are language specific. What is a phoneme
in English may not be in Italian, and so forth. For example, in English /M/ is a phoneme (e.g.
hand, /gzmc/, versus hanged, /gzMc/), but /M/ is an allophone of the phoneme /m/ in Italian
(e.g. banca, /!a`Mj`/, could be mispronounced as /!a`mj`/ and still be understood by an
Italian, though it would be recognized as incorrectly pronounced). Allophones do not change
meaning, but if mistakenly used for a phoneme, meaning can be obscured. If the same
foreigner above says /!rdMn/ for the word seno (chest), rather than /!rdmn/, the Italian may
be confused, as the word will sound like nonsense, due to the fact that /M/ does not produce
an understandable Italian word in this context. Phonemes also can have written forms that do
not necessarily look like the phonetic symbol. For example, in English, the phoneme /N/ can
be written as -aw- in awesome, -augh- in caught, -ough- in bought, and -o- in dog. One may
remember a version of the joke: “What does ghoti spell?” “Fish: -gh- from rough, -o- from
women, and -ti- from nation.”201 Also, a single written letter can represent several phonemes.
In English, the letter -o- can represent the phonemes /@/, /N/, or /H/, as well as the diphthong
[n9T].
Assimilation generally is defined as when one speech sound takes on a phonetic
feature of another speech sound. It involves the second part of the definition of a phoneme,
since the phenomenon can cause a phonemic change (change in the class of a phoneme), but
does not affect the meaning of the containing word in context. Also, it can be purely
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allophonic, altering a minor feature of a phoneme without changing its class.202 This may all
seem complicated, but a few examples of some very familiar words should help.
Using Italian as an example language, un (a, one) pronounced as /tm/ presents the
usual pronunciation of the letter -n- as /m/, but the phrase un poco (a little bit), pronounced as
/$tl!oNjn/, shows how the influence of the labial /o/-phoneme causes the dental, nasal /m/phoneme to alter to the labial, nasal /l/-phoneme. In Italian, the /l/- and the /m/-phonemes
are of different classes, and the exchange of the two in other circumstances would cause a
change of meaning, but within this particular context meaning is stable — a phonemic
change of class without a change of meaning. Sforzo (effort) and sveglia (an alarm; [he]
wakes up), on the other hand, demonstrate a different effect. Pronounced as /!reNqsrn/, the
unvoiced /e/-phoneme in sforzo allows the /r/-phoneme to remain unvoiced, but in sveglia,
pronounced as /!yudK`.+ the voiced /u/-phoneme influences the unvoiced /r/-phoneme to
become its voiced allophone, [y]. Because [y] is an allophone of /r/, in Italian, this
assimilation is allophonic not phonemic. The example of banca (bank), /!a`Mj`/, above,
displays allophonic assimilation, as well.
The examples also show an important detail of assimilation. In the cases of /l˛o/,
/re/, and /yu/, the second phoneme asserts its influence backwards onto the first. This
direction of influence is technically called regressive.203 Most assimilation is regressive,
especially in Russian, though progressive (forward influencing) can occur.204 It should be
noted that in the above example, the sonorant (voiced and sustainable) phoneme /r/ in sforzo,
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is not influenced by the following unvoiced /sr/-phoneme. Although such technicalities may
seem like sausage making (we don’t really want to know how it is made), at the beginning of
training most singers have had to contemplate all the rules carefully, which now seem second
nature.
Examples:
Italian: un

/tm/

a; one

un poco /$tl!oNjn/ a little bit
seno

/!rdmn/

chest; breast

banca

/!a`Ij`/

bank

sforzo

/!reNqsrn/

effort

sveglia

/!yudK`/

an alarm; (he) wakes up

Assimilation, especially regressive assimilation, is extremely important in Russian.
Allophonic assimilation occurs far less in Russian, yet it happens under very common
circumstances. While most cases of allophonic assimilation in Russian are automatic as
discussed above (e.g., palatalization of hard consonants before the /h/-phoneme, labialization
of consonants before the phonemes /t/ and /n/, etc.), there is one type, which will be
discussed further on in context, that non-Russian speakers must be trained to do. The rules
governing assimilation and the effects upon pronunciation in Russian will be integrally
incorporated in the discussions of the different phonemes and allophones.
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On Transcription: Virgules, Brackets, and Unorthodox IPA Usage
Virgules and Brackets
It has been noted by some phonetics scholars that, when a book of diction for singers
is produced using the IPA symbols, the authors mix up phonemes and allophones in their
transcriptions. The most glaring error is that phonemic IPA symbols are enclosed in brackets,
[ ], rather than virgules, / /. What is under scrutiny is the difference in symbol usage and
transcription orthography between phonemes and allophones. Most diction-for-singers texts
use brackets, but seem to transcribe only broadly (phonemically, rather than allophonically)
thus confusing or conflating phonemes and allophones. To be concrete, transcription of the
words bat, pest and spot can be broad — /azs/, /oDrs/ and /ro@s/, for phonemes — or narrow
— [a´zHs´], [oçDHrsç] and [ro´@s´], for allophones.205 In singers’ diction books these might be
written either as [azs], [oDrs\ and [ro@s], emphasizing a stable vowel approach to singing, or
[az9Hs], [oD9Hrs\ and [ro@s], suggesting the need to sing the vowel diphthongs for better
understandability and less affectation. Such erroneous practices can be found from Madeleine
Marshall (1940s/50s) to John Moriarty (1970s) to Marcie Stapp (1990s) to Timothy Cheek
(2001). So pervasive is this kind of transcription, even with highly studied and detailed
authors, that it could be considered a convention, rather than a misunderstanding or error.
Looking over many of these diction books, it becomes clear that different conventions
arise out of the desire to balance precision with efficiency and conciseness. In a phrase, this
kind of transcription style could be called phonetic shorthand, eschewing some details while
preserving the most important ones. The use of brackets and some very precise symbolism
reflects the authors’ desire for the singer to consider only one prescribed sound and
205
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articulation for each symbol, which has been described and defined prosaically in their texts.
In this way, these transcriptions represent very specific allophones, properly printed with
brackets. Yet these authors forego most or all allophonic diacritics to simplify transcriptions
and call the sounds phonemes in their texts, acknowledging the fact that each sound may
have color and articulation variants from language to language, if not circumstance to
circumstance, while being represented by the same, single symbol. It is the schizophrenic
goals of the authors that produce equally schizophrenic conventions that, none the less, are
pervasive.
Such logic could be applied to Russian lyric diction, because many vowels and
consonants have only one sound and articulation; that is, the phoneme, in a very loose sense,
is an allophone. In other cases, the minutiae of contextual articulation either occur naturally
or are less important to sounding authentic in singing, so transcribing in the narrow,
allophonic form becomes overly cumbersome. As examples, consider the Russian words
gfkrf (a stick; a cane) and vfnm (mother). They would be allophonically transcribed as
[!o´@4j´?] and [l`“s&ç], but, in Russian, all unpalatalized, plosive, consonant sounds, such as
/o/ and /j/, are unreleased stops, so the [´] symbols could be considered superfluous. The
symbols [@], [4], [l], [?], and [s&] can represent allophones in this context, and the advancing
of the /`/ vowel, [`“], occurs naturally, when preparing for a palatalized /s/. Though the
release, [ç], off the palatalized /s/ is necessary, once again, this release is part of all
palatalized, plosive consonants in the final position, so transcribing it could be viewed as
unnecessary. Therefore, transcribing these words as [!o@4jU] and [l`s&], might still be
accepted as allophonic, since each sound has only one shape, placement and articulation

75
within the context of the specific words. This kind of transcription could be considered a
form of shorthand, providing both accuracy of sound and efficiency of transcription.
Therefore, the biggest technical transcription problems with singing diction texts are
two: 1) all IPA symbols tend to be bracketed as if they were the very concrete and
specifically articulated sounds known as allophones, when in reality the sounds presented in
isolation are phonemes with the possibility of having allophonic variants under different
situations, and therefore should be framed by virgules, / / and 2) bracketed transcriptions
(words and/or phrases) often are mixtures of allophones and phonemes and sometimes are
only phonemes, and so, by the conventions of phonetics should also be framed by virgules. In
the desire to correct such problems, this guide presents most transcriptions of words and/or
phrases phonemically and so frames those words and phrases in virgules, even though those
example words or phrases may contain allophones. Phonemes, in isolation, are framed by
virgules, and individual allophones are framed by brackets, [ ]. At times, narrow, allophonic
transcriptions may be presented, and those, of course, would be bracketed.
Unorthodox Usage: /U/ for /?/
The IPA symbol for schwa, /?/, is quite familiar to well-trained singers, but there are
two general colors of schwa — rounded and unrounded. The rounded version is most
common to French in words such as “je,” /Y?/ or “le,” /k?/, and seems similar to the mixed
vowel /1/.206 The unrounded sound is common to English and Russian and is essentially a
reduction of the /U/-vowel used in an unstressed position (as in the word “upholstery,”

206

Grubb, Singing in French, 43; Donnan, French Lyric Diction , 15.

76
/?!onkrs?_¢h/ versus “upper,” /!Uoo? _ / ).207 The lack of stress causes the tongue to relax
upward a bit, making /?/ slightly higher than /U/. Because of the two colorations of schwa,
some points of confusion and questions can arise: When singers see the IPA symbol /?/,
which color should they use? Will a singer’s specific training influence her/his instinctual
choice? Can the difference be clearly and simply symbolized by the IPA? Should the
difference be shown by using diacritical marks added to the /?/ symbol, or should a new
symbol be created? Can an existing IPA symbol be substituted for one of the colors and be
helpful rather than confusing?
From my own training and my experience working with many American-trained
singers, most of us have been taught to pronounce the /?/ symbol as it is in French — a
forward or central, rounded articulation similar to /1/. This then causes a problem when
reading more orthodox IPA transcriptions of either Russian or English. Without careful
retraining, many American singers pronounce all schwas as the rounded, French version,
resulting in non-idiomatic, even incorrect pronunciation. Therefore, a singer’s training may
strongly influence the instinctual choice of articulation for the symbol /?/. So, could a
diacritical mark clarify the difference without causing too much trouble?
If a diacritic is to symbolize the difference between unrounded and rounded
allophones of the schwa phoneme, the usual protocol for the IPA is to make the unadorned
symbol represent the unrounded version and then add rounding to the phoneme with a
diacritic. So, /?/ would represent the unstressed, unrounded /U/-like sound, and something
like /?⁄/ might symbolize the rounded, /1/-like allophone. Yet, the problem arises, again, that

207

Small, Fundamentals of Phonetics, 80–82.

77
without extensive retraining, most singers could easily assign the rounded sound to the
plainly written schwa, resulting in the same confusion as before. It seems that it might be best
to use a different symbol, but rather than create a completely new one, perhaps the best
choice is the existing related symbol, /U/.
The broader issue of using the symbol /U/ instead of /?/ can be addressed directly by
considering the position taken by American phoneticians, but which is also applicable to
Russian. In Fundamentals of Phonetics: A Practical Guide for Students, the author, Larry
Small, states:
It is difficult to discuss [the vowel /?/] without discussing another vowel
concurrently, namely /U/ ... These vowels are used to represent allophones of
the same sound, even though most phoneticians and clinicians treat them as
two separate vowel phonemes. (There is actually a slight difference in their
place of production in the oral cavity). The basic distinction between these
vowels is that /?/ occurs only in unstressed syllables and /U/ occurs only in
stressed syllables. [emphasis from the original text.]208
The idea that a vowel often has at least one reduced version used in unstressed positions can
justify the use of /U/ in place of /?/, in lyric diction, as the reconstitution of a reduced vowel
for the sake of clarity and sing-ability. The final upshot is that, both in American English and
in Russian, /?/ really is /U/, but when in an unstressed position at conversational speed, the
tongue relaxes a bit and the /U/-phoneme becomes slightly higher and less back naturally,
without thought. Therefore, if a singer does not have to think about forming this version of
/?/ from /U/, when singing rapidly and syllabically, then the only issue left is what to do, or,
more accurately, how to think about this vowel when the music is slower or when the vowel
is sustained, and that question has already been answered — consider the phoneme to be /U/
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in all cases. Such is the approach taken in this guide. The unorthodox use of the /U/ symbol in
place of the schwa (/?/) is to avoid the mistake of singing a rounded /?/, as in French lyric
diction, instead of the proper unrounded version.
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CHAPTER 3 – The Vowels
There are five vowel phonemes in Russian and one semi-vowel
phoneme. In lyric diction, five allophones and six /i/glide+vowel clusters are associated with the main vowels.209
There are a total of eleven Cyrillic letters that represent the
vowels, the clusters, and the semi-vowel.
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Defining the exact number of vowel phonemes and allophones in Russian lyric diction is
controversial. The number is quite varied among the most prominent sources and depends upon the number of
secondary and reduced forms that are accepted by an authority, as well as how the j-glide+vowel clusters are
viewed (see Piatak and Avrashov, 1; Sheil, 113,116, 118–119, 121–122, 126; Belov, Libretti, xii–xiii; and
Richter, ix). Strictly, Russian has only five vowel phonemes, /h/, /D/, /`/, /n/, and /t/. All other variants are
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phonologically incorrect and will be avoided in this guide.
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Section 1 – The Cardinal Vowels and Allophone [0] in the Stressed Position
Sound

Cyrillic

/@/

f

in the stressed position or when the initial letter of a word.

z

when preceded by a palatalized consonant, only in the stressed position,
and only when followed by an unpalatalized consonant or when final.

Russians generally sing with the backed /@/ phoneme. The formation is similar to the
/@/ in English word father, but the mid-tongue is slightly higher in the mouth for the Russian
phoneme.210
When /@/ (or any vowel not preceded by a /j/-glide) is the initial phoneme of a
Russian word, it begins with a glottal stop (IPA symbolism: [>@]), similarly to English, but
more gently produced than the glottal stop in German. For efficiency of printing, the [>]
symbol will be omitted, after the following example, and the glottal stop will be assumed.
When reading the Cyrillic letters -a- or -z-, they can represent a few different
phonemes/allophones, but the Russian /@/-phoneme in the stressed syllable is only spelled
with the letter -f-, after unpalatalized (hard) consonants, or -z-, after palatalized (soft)
consonants and followed by a hard consonant or when final. Also, when -a- is the initial letter
in a word, it will be sung as /@/, even if unstressed.
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The Cyrillic letter -a- is a cognate to the Roman letter, meaning that it is recognizable
as the same letter with the same or similar pronunciation. The letter -z- is uniquely Slavic,
but might be remembered as a capital -A- with a “soft” leading edge.
Examples:
English:

father

/!e@9C?_ /

French:

âme

/!@9l?/

soul; spirit

Russian:
Printed -f- in the stressed position:
nfr

/s@j/

so; that

vfvf

/!l@l@/

mama; mommy

pfrfp

/y@!j@r/

an order

pfljv

/!y@cUl/

backwards

rfhfylfi /jUq@m!c@R/
fdnjh
Note:

/!>@esUq/

a pencil
author

will be transcribed as /!@esUq/

When sung, especially with longer, sustained tones, the Russian /@/ is not reduced

(i.e. remains /@/) in positions directly adjacent to the stressed syllable. In spoken Russian, the
phoneme /@/ in an unstressed position adjacent to the stressed syllable (as in vfvf, gfgf,
pfrfp, and rfhfylfi) normally would be reduced to a more centralized phoneme such as /U/
or /?/ (producing /!l`l?/, /yU!j`y/, and /j?qUm!c`R/, for the above examples). Vowel
reduction and reconstitution in singing is discussed in more detail in Sections 7 and 8 of this
chapter.
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Examples (cont’d):
Printed -z- in the stressed position, following palatalized consonants:
vznf

/!l&@s@/

mint

ltdznrf

/c&h!u&@sj@/ a printed numeral nine

ujdjhz

/fUu@!q&@/

[While] speaking… (verbal adv. of ujdjhbnm)

Note: The superscript-j, [&], found between a consonant and the vowel in IPA transcriptions,
represents the palatalization of the consonant, not a /i/-glide+vowel cluster.
When reading Cyrillic, the letter -z- following a consonant letter, indicates that the
preceding consonant phoneme is palatalized. This is the first of four indicator letters
introduced in the following entries. Usually, the consonants /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), and /sr/ (-w-)
are not palatalized, even when followed by an indicator letter, but the letter -z- is generally
not written after the letters -;-, -i-, or -w- (except with Cyrillic transliterations of foreign
names).
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Sound

Cyrillic

/n/

j

generally.

/

less frequently, only in the stressed position, when preceded by a
palatalized consonant, or after one of the Cyrillic letters -;- or -i-.

The Russian /n/-phoneme is quite idiomatic of the language. The lips are well
rounded in the formation, but the phoneme is not the very round (and very closed) /n/ of
German or French. Russian /o/, is also not the open /N/-phoneme found in Italian, German,
French and English. It is best described as a combination of two types of /n/. Russian /o/ is
formed with the low tongue position of open /N/ and the more rounded lips of closed /n/ (but,
again, more relaxed than the German or French version).
The formation can be practiced by speaking the open /N/ first, to find the low tongue
position, and then rounding the lips toward the closed /o/ shape, while keeping the tongue
low. Because it is natural to raise the tongue as the lips round more, a singer must
compensate by feeling as though the middle of the tongue is drawing down toward the floor
of the mouth. This vowel is what is sustained in singing, but to sound even more
idiomatically Russian, the vowel should be released in a fashion that produces a diphthong.
An idiomatic, stressed Russian /n/ is pronounced as the diphthong: [n9U]. The [n9]
portion is strong and sustained, while the [U] portion is nimbly glided through. The sound is
not too far from the -o- in coffee when spoken with a stereotypical New York (really,
Brooklyn or Queens) accent, that is, /!jn9Ueh/, rather than /!jNeh/. Another detail is that
after certain labial consonant phonemes, such as /a/, /o/, and /u/, the stressed /n/ is labialized,
meaning that a slight v-glide occurs between the consonant and the [n9] portion of the
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diphthong, that is, [ºn9U]. For example, the Russian word for Look! or Well! is Djn! (Cyrillic
d is generally read as /u/) and would be accurately pronounced as /uºn9Us.. Finally, like
Russian /@/, when the /o/ phoneme is alone or in the initial position, it begins with a glottal
stop, [>n]. In singing, the main /n/-phoneme is sustained, while any coloration before or after
it is greatly diminished.
Stressed /n/ is generally spelled -j- in Cyrillic (cognate to Roman -o-). The letter -ocan occur anywhere in a word, but must be read as /n/, when in the stressed syllable. Less
frequently, the /n/-phoneme is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -/- (generally without the
dieresis, thus looking like the letter -t-). This spelling can only occur in the stressed syllable,
and it follows a palatalized consonant or the Cyrillic letters -;- (/Y/) and -i- (/R/).
The letter -/- is the second Cyrillic letter that indicates that a preceding consonant
letter should be read as a palatalized phoneme. As before, the consonants /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-),
and /sr/ (-w-) are not palatalized, even when followed by an indicator letter. While the letters
-;- and -i- often precede the letter -/-, the letter -w- does not.
Examples:
English:

bought

/an9Us/

(spoken with a stereotypical Brooklyn accent)

Russian:

Djn!

/uºn9Us/

Look!; Well!; There!

jryj

/@j!mn9U/

a window

jrjkj

/!>n9UjU4U/

near; about

n/vysq

/!s&n9Ulm0i/

dark; gloomy (adj.)

;/knsq

/!Yn9U4s0i/

yellow (adj.)

86
Note:

In the other transcriptions of this guide, the Russian, stressed /n/ will be transcribed

simply as /n/, without any indication of labialization, diphthong, or glottal stop (when initial).
This is for economy of printing, but also as a reminder that when singing an extended tone,
the main portion of the /n/ must be the sustained part of phoneme.
THUS:

Djn!

/uns/

jryj

/@j!mn/

jrjkj

/!njU4U/

n/vysq

/!s&nlm0i/

;/knsq

/!Yn4s0i/
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Sound

Cyrillic

/D/

'

when followed by an unpalatalized (hard) consonant.

t

when preceded by a palatalized consonant or one of the Cyrillic letters
-;-, -i-, or -w-, in the stressed syllable and then followed by an
unpalatalized consonant.

t

when preceded by an unpalatalized consonant (other than -;-, -i-, or -w-),
only in certain words and word roots that are borrowed from other
languages and retain foreign pronunciation [Appendix F].

The Russian open /D/-phoneme is essentially the same as open /D/ in European
languages. When initial the phoneme includes a glottal stop, [>D], as in the English word
echo. After the following examples, the [>]-symbol will not be printed. Open /D/, in Russian
words, generally only precedes unpalatalized phonemes.211
Stressed /D/ can be spelled as Cyrillic -'- or -t-. The letter -'- is generally found only
in borrowed words and most often in the initial position. More frequently, the /D/-phoneme,
in the stressed syllable, is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -t-, after palatalized consonants or
the Cyrillic letters -;- (/Y/), -i- (/R/), or -w- (/sr/) and before a hard consonant (or, rarely, a
low or back vowel, such as /@/ or /u/). Several borrowed words break the above rules,
especially for the letter -t-. See Appendix F for a lexicon of selected exceptions.
The third indicator letter, -t-, generally will not indicate the palatalized pronunciation
of the consonants /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), or /sr/ (-w-). A rare exception is discussed under the
entry for the consonant /sr/ (-w-) in Chapter 4.

211

It is possible for a transliterated foreign word to break this rule, but such words would probably be
quite rare in Russian operas or songs.

88
Examples:
English:

Russian:

echo

/!>Djn9t/

poetic

/on!DsHj/

exit

/!>DfyHs/

'[j

/!>DwU/

echo

gj'vf

/o@!Dl@/

poem

'nj

/!>DsU/

this

transcribed as /!DsU/

rtnf

/!j&Ds@/

a Siberian salmon

rfltn

/j@!c&Ds/

a cadet

;tycrfz /!YDmrj@i@/

ALSO:

transcribed as /!DwU/

a woman’s (possessive adj.)

wtksq

/!srD40i/

the whole; the entire (adj.)

ytex

/!IDtsR&/*

an ignoramus (coll.)

rfat

/j@!eD/

café (from French)

ctgnbvf

/!rDo&s&HlU/

a seventh (in music – from German)

*The IPA symbol for a palatalized /m/ is /I/, rather than /n&/, so ytex is
transcribed as /!IDtsR&/, not /!m&DtsR&/ (see Chap 4, Section 2).
Note: only when spelled as -'-, when the /D/-phoneme is internal and preceded by a vowel,
as in gj'vf, above, do not insert a /i/-glide between the vowels, as if it were
/o@!iDlU/, and do not use a glottal stop.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/h/

b

(can be spelled -î- in Pre-Soviet typeface, but it is rare)

Russian /h/ is essentially the same as the /h/-phoneme of all European languages
familiar to singers. Much like English, when /h/ is the initial phoneme, it begins with a glottal
stop, [>h] (the [>]-symbol will not be used, after the examples below). Also, when the /i/phoneme is spelled with the letter -b- (or Pre-Soviet -î-), a glide should not be added before
the phoneme (stressed or unstressed) when following another vowel [i.e. when spelled -b-, do
not pronounce it as the cluster [ih] after another vowel (only exception: the suffx -bb, /hih/)].
Because the tongue is so high and fronted when producing the vowel, in Russian,
unpalatalized consonants cannot precede the /h/-phoneme. Therefore any consonant
preceding the /h/-phoneme is transcribed in the IPA as palatalized, that is with a [&]. The
singer must then be careful not to introduce a j-glide between the consonant and the vowel.
For example: gbrf (lance/pike) will be written in the IPA as /!o&hj@/, yet should sound
similarly to /!ohj@/, rather than /!oihj@/. Consonant palatalization will be discussed in
Chapters 4 and 5.
When the /i/-phoneme is in the stressed syllable of a Russian word, it will always be
spelled with the Cyrillic letter -b- (or Pre-Soviet -î-). This does not mean that the letter -b- is
always read as /h/.212 The phoneme /h/ in the unstressed position can have other spellings
(Section 3).

212

Russian orthography should not be confused with its phonology. The /h/-phoneme cannot follow
any hard consonant, only its allophone, [0], can. In most of these cases, [0] is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -s-,
as in ns – /s0/ – you (sing. fam.). In a few cases, though, the spelling is -b-, yet must still be read as [0], because
the preceding consonant is unpalatalized, as in ;bnm – /Y0s&/ – to live. See the entry for the [0]-allophone, below.
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Examples:
English:

Russian:

beet

/ahs/

seat

/rhs/

please

/okhy/

blnb

/>hc&!s&h/

to go; to walk

transcribed as /hc&!s&h/

bkb

/!>hk&h/

or

transcribed as /!hk&h/

vjkbnm

/l@!k&hs&/

to entreat; to beseech

vjb[

/l@!hw/

of mine (gen. pl. poss. pro.)

It may help memorization to know that, the Cyrillic letter -b- is derived from the
ancient Greek -H- or ēta that sounded as /i/. During the development of the Cyrillic alphabet
the crossbeam tilted backward to form the present letter.213 One other Cyrillic letter is similar
looking but has a diacritic mark: -q- (called b rhfnrjt — /h!jq`sj?iH. — short -i-). Though
related to -b-, -q- is the Cyrillic spelling for the /i/-glide (see Section 2).

213

Hans Jensen, Sign, Symbol and Script: An Account of Man's Effort to Write, translated by George
Unwin, 3rd revised edition (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1970), 500 [chart]; Valentin Kiparsky,
Russian Historical Grammar: Volume 1, translated by J. I. Press, revised edition (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1979), 162.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/t/

e
.

when preceded by a palatalized consonant, or in words of foreign origin
preceded by one of the consonants -;-, -i-, -w-, or -x-.

In Russian, /t/ is stable (no diphthong), the lips are highly rounded, and the tongue is
quite high in back, as in Italian. Like the previous vowels, Russian /u/ is preceded by a glottal
stop when initial, [>t] (the symbol for which is not used, after the example below). When
spelled with the Cyrillic letter -e-, if following another vowel, the phoneme should not be
preceded by a glide, producing [it] (stressed or unstressed).
Stressed /t/ can be spelled with the Cyrillic letters -e- or -.-, but the letter -e- is far
more usual. In fact, the letter -e- is always read as the phoneme /t/ in sung Russian (stressed
or unstressed). The /u/-phoneme spelled with the letter -.- (the last indicator letter), stressed
or unstressed, only occurs after palatalized consonants or after /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), /sr/ (-w-),
or /sR&/ (-x-), solely in words of foreign origin.
Normally, the letter -.- is not written after the consonants -;-, -i-, -w-, or -x-. Yet,
certain words of French origin use the letter -.- to transliterate the French -u- (the mixed
vowel /x/) and the letter -y- as a transliteration of the French letter combination -ou- (the
cardinal vowel /t/). In the Russian version of these French words, both -y- and -.- are read
as /t/, without any consonant palatalization or gliding. These letter combinations can also be
found in proper names. The letter -o- does not precede the letter -.- in any case.214

214

Avanesov, Russian Literary Pronunciation, 272 (note in column 5).
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Examples:
English:

boot

/ats/

Italian:

crudele

/jqt!cdkd/

cruel

French:

tout

/st/

all; whole

Russian:

d euke

/ut!f4t/

in the corner

rfgecnf

/j@!otrs@/

a cabbage

eprj

/!>trjU/

narrowly, tightly

n.h,fy

/s&tq!a`m/

a turban

k.lb

/!k&tc&h/

people

y.[

/Itw/*

the sense of smell

transcribed as /!trjU/

*The IPA symbol for a palatalized /m/ is /I/, rather than /n&/, so y.[ is
transcribed as /Itw/, not /m&tw/ (see Chap 4, Section 2).
AND:

fv,ei.h

/@lat!Rtq/

embouchure

,hji.hf

/aq@!Rtq@/

brochure; pamphlet

;.hb

.Yt!qh.

jury

X.vbyf

.!sR&tl&hmU.

Chyumina, Olga (19th C. Russian poet)

Warning: for those familiar with French, do not assign the /h/-phoneme to the Cyrillic letter
-e-, and for those familiar with the IPA, do not confuse the Cyrillic letter -e- with the IPA
symbol /x/.
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Sound

Cyrillic

[0]

s
b

when preceded by -;-, -i-, -w-; or across the word boundary when
preceded by a hard consonant.

The Russian allophone [0] is perhaps the most difficult Russian vowel sound for
English speakers to produce. Sometimes called a “dark” or “back” /h/-vowel,215 the allophone
[0] is a velarized version of the /h/-phoneme.216 The sound can also be likened to the -i- in the
English word till, that is the /H/-phoneme.217 This analogy is accurate only if the /k/-phoneme
(represented by the letters -ll-), which follows the /H/, is velar in the first place. Yet, in
another word, milk, the consonant cluster /kj/ can be a useful tool in producing the Russian
[0]. The /k/-phoneme is high and frontal, necessary for the /h/-part of the formation, while the
/j/-phoneme raises the back of tongue to the soft palate (the velum), which is needed to
velarize the /h/-phoneme (see exercise below). It is the velarization that creates the “back”
timbre. Most important for singers to remember is that Russian [0] is not pharyngeal (colored
by the back of tongue being near to or touching the pharyngeal wall).218
To shape this vowel, form the /kj/-cluster in milk with the tongue, then carefully drop
the entire tongue away from the roof of the mouth, while retaining the overall shape (much

215

Boyanus, Manual of Russian Pronunciation, 45–47.
Belov, Libretti of Russian Operas, xiii. Belov states that the back of the tongue “is moved slightly
forward,” after first forming the /h/-phoneme, to create the /0/. His description reflects the action of velarization
without using the term, though technically, the back of the tongue can only move up toward the velum, not
forward, but the subjective sensation might very well be that of a forward motion.
217
Boyanus, 46.
218
It is true that many Russians speak the [0]-allophone pharyngeally, but the velarized formation
keeps tension away from the root of the tongue, allowing the throat to remain relaxed and the larynx free for
better singing.
216
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like an s-shape lying on its side or a wave shape), and pronounce the /H/ of milk, low, in chest
voice. The resulting sound very closely resembles the [0]-allophone. Once it becomes
comfortable to sustain the shape, the tip of the tongue can and should be relaxed, as it is the
shape of the middle and back half of the tongue that is critical. An alternate exercise is to
pronounce the phoneme /h/, noting how the air stream travels over the top of the tongue and
seems to vibrate against the back of the upper teeth. Then, while continuing to speak the /h/phoneme, imagine aiming the air stream underneath the tongue, as if to make it pass through
the floor of the mouth and exit out from under the chin. This imaginary action often produces
a more singable and sustainable version of the Russian [0].
To finish off the authenticity of this allophone, the singer needs to quickly shift back
towards the forward /h/-phoneme on the release of the vowel — i. e., produce the diphthong
[09h]. This should occur naturally when relaxing out of the main vowel to produce a
subsequent sound. Like most diphthongs in singing, the main portion, in this case, the [0]allophone, should be sustained for the duration of the note. The shift to the second portion
(/h/) should be as late as possible. After the singer works through these directions a few times,
she/he should listen to as many native Russian singers and speakers (and/or well-trained
Russian language students) as possible, and then try to repeat words containing the [0]allophone, as often as possible.
Just as unpalatalized consonants cannot precede the /h/-phoneme, palatalized
consonants cannot precede the [0]-allophone. Most Russian consonants can be palatalized,
but three, generally, are not — /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), and /sr/ (-w-). Only the [0]-allophone can
follow these consonants. On the complicated side of things, many Russian words end with
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unpalatalized (hard) consonants and must remain so. If a word following a final hard
consonant starts with an /h/-phoneme, the /h/ must be changed to the [0]-allophone to fit the
above rule, unless the two words are separated by punctuation or an implied break. A deeper
explanation of this rule is covered in Chapters 5 and 6. These pronunciation rules apply to
stressed and unstressed positions, alike, in sung Russian.
The letter -s- is unique to the Cyrillic alphabet, as it did not come from the Glagolitic
alphabet.219 In sung Russian, it represents only the [0] pronunciation. In contrast, the Cyrillic
letter -b-, generally read as /h/, is read as [0], when preceded by one of the letters -;-, -i-, or
-w-, or a word ending in a hard consonant (with the limitations mentioned above).
Examples:

AND:

vs

/m0/

we

ns

/t0/

you (fam., 2nd pers. sing.)

rjgsnj

/j@!o0sU/

a hoof

;bnm

/Y0s&/

to live

wbhr

/sr0qj/

a circus

rjgjibnmcz

/jUo@!R0srU/

to swarm (insects); to putter (people)

/!k ˛ 0 fUq&t/

to Igor’s

ALSO: r Bujh.

Note: The Cyrillic letter -s- is essentially not found in the initial position.220

219

Carlton, Phonological History of the Slavic Languages, 55.
Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 49; Boyanus,
Manual, 45; Jones and Ward, Phonetics of Russian, 35. The only exceptions are transliterations of certain
foreign proper names.
220
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Section 2 – The /i/-glide
Sound

Cyrillic

/i/

q

when a separate letter. It is never found in the stressed position.
Labeled b rhfnrjt /h!jq`sj?iH/ (short -i-).

The phoneme, /i/, is articulated similarly to the -y- in the English word yellow, the -Jin the German word Jahren (years), and the -il- in the French word soleil (sun). The /i/phoneme is voiced, producing “buzzing,” but is not sustained. It should not be “breathy” or
“leak air.”
When the Cyrillic letter -q- is written, it represents the /i/-phoneme (though the
phoneme can be deleted due to feature neutralization; see Section 7, below). Do not mistake
it for the letter -b-. Though English speakers often call this phoneme a semi-vowel, Russians
consider the /i/-phoneme a palatalized consonant, especially when spelled with -q-.221 The
/i/-phoneme is also part of the /i/+vowel clusters (see Sec. 6) but is not represented by the
letter -q- in these cases.
Examples:
English:

yes

/iDr/

German:

Jahren

/!i`9q?m/

years

French:

soleil

/rNkDi/

sun

Russian:

nb[bq

/!s&hw0i/

quiet

qjuehn

/i@!ftqs/

yogurt

gjqnb

/o@i!s&h/

wide

221

Avanesov, Russian Literary Pronunciation, 89–90.
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Section 3 – The Cardinal Vowels and Allophone [0] in Unstressed Positions
Sound

Cyrillic

/@/

f

in the immediate pre-stress, or immediate post-stress positions, or
when the initial letter of a word.

j

in the immediate pre-stress position, or when the initial letter.

In Russian lyric diction, an unstressed /@/-phoneme can be spelled with either -f- or
-j-, when in the immediate pre-stress position or when the initial letter of a word (regardless
of distance from stress). There are some exceptions to this rule for the letter -j- (see the entry
on the /n/-phoneme, further on). The /@/-phoneme is only spelled with -f- when in the
immediate post-stress position.
The feature of the Russian regional accent that reduces the /n/-phoneme to /@/ or [U]
and the /@/-phoneme to [U] (or /?/) in unstressed syllables is called akanye (also, akan’e)
[pronounced /!`j?IH/ and spelled frfymt in Cyrillic].222
Examples:
Spelled -f- in the immediate pre- or post-stress position.

222

rfrjq

/j@!jni/

which; what

vfvf

/!l@l@/

mama; mommy

gfgf

/!o@o@/

papa; daddy

Avanesov, Russkaya Literaturnaya I Dialektnaya Fonetika [Russian Literary and Dialectal
Phonetics], 143–145; Matthews, Structure and Development of Russian, 94; and Comrie, Stone, and Polinsky.
The Russian Language, 311.
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Examples (cont’d):
Spelled -j- only in the immediate pre-stress position.
rjpf

/j@!y@/

nanny goat

kjvfnm

/k@!l@s&/

to break; fracture

njgfp

/s@!o@r/

topaz

.!s&hwU.

quietly

/!j@jsU/

somehow

In Contrast: nb[j
rfr_nj

Spelled -f- or -j- when unstressed and the initial letter of a word.
fldjrfn /@cu@!j@s/

a lawyer; an attorney

jntrfnm /@s&H!j@s&/

to swell up

Note: In sung Russian, the /@/-phoneme is reduced to [U] (or /?/) under fewer conditions
than in conversational speech. Unstressed /@/ is generally reduced to schwa (/?/),
under most conditions of spoken Russian.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/n/

j

in certain words that have been borrowed from other languages and
have retained some foreign features, in any unstressed position.

The Russian /o/-phoneme, in an unstressed position, can be spelled with the letter -jregardless the distance from the stress, only in certain words of foreign origin. These words
tend to have been phonetically transliterated into Cyrillic, retaining at least some of their
native pronunciation. Such words are rare in nineteenth-century Russian vocal literature, but
they can often appear in modernist and twentieth-century works.
Examples:
To Russian

From French
hôtel

/nsDk/

jntkm

/n!sDk&/

not /@!s&dk&/

consommé /jN} rNld/

rjycjvt

/jnmrn!lD/

not /jUmr@!l&D/

cacao

rfrfj

/j@!j@n/

not /j@!j@U/

/j`j`n/

From American

To Russian

radio

hflbj

/!¢D9hchn9T/

/!q@c&hn/

not /!q@c&hU/

A list of the more useful words and/or word roots can be found in Appendix F.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/D/

t

stressed or unstressed, without preceding palatalization, only in certain
words and word roots that have been borrowed and have retained some
foreign features.

Usually, the vowels /D/ or /d/, when stressed, and [H], when unstressed, are spelled
with the Cyrillic letter -t-, only when preceded by a palatalized consonant or as part of a
/j/+vowel cluster (Section 6). Yet, words of foreign origin that also retain elements of their
original pronunciation can contain the letter -t- read only as /D/ (not /d/ or /H/) with an
unpalatalized preceding consonant (regardless of stress position). Like the previous case,
these words are rare in nineteenth-century Russian vocal literature, but can appear more often
in modernist and twentieth-century works.
Examples:
'ythubz

/D!mDqf&hiH/

energy (via German)

fylfynt

/@m!c@msD/

andante (from Italian)

A list of the more useful words and/or word roots can be found in Appendix F.

*

*

Sound

Cyrillic

/t/

e

stressed or unstressed.

.

stressed or unstressed.

See entry in previous section.

*

*

*

101
Sound

Cyrillic

/h/

b

stressed or unstressed.

f

pre-stress only and preceded by the letter -x- or -o- and followed
by the letter -q- or a palatalized consonant (interpalatal).

When the phoneme /i/ is spelled with -b- (-¶-, pre-Soviet), neither syllabic stress nor
position affects the reading as /h/, in sung Russian (see earlier entry on /h/ for full rules).
The /i/-phoneme is spelled with the letter -f-, only in the letter pairings -xf- and -of-.
These letter pairs, though, must be in a pre-stress syllable, and the consonant immediately
following these pairs must be palatalized [including /i/ (-q-)]. When a vowel is sandwiched
between two palatalized consonants, it is termed interpalatal. Therefore, this case can be said
to be a pre-stress, interpalatal /`/. Section 6 covers interpalatalization.
When /`/, /@/, /d/, or /D/ are reduced to an /h/-allophone (/h/, [H], or [0]), in unstressed
syllables, the phenomenon is called ikanye (also, ikan’e) [pronounced /!hj?IH/ and spelled
brfymt in Cyrillic].223 These reduced allophones can be spelled with -f-, -z-, or -t-.
Examples:
bkb

/!hk&h/

or (conj.)

'nbrf

/!ds&hjU/

ethics

/sR&h!c&hs&/

to emit smoke

/R&R&h!u&dk&/

sorrel

AND: xflbnm
ofdtkm

gkjoflm /!o4nR&R&hs&/
223

a plaza; a square

Avanesov, Russkaya Literaturnaya I Dialektnaya Fonetika [Russian Literary and Dialectal
Phonetics], 159–160; Matthews, Structure and Development of Russian, 95; Comrie, Stone, and Polinsky. The
Russian Language, 53–55, 308.
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Sound

Cyrillic

[0]

s

stressed or unstressed.

b

stressed or unstressed, when preceded by -;-, -i-, -w- or across the word
boundary when preceded by a hard consonant, and in an exceptional case
of specific historical style discussed in Chapter 9.

t

only when unstressed and preceded by -;-, -i-, or -w-.

The allophone [0], when spelled as -s-, is unaffected by position or stress.
The letter -s- is always read as the [0]-allophone. When the Cyrillic letter -b- is
preceded by one of the consonants, -;-, -i-, or -w-, the -b-, it almost always is read as [0], in
any position, stressed or not, since the consonants /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), or /sr/ (-w-) usually
cannot be followed by the /h/-phoneme (see the one exception in Chap. 8, Sec. 3).
When a word ends in a hard consonant and is followed by the conjunction b (and) or
a word with an initial -b-, the -b- will be read as [0]. There is one more case, exemplified
below, in which -b- can be read as [0], only in Russian lyric diction, using a very particular
style of pronunciation. The rules for such cases are discussed in Chapter 9.
When the letter -t- is in an unstressed syllable and is preceded by one of the letters
-;-, -i-, or -w-, it, too, is read as [0]. The rules of ikanye dictate that the vowel be an /h/allophone, while the rule about the consonants, /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), or /sr/ (-w-), requires that
the following /h/-allophone be the low, central [0].
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Examples:
vs

/l0/

we

hswfhm

/q0!sr@q&/

a knight

;bnm

/Y0s&/

to live

ibhjrbq

/R0!qnj0i/*

wide

r Bdfye

/k ˛0 !u@mt/

to Ivan’s (to John’s)

,hfn b ctcnhf /$aq@s0r&H!rsq@/ brother and sister
nb[bq

/!t&i x0i/*

quiet (adj.)

ljkubq

/!do4 g0i/*

long (adj.)

dtkbrbq

/u&h!k&hj0i/*

great (adj.)

wtyf

/sr0!m@/

a price

;tyf

/Y0!m@/

a wife

itcnjr

/R0!rsnj/

a small perch

*The reading of -b- as [0] in the adjectival ending -bq, when following a velar
consonant [/w/ (-[-), /f/ (-u-), or /j/ (-r-)], reflects a unique style taken from Russian
Stage Pronunciation that influences lyric diction. A full discussion of this
pronunciation style, including a variant style (see Section 5, under the phoneme /U/) is
presented in Chapter 9.
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Section 4 – The Intermediate Allophones Only in Stressed Positions
Sound

Cyrillic

[`]

f

only in the stressed position after the consonants -x- and -o- and
when followed by a palatalized consonant or /i/ (spelled -q-).

z

only in the stressed syllable, when preceded by a palatalized consonant,
and only when followed by a palatalized consonant or /i/ (spelled -q-).

The Russian [`]-allophone is shaped nearly the same way as the French, fronted /`/phoneme, but the middle of the tongue is raised slightly higher.224 The [`]-allophone occurs
when interpalatal (sandwiched between two palatalized phonemes).
The allophone [`] is spelled with the letter -f- only when in the stressed syllable,
preceded by one of the clusters /sR&/ (-x-) or /R&R&/ (-o-) and followed by a palatalized
phoneme. It is spelled with the letter -z-, also, only when in the stressed syllable, but
preceded by any other palatalized consonant, other than /sR&/ (-x-) or /R&R&/ (-o-), and is
followed by a palatalized phoneme.
Examples:
French:

là

/k`/

there

Russian:

dhfofnm

/uq@!R&R&`s&/

to rotate; turn

xfq

/sR&`i/

tea

vzx

/l&`sR&/

a ball

gznm

/o&`s&/

five (card. num.)

224

Bryzgunova, Prakticheskaya Fonetika [Practical Phonetics], 26–27.
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In Contrast:

dhfnm

/uq@s&/

to tell lies

vfnm

/l@s&/

mother

gznsq

/!o&@s0i/

fifth (ord. num.)

Note: The [`]-allophone is sung by Russians, because it is a strong enough contrast
to the backed /@/-phoneme, but is less vocally tense than the [z]-allophone (as
in cat /kzt/), which occurs in spoken Russian.
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Sound

Cyrillic

[d]

'

only in the stressed position, when the initial letter of a word and
followed by a palatalized phoneme.

t

only in the stressed position, when preceded by a palatalized consonant
or by -;-,-i-, or -w-, and followed by a palatalized phoneme.

The Russian [e]-allophone is forward and closed like the French /d/-phoneme, though
perhaps, slightly more relaxed. There should be no hint of a diphthong towards /h/. A singer
may relax the Russian [e]-allophone to a more open position for the sake of vocal comfort
and tone, as long as the vowel does not become an open /D/.225
The [d]-allophone, when initial and only when spelled with the letter -'-, includes a
glottal stop, [>d]. As before, the transcription of this symbol is simplified to [d].
Examples:
French:

Russian:

225

étique

/dshj.

lean, emaciated

chétif

/Rdshe/

paltry, puny

jésuite

/YdyGhs/

Jesuit

'nbrf

/!ds&hjU/

ethics

itcnm

/Rdr&s&/

six (card. num.)

;txm

/YdsR&/

to burn

wtkbnm

/!srdk&hs&/

to aim at something

Boyanus, 39; Jones and Ward, 43 n1. Belov and Richter prefer what they call the Italian, closed /e/,
which is defined as being significantly more relaxed and open than the French version. Walters (in Sheil)
suggests the more closed type. It is true, though, as noted by Belov (Libretti, xii), that the amount of closeness is
less important than a clear distinction from the open /D/. Belov also suggests that adjusting the aperture of the
closed vowel for vocal comfort and resonance, rather than for absolute purity of diction, is acceptable.
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Examples (cont’d):
ldthm

/c&u&dq&/

a door

veptb

/lt!y&dh/

museums (nom. plural)

/!DsU/

this

/RDbs/

pole; long stick

In Contrast: 'nj
itcn

;tycrfz /!YDmrj@i@/ a woman’s (something)
wtksq

/!srD40i/

whole; entire

ldthrf

/c&u&Dqj@/

a little door (dim. of ldthm)

rfltn

/j@!c&Ds/

a cadet
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Section 5 – The Reduced or Centralized Allophones
Reduced vowels, also called centralized vowels, are never stressed. By definition, the
centralizing adjustment to a vowel only occurs when it is unstressed.226 The reduction of
certain Russian vowels, in lyric diction, produces two distinct allophones [U] and [H]. These
allophones generally occur in remotely unstressed positions, as opposed to the positions
immediately adjacent to the stressed syllable. Another important point is that there can be a
difference between pre-stress and post-stress allophones.
The first reduced vowel is a sustainable vowel that is produced with relatively relaxed
articulators (lips, jaw, and tongue) and an open resonator (the pharynx). Similarly to English,
the vowel is [U] as in the word but /bUt/. The Russian [U]-allophone is considered an open (or
low), mid-back, unrounded vowel. It is much like /@/, but the mid-back portion of the tongue
is slightly higher and more forward. As with Americans, Russians use both an unrounded
schwa, /?/, and the vowel [U] in speech (depending upon position), but when singing Russian,
[U] is favored. It must be noted that the rounded version of schwa commonly used in French
lyric diction should not be used in Russian.
The second reduced vowel is the allophone [H], as in the English word bit, and is
related to the cardinal vowel /h/. For example, if an American is asked to say the word begin
slowly, she/he will often say something like bee-gin /$ah!fHm/, but when spoken rapidly, it is
usually pronounced as /aH!fHm/ — the /h/-phoneme centralizes to the allophone [H].

226

Laver, Principles of Phonetics, 157, 516; Small, Fundamentals of Phonetics, 166–167; Clark,
Yallop, and Fletcher, Introduction to Phonetics and Phonology, 85.
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Sound

Cyrillic

[U]

f or j

in the penultimate or remote pre-stress position (not when the initial
letter), or in a remote post-stress position.

j

in any post-stress position.

z

only when part of the reflexive verbal ending (suffix) -nmcz or -ncz.

b

in an exceptional case of historical style discussed in Chapter 9.

One of five vowels (/@/, [U]+ /h/, [H],and[0]) used in unstressed syllables in place of
certain other vowels, the allophone [U] is a reduced /@/, and so is part of the akanye
phenomenon. The allophone [U\ is pronounced like the -u- in the English words up and but.
In singing, the [U]-vowel can be difficult to sustain and lack resonance at slower tempi, so it
is perfectly acceptable for the singer to modify the vowel back toward /@/. More on this is
discussed under Vowel Reduction and Reconstitution in Sections 7 and 8 in this chapter.
This allophone, when pre-stress, must be in a remote pre-stress position. A good
example for the penultimate pre-stress position is in the Russian word for milk, vjkjrj,
which is pronounced as /lU4@!jn/. In such a position, [U] can be spelled either with -f- or
-j- (see examples below). When an -f- or -j- is in an unstressed syllable but is the initial
letter of a word, either is read as /@/, only.
In the immediate post-stress position, [U] should be sung for a spelling of Cyrillic -j-,
as in the word for quietly, nb[j, transcribed as /!s&hwU/.
Note: Several published IPA transcriptions of Russian texts for singers employ the schwa
symbol, /?/, defined as sounding like the -a- in about, under each of the above
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conditions. Even though both the /?/-symbol and the assigned sound are technically
correct, employing this symbol might be confusing to American-trained singers.227
Many may relate the /?/-symbol to the unstressed -e- in French lyric diction, as in
repose /q?ony?/ or the -e- in je /Y?/, which is quite rounded and is more related to
/1/ than /U/.228 The schwa symbol /?/ is not used in this guide, and the rounded schwa
articulation should be avoided in Russian.
Examples:
English:

Russian:

227

but

/aUs.

above

/U!aUu/

vjkjrj

/lU4@!jn/

milk

dhfpyj,jq

/uqUym@!ani/

haphazardly

'nbrf

/!ds&hjU/

ethics

eprj

/!trjU/

narrowly, tightly

jltdfnmcz

/@c&h!u@s9rU/

to dress oneself; to get dressed

In English, [?] is the unstressed or reduced allophone of the /U/-phoneme (Small, 80–82). The
example word of above would be transcribed as /?!aUu/, symbolizing essentially the same vowel sounds with
the first as unstressed and the second as stressed. In Russian speech transcription, the [U] symbol is often used
in the immediate pre-stress position while the [?] is used in the remote pre-stress position. Therefore, the
example word vjkjrj could be transcribed as /l?kU!jn/ for speech. To reiterate, though, the unorthodox use
of the [U]-symbol in this guide is for the pedagogical purpose of avoiding the mistake of singing the rounded /?/
(as in French lyric diction) for the unrounded version.
228
Thomas Grubb, Singing in French: A Manual of French Diction and French Vocal Repertoire
(New York: Schirmer Books, 1979), 43–51.
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Examples (cont’d):
nb[bq

/!t&i xUi/*

quiet (adj.)

ljkubq

/!do4 gUi/*

long (adj.)

dtkbrbq

/u&h!k&hjUi/*

great (adj.)

*The reading of the letter -b- as [U] in the adjectival ending -bq, when
following a velar consonant [/w/ (-[-), /f/ (-u-), or /j/ (-r-)], reflects the historical
style known as Old Muscovite (OM) pronunciation, upon which much of Russian
lyric diction is based. A full discussion of this pronunciation style is presented in
Chapter 9.

Reminder: The letter -f- in the immediate post-stressed syllable, remains sung as /@/, even
though in spoken Russian, the pronounciation would be /U/ or /?/.
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Sound

Cyrillic

[H]

'

in any unstressed position.

f

only unstressed, preceded by -x-, or -o- and followed by an unpalatalized
consonant (exception below); post-stress even when interpalatal.

t

only unstressed, preceded by a palatalized consonant including -x- and
-o- and followed by an unpalatalized consonant.

z

only unstressed, preceded by a palatalized consonant (not -x- or -o-)
and followed by an unpalatalized consonant.

The allophone [H\ is like the pronunciation of the -i- in the English word bit, but in
Russian, it is slightly more closed (the tongue is raised a bit higher). The [H]-allophone is a
reduction of /D/ and /@/ and is part of the ikanye phenomenon.
As is discussed in more detail in Section 8, reduced vowels are often, even
commonly, reconstituted to their non-reduced form, when they are sustained, due to slower
rhythm or tempo. The allophone [H] is mostly used when singing parlando-style music.
Similarly to the cardinal vowels, if a reduced allophone begins a word, it is initiated
with a glottal stop.
Examples:

'rpfvty

/Hf!y@l&Hm/

an examination

le'kbcn

/ctH!k&hrs/

a duelist

xtkjdtr

/sRH4@!u&Dj/

a man; a person

xfcs

/sRH!r0/

a clock; a watch; hours (pl.)

nzyenm

/s&H!mts&/

to pull; to tug
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Exception:

some common cases of vowel reduction do not reconstitute, and vowels in
certain loan words do not reduce. For example:
Xfqrjdcrbq

/sRH!jne&r&j&hi/

Tchaikovsky not /sR@9h!jne&r&j&hi/

Xfhkmcnjy

/sR@q&k&!rsnm/

Charleston

not /sRhq&k&!rsnm]

Special Note: There are many Russians who reduce to [d] rather than [H] in the above cases
(called ekanye [or ekan’e], pronounced as /!iDj?IH/, and spelled trfymt in
Cyrillic).229 Be careful to listen closely to the corrections made by a conductor
or a native, Russian-speaking coach in cases where the above rules would
apply. If the [d]-allophone is used where one would expect [H], the singer
should simply change her/his usage from [H] to [d]. Further discussion on the
history of such differences in regional Russian accents is given in Chapter 9.

229

Jones and Ward, Phonetics of Russian, 27–28; Comrie, Stone, and Polinsky. The Russian
Language, 53–54, 54 n25.
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Section 6 – The /i/+Vowel Clusters
Introduction
The /j/+vowel clusters occur, in context, under only three conditions — in an initial
position (including, in some cases, standing alone), directly following a vowel, or following
one of the signs, -]- (hard) or -m- (soft). To articulate an isolated /i/+vowel cluster, the singer
arches the tongue toward the highest point of the hard palate, first, and then “peels” it away,
front to back, while pronouncing the vowel.
If the cardinal vowel sounds in question are: /@/, /D/, /n/, and /t/, then the cardinal
cluster sounds are: /i/+/@/, /i/+/D/, /i/+/n/, /i/+/t/.
Therefore: /@/ → /i@/
/D/ → /iD/
/n/ → /in/
/t/ → /it/
In isolation, the associated Cyrillic letters are -z- (/i@/), -t- (/iD/), -/- (/in/), and -.- (/it/), and
the following orthographic correlations can also be made: f – z, ' – t, j – /, and e – ..
Note:

the dieresis of -/- is rarely written or printed, making it visually indistinguishable
from -t-. The student will have to use a Russian-English dictionary to discern which
is which. Also, the letters -s- and -b- are correlated similarly as above, as [0] (-s-)
can only follow an unpalatalized consonant, and /h/ (-b-) can only follow a
palatalized consonant.
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Stress and Assimilation
As with the cardinal vowels, effects of certain conditions such as: placement within a
word; stress; proximity to stress when unstressed; and effects of assimilation apply similarly,
but not exactly, to the corresponding /i/+vowel clusters.
The Cyrillic Letters -z-, -t-, -/-, and -.- as Indicators of Palatalization in Pronunciation
Many English-language texts on Russian pronunciation discuss the letters -z-, -t-, -/-,
and -.- as the “palatalized,” “soft,” or “palatalizing” vowels. This confuses letters with
sounds. The letters -z-, -t-, -/-, and -.- are alternates for -f-, -'-, -j-, and -e-, and the vowels
associated with the extra letters are still /@/, /D/, /n/, and /t/. The alternate orthographic forms
indicate that something palatalized precedes the vowel, either a consonant or a /i/-glide, in
pronunciation. Palatalized consonants and their pairing with vowels are covered in Chapter 4,
Section 2. When the indicators letters are intial (including when isolated) or follow a vowel
or one of the signs, they are sung as /j/+vowel clusters.

116
The /j/+Cardinal Vowel Clusters
Cluster Cyrillic

/i@/

z

only in the stressed syllable and not followed by a palatalized phoneme
including /i/ (-q-). Reading for the Cyrillic letter -z- when isolated, initial,
or following a vowel or one of the signs.

The Russian version of /i@/ is similar to the pronunciation of the German word ja, but
without any aspiration of the /i/.
The /i@/-cluster is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -z-, when standing alone, when
initial and stressed, or when stressed and following a vowel or one of the signs, -]- or -m- —
not followed by a palatalized phoneme.
To help remember the Cyrillic letter, one may consider that -z- looks like a capital -Awith a soft, left edge.
Examples:
z

/i@/

I (1st pers. sing. pronoun)

zvf

/!i@l@/

a hole; a pit

,jznmcz

/a@!i@s9rU/

to be afraid of

jy j,]zk

/$nm@a!i@4/

he embraced
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Cluster Cyrillic

/iD/

t

only in the stressed syllable and not followed by a palatalized phoneme
including /i/ (-q-). Reading for the Cyrillic letter -t- when initial or
following a vowel or one of the signs.

The cluster /iD/ is pronounced similarly to the -ye- in the English word yes.
The /iD/-cluster is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -t-, when initial and stressed, or
when stressed and following a vowel or one of the signs, -]- or -m- — not followed by a
palatalized phoneme.
Do not mistake -t- for -/- (/n/–/in/). This is difficult, as -/- is almost never printed
with the dieresis, making the two printed letters visually the same (See Chapter 6).
Examples:
English:

yes

/iDr/

Russian:

t[fnm

/!iDw@s&/

to go (by riding or driving)

gjtplrf

/o@!iDrsj@/

a trip

j,]trn

/@a!iDjs/

an object; an establishment; an installation
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Cluster Cyrillic

/in/

/

only in the stressed syllable. Reading for the Cyrillic letter -/- when initial,
or following a vowel or one of the signs.

Obviously, the /in/-cluster contains the Russian /n/-phoneme, which means that the
cluster is pronounced as /in9U/. This is similar to the York in New York, when spoken with a
stereotypical Brooklyn accent: /mt!in9Uj/.
The /in/-cluster is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -/-, when initial or when following a
vowel or one of the signs, -]- or -m-.
Examples:
English:

New York

/mt!in9Uj/

(spoken with a heavy, Brooklyn accent)

Russian:

/krf

/!in9U4j@/

fir tree; Christmas tree

t/

/iH!in/

her; hers (fem. pronoun in gen. and acc.)

j,]/v

/@a!inl/

transcribed /!in4j@/

the volume of; the scope of (fig.)
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Cluster Cyrillic

/it/

.

stressed or unstressed. Reading for the Cyrillic letter -.- when initial,
or following a vowel or one of the signs.

The cluster /it/ is pronounced similarly to the English word you. The singer should
make sure that the lips are highly rounded and the vowel does not end in a diphthong.
The /it/-cluster is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -.-, when initial or when following
a vowel or one of the signs (-]- or -m-).
Examples:
English:

you

/it9/

Russian:

.,rf

/!itoj@/

a skirt

e.n

/t!its/

comfort

jn].kbnm /@sit!k&hs&/

to scurry away (insect)
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Cluster

Cyrillic

[jh]

b

only for the grammatical ending -bb.

The letter -b- generally does not represent the allophonic cluster [ih], even when
following other vowels. It is allowable, though, in the reading of the neuter prepositional
nominal suffix -bb, for a /i/-glide to be inserted between the /h/-phonemes, for better clarity
in singing. In spoken Russian, this ending is ususally pronounced as an elongated /h/phoneme, /h9/.
Examples:
Special Case:

d plfybb

/u˛!yc@Ihih/ in the building

Otherwise:

vjb

/l@!h/

my (poss. nom. plural pron.)

veptb

/lt!y&dh/

museums (nom. plural)
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The /j/+Intermediate Vowel Clusters
The fronting (when the front of the tongue rises toward the hard palate) of the vowels
in these clusters is a result of interpalatalization. Because each vowel in this section is
preceded by a /i/-glide, then if one is also followed by a palatalized phoneme, including /i/
(-q-), the vowel is sandwiched between two palatalized phonemes. Interpalatalization forces
the tongue to arch more than it is for the related cardinal vowel, altering the sound. All
interpalatal vowels are somewhat fronted, but Russian lyric diction only recognizes two of
the vowels as clearly separate allophones — [a] and [e].
Cluster Cyrillic

[i`]

z

only in the stressed syllable, when initial or following a vowel, and only
when followed by a palatalized phoneme.

The allophonic cluster [i`] is based on the fronted /`/-phoneme and applies to a rather
small number of words. Once the palatalization process is mastered (Chapters 5), the forward
adjustment will often occur naturally under the appropriate conditions. The cluster [i`] is
only spelled with the letter -z-.
Examples:
Russian:

znm

/i`s&/

name for the Old Cyrillic letter ѣ

cbzybt

/r&h!i`IhiH/

a glow; a radiance
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Cluster Cyrillic

[id]

t

only in the stressed syllable, when initial or following a vowel, and only
when followed by a palatalized phoneme.

The cluster [id] is pronounced similarly to the -je- in the German word jede
(/!id9cD/). The vowel portion (/d/) should be spoken cleanly, without any hint of diphthong
towards [H] or /h/ at the end. If the strict pronunciation causes too much tension for a singer, it
is acceptable to relax open the vowel somewhat, but not so far as to produce an open /iD/.
The [id]-cluster only occurs in the stressed syllable and is spelled with the letter -t- in
modern Russian (in pre-Soviet printing, either -t- or -ѣ- can be used). The [id] form occurs
initially or following a vowel, and only interpalatally.
Examples:
Russian:

tcnm

/idr&s&/

to eat; is (3rd pers. sing. of ,snm – to be)

tckb

/!idr&k&h/

if; when

vjtq

/l@!idi/

my; mine (feminine form)
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The /j/+Reduced Vowel Clusters
Cluster Cyrillic

[iH]

z and t

in unstressed positions, initial or after vowels, when not interpalatal.

[ih]

z and t

in unstressed positions, initial or after vowels, when interpalatal.

The cluster [iH], similar to the -yi- in the English word yipee, is the reduced version of
/i@/ or /iD/. The “Important Note” on [H] vs. [d] (ikanye vs. ekanye), under the discussion of
the allophone [H] (Section 5, above), also applies to the use of [iH] vs. [id]. Reconstitution to
the non-reduced vowels in the clusters is common, when singing sustained notes at a slower
tempo (see Section 8 below). Vowel reduction is more appropriate for quicker tempos.
The cluster [iH] is fronted to [ih], when a palatalized phoneme follows. The /i/-glide
remains, when these clusters follow vowels, if spelled with either -z- or -t-.
Examples:
English:

yipee!

/iH!oh/

Russian:

zpsr

/iH!y0j/

a tongue; a language

nbhfybz

/s&hq@!IhiH/

tyranny

zqwj

/ihi!srn/

an egg

tuj

/iH!un/

him; his; it; its

yjdjt

/!mnuUiH/

new (adj. neut. nom & acc.)

t/

/ih!in/

her; hers
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Exception to reducing unstressed /i@/, when spelled as the letter -z-:
When the letter -z- is part of the feminine, adjectival suffix -fz, though the /i@/ in this
suffix is never stressed, the suffix is always sung as /@i@/.
Examples:
rfrfz

/j@!j@i@/

which (fem. interrog. pronoun)

n/vyfz

/!s&nlm@i@/

dark (fem. adj.)

_______________________________________________________

Cluster

[iU]

the use of [iU] in sung Russian, as the reading of the letter -z- in an unstressed

position, should be avoided.
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Section 7 – Vowel Assimilation and Reduction: the Phonology
The previous vowel sounds are discussed from a practical stand point, as to what
vowel sound to use when. The phonological processes that produce the phonemic and
allophonic changes in the vowels are Assimilation and Reduction. Most vowel alteration can
be attributed to reduction, when in an unstressed syllable, but there is one condition that
causes allophonic alteration due to assimilation.

Vowel Assimilation (Fronting)
The intermediate vowel allophones and allophonic clusters [`], [i`], [d] and [id] are
the result of assimilation, as they generally occur in an interpalatal position within a stressed
syllable. The palatalized feature of the surrounding phonemes influences the shaping of the
vowel. If the vowel phonemes or clusters /@/, /i@/, /D/, or /iD/ are bounded by palatalized
articulations, then the vowel phonemes assimilate the feature of a higher arch to the tongue,
becoming the more closed allophones. This phenomenon is technically called fronting (when
the front of the tongue rises toward the front part of the hard palate). Some measure of
fronting actually happens naturally to all vowels either in the interpalatal position or just
when followed by a palatalized sound (since the preparatory arching of the tongue naturally
narrows the space between it and the palate), but only the [`]–[i`] and [d]–[id] allophones are
specifically recognized in Russian lyric diction ([a]–[i`] only occurs interpalatally). Fronting
also extends to one reduced vowel allophone in an interpalatal position. The allophone is [H],
discussed under vowel reduction, and it fronts to the /h/-phoneme when interpalatal.
Another point is that the /D/-phoneme fronts to [d] when stressed and followed by a
palatalized consonant, even if it is preceded by /R/ (-i-), /Y/ (-;-), or /sr/ (-w-), which usually
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negates a vowel’s interpalatal status. This applies whether the phoneme is spelled with the
letter -'- or -t-.

Vowel Reduction (Feature Neutralization and Centralization)
Vowel reduction refers to how the articulation of a vowel in an unstressed position,
becomes more relaxed and less distinct, the further away it is from the stressed syllable. The
phonological underpinning of vowel reduction (as well as assimilation and deletion in
consonants and vowels) is a concept called markedness. As mentioned in Chapter 2,
phonemes are identified by distinctive features. Distinctiveness results from the asymmetrical
or uneven distribution of certain features. Features that are more common or less distinct are
called unmarked, while rarer, more unusual features are called marked. Markedness is
applicable to far more than just phonetic features, but reduction only involves features.
Stressed syllables are rarer; therefore stressed vowels are contextually more distinctive or
marked. The relaxation, or neutralization, of a vowel’s distinctive features occurs when
markedness is lost, as the vowel moves away from the stress.230 This means that the tongue
relaxes toward a more central position in the mouth (centralization), while the lips relax
toward an unrounded, not very wide opening. The vowel defined by a fully neutral, midcentral tongue position and lax, unrounded lips is what phoneticists call schwa (/?/). The
reduced vowels of Russian lyric diction, though, should not neutralize all the way to schwa,
but maintain some relationship to cardinal vowels. The vowels primarily affected by
reduction, in Russian, are /n/ (-j-), /@/–/i@/ (-f- and -z-), and /D/–/iD/ (-'- and -t-).
230

Clark, Yallop, and Fletcher, Introduction to Phonetics and Phonology, 109–111 and 152–154. The
phenomena of neutralization and markedness were codified by R. Jakobson and N. S. Trubetskoy of the Prague
School of phonology in the 1930s. N. Chomsky with M. Halle, and J. H. Greenberg, in the 1960s, expanded the
theoretical applications.
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The first phenomenon of vowel reduction is akanye and deals with the vowel
phonemes /n/ and /@/. The first akanye reduction involves relaxing (neutralizing) the liprounded feature of /n/, producing /@/. This is due to the vowels waning distinction, as it
moves away from the stressed position. The next reduction centralizes the tongue to form /U/,
and, in Russian speech, the process ends with /?/. In terms of reading rules, the letter -j-,
normally read as /n/, is read as /@/ when unstressed and is in the immediate pre-stress syllable
or is the initial letter of a word. The vowel /@/, then, reduces further, in positions more
remote from the stressed syllable to the allophone [U]. Further reduction to schwa (/?/)
should be avoided, when singing Russian.
The second phenomenon is ikanye and occurs when the vowel /D/ is in an unstressed
position (whether preceded by palatalization or not), and only when an /@/-vowel is
unstressed and is preceded by a palatalized consonant or /i/-glide. This condition is
associated with the letter -'- and the indicator letters -t- and -z-, respectively, in spelling. The
cardinal phonemes centralize by relaxing the tongue upward, but in the case of the /D/vowel’s already higher tongue position, and, for the /@/-vowel, the preceding palatalization
(consonant or /i/-glide), some fronting of articulation occurs, and the resulting reduced vowel
is the mid-high allophone, [H] (or [iH], if appropriate). Reminder: after the consonants,
/R/ (-i-), /Y/ (-;-), or /sr/ (-w-)-, the allophone [H] does not follow. The [0]-allophone is the
only allophone of /h/ that can follow such hard consonants.
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Section 8 – Vowel Reconstitution in Russian Lyric Diction
Often in singing Russian vocal literature (as in all music), words, phrases, sections or
entire songs or arias can be musically slower and sustained. Under such conditions the idea
of the reduced vowel becomes impractical, as all vowels gain stress-like importance. When
the music is slow and sustained, normally reduced vowels should be reconstituted to their
unreduced form, which then adhere to the usual phonetic and phonemic rules. Conceptually
the process is simple — move backwards along the chain of reduction as the notes lengthen.
A chart may be helpful:
Unstressed /n/ (-j-) and /@/ (-f-):
Unstressed /@/ (-f-) after /sR/ (-x-):
Pre-stress /sR&`i/ (xfq-):
Unstressed /@/–/i@/ (-z-):
Unstressed /D/–/iD/ (-'- or -t-):

[U] reverts to /@/, but /@/ should not revert to /n/.
[H] reverts to /@/
/sR&h/ may become /sRH/, but not /sR&`i/
[H] or [iH] revert to /@/ or /i@/, respectively
[H] or [iH] revert to /D/ or /iD/, respectively; and
/h/ or /ih/ revert to [d] or [id], when interpalatal

Note: -b- read as [0] (stressed or unstressed) and unstressed -t- read as [0] after a hard
consonant (on long or short notes), remain sung as [0].
Examples:
[Key: “→” means “reconstitutes to”; “=” means “remains”]
vjkjrj (milk)

/lU4@!jn/

→ /l@4@!jn/, not /ln4n!jn/

jrjkj (near; about)

/!njU4U/

→ /!nj@4@/

rfhfylfi (a pencil)

/jUq@m!c@R/

→ /j@q@m!c@R/

vepsrf (music)

/!lty0jU/

→ /!lty0j@/

xfcs (hours; a clock)

/sRH!r0/

→ /sR@!r0/

Xfqrjdcrbq (Tchaikovsky) /sR&h!jne&r&j&hi/ → /sR&H!jne&r&j&hi/, not /sR&`i!jne&r&j&hi/
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Examples (cont’d):
[Key: “→” means “reconstitutes to”; “=” means “remains”]
zpsr (a tongue; a language) /iH!y0j/

→ /i@!y0j/

nzyenm (to pull; to tug)

/s&H!mts&/

→ /s&@!mts&/

nbhfybz (tyranny)

/s&hq@!IhiH/ → /s&hq@!Ihi@/

to/ (still; yet; also)

/ih!R&R&n/

,tpevysq (crazy; mad)

/a&H!ytlm0i/ → /a&D!ytlm0i/

tlbysq (single; united)

/ih!c&hm0i/

→ /id!c&hm0i/

ytcnb (to carry)

/Ih!r&s&h/

→ /Id!r&s&h/

ibhjrbq (wide)

/R0!qnj0i/

= /R0!qnj0i/

r Bdfye (to Ivan’s)

/k ˛0 !u@mt/

= /k ˛0 !u@mt/

nb/bq (quiet [adj.])

/!t&i x0i/

= /!t&i x0i/

;tyf (a wife)

/Y0!m@/

= /Y0!m@/

→ /id!R&R&n/

BUT:
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Review of Vowel Sounds and Coinciding Printed Letters
Cardinal Vowels:
/@/

/@/, /n/, /D/, /t/, /h/, [0]

f

initial or when preceded by an unpalatalized phoneme;
stressed, immediate pre- or post-stress, or unstressed initial

j

immediate pre-stress or unstressed initial

z

stressed only; when preceded by a palatalized consonant,
not followed by a palatalized phoneme

/n/

j

initial, or when preceded by an unpalatalized phoneme;
generally stressed only; Exception — unstressed in certain
foreign words

/D/

;/, i/

stressed only; consonants remain unpalatalized

/

stressed only; when preceded by a palatalized consonant

'

stressed only; initial or when preceded by an unpalatalized
phoneme, and when followed by an unpalatalized phoneme

;t, it, wt

stressed only; only when followed by an unpalatalized
phoneme; consonants remain unpalatalized

t

generally only stressed, after palatalized consonants, before
unpalatalized phonemes; in certain foreign words the preceding
consonant is not palatalized;
Exception — unstressed only in certain foreign words

/u/

e

stressed or unstressed; initial, internal or final, preceded by an
unpalatalized phoneme

.

stressed or unstressed; after palatalized consonants;
Exception — in certain foreign words, preceding consonant
is not palatalized [Note: ;.hb can be pronounced /Y&t!q&h/]
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Cardinal Vowels (cont’d):
/h/

b

stressed or unstressed; only when a palatalized consonant
precedes

xf, of, xt, ot only when unstressed and interpalatal
z or t

only when unstressed, preceded by a palatalized consonant
and followed by a palatalized phoneme

[0]

s

stressed or unstressed; only when an unpalatalized consonant
precedes

;t, it, wt

unstressed only, consonants are not palatalized

;b, ib, wb

stressed or unstressed; consonants are unpalatalized

b

stressed or unstressed; across word boundary after hard
consonants (also see Ch. 6)
unstressed in the adjectival ending -bq after velar consonants,
using Stage Pronunciation

Fronted Vowels:
[`]

xf, of

[`], [d\
only in stressed syllable and when followed by a
palatalized phoneme

z

only in stressed syllable, when preceded by a palatalized
consonant and followed by a palatalized phoneme

[d]

;t, it, wt

only in the stressed syllable and when followed by a
palatalized phoneme

'

only when the initial letter, in the stressed syllable,
and when followed by a palatalized phoneme

t

only in stressed syllable, when preceded by a palatalized
consonant and followed by a palatalized phoneme
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The /i/-glide:
/i/

q

only unstressed

as part of the /i/+vowel clusters (see below)
Reduced Vowels: [U]andZH]
[U]

f or j

in penultimate or remote pre-stress position, not initial letter

j

in any post-stress position

-nmcz, -ncz
b

only as reflexive verbal ending
in the adjectival ending -bq, after velar consonants, in Old
Muscovite style

[H]

'

in any unstressed position

xt, ot

only when unstressed

xf, of

only when unstressed (certain foreign words excepted)
and not followed by a palatalized phoneme

z or t

only when unstressed, preceded by a palatalized consonant
and not followed by a palatalized phoneme

/j/+Cardinal Vowel Clusters: /j@/, /jD/, /jn/, /jt/
/i@/

z

in stressed position, only when initial, after a vowel or one of
the signs, and not followed by a palatalized phoneme

/iD/

t (can be ѣ)

in stressed position, only when initial, after a vowel or one of
the signs, and not followed by a palatalized phoneme

/in/

/

in stressed position, only when initial, after a vowel or one of
the signs; dieresis is almost never printed
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/j/+Cardinal Vowel Clusters (cont’d):
/it/

.

stressed or unstressed; only when initial, after a vowel or one
of the signs

/j/+Fronted Vowel Clusters: [j`], [jd]
[i`]

z

in stressed position, only when initial, after a vowel or one of
the signs, and when followed by a palatalized phoneme

[id]

t

in stressed position, only when initial, after a vowel or one of
the signs, and when followed by a palatalized phoneme

/j/+Reduced Vowel Clusters:[jH] and[ih]
[iH]

z or t

in unstressed position, only when initial, after a vowel or one
of the signs, and not followed by a palatalized phoneme

[ih]

z or t

in unstressed position, only when initial, after a vowel or one
of the signs, and followed by a palatalized phoneme

Exceptions:
/i@/

-z

in the feminine, adjectival suffix -fz

[U]

-z

in the reflexive, verbal suffixes -nmcz (or -ncz)

Special Notes:
• All vowels, when initial are preceded by a glottal stop.
• In sung Russian, especially with sustained tones, the /@/-phoneme in an unstressed
position adjacent to the stressed syllable is not reduced (e.g. /!l@l@/ or /!o@o@/).
• The /h/-phoneme cannot follow unpalatalized consonants.
• The [0]-allophone cannot follow palatalized consoants.
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• When /D/, spelled with -'-, is internal and preceded by a vowel, as in gj'vf, do not insert
a /i/-glide between the vowels, as if it were [o@!iDlU], and do not use a glottal stop.
• When singing Russian, the rounded schwa, as used in French lyric diction, should be
avoided.
• Singers are discouraged from using the /?/-symbol in personal transcriptions.
• Many Russians reduce to [d] rather than [H] or /h/, under specified conditions. The same
applies to [id] vs. [iH] or [ih]. This accent is called ekanye (/!iDj@IH/).
• The dieresis on -/- rarely is written or printed, making it visually indistinguishable from
-t-. The singer will have to use a Russian-English dictionary to discern which is which.
• The /h/-phoneme, when spelled with the letter -b-, is generally not clustered with the /j/glide, as /jh/, even after vowels. Exception: declensional ending -bb can be sung as [-hih]
for clarity.
• The Cyrillic letters -z-, -t-, -/-, and -.- generally indicate preceding palatalization,
whether a consonant or a /i/-glide. Exception: when preceding consonants are /Y/ (-;-), /R/
(-i-), or /sr/ (-w-), which generally are not palatalized.
• Reading the letter -z- as the cluster [iU], when in an unstressed position, should be
avoided, in sung Russian.
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Cyrillic Letter to Phoneme Vowel Index
Ff

/@/, [U]; less common: [`], [H], /h/

Tt

/D/, /iD/, [d], [id], [H], [iH], /h/, [ih],or [0] [unstressed, after /Y/, /R/, /sr/]

?/

/n/, /in/ stressed position only (dieresis is rarely printed)

Bb

/h/ most of the time;
[0]

across the word boundary, when preceded by a hard consonant;
when preceded by /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), /sr/ (-w-);
in the adjectival ending -bq, after velar consonants, using Stage
pronunciation

[U]

in the adjectival ending -bq, after velar consonants, using Old
Muscovite pronunciation

Qq

/i/

Jj

/n/, /@/, [U\

Ee

/u/

Ss

[0]

"'

/D/, [d]

>.

/u/, /it/

Zz

/@/, /i@/, [H], [iH], [U]; less common: [`], [i`], /h/, and [ih]

Pre-Soviet Vowel Letters commonly found in printed music:
ѣ = t
î = b

ѵ = b
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A Note on Diphthongs and Triphthongs231
In Russian, the diphthongs are the /i/+vowel clusters associated with the Cyrillic
letters, -z-, -t-, -/-, -.-, and the cardinal vowels (incl. -b-) when followed by /i/ [/@i/ (-fq-);
/ni/ (-jq-); /Di/ (-'q-); /ti/ (-eq-); [0i] (-sq-) and /hi/ (-bq-)]. Two other vowels can be
thought of as diphthongs; the allophone [0 h ] (-s-), where the /h/-phoneme occurs at the
release, and stressed /n/ as [n9U] or [nU]. These release vowels result naturally from the
relaxation of one of the forming articulators at the end of the vowel’s duration — the tongue
for [0] and the lips and tongue for /n/. A singer should focus on maintaining the core vowel
([0] or /n/) throughout a sustained tone and allow the articulator relaxation to do the work at
the very end of the note.
Russian triphthongs are the /i/+vowel clusters associated with the Cyrillic letters, -z-,
-t-, -/-, -.- followed by /i/ (-q-). Examples: -zq- [j`i], -tq- [jdi], -/q- /jni/, and -.q- /jti/.
Russian /n/ can be considered a triphthong when it is labialized, as when it follows a labial
consonant such as /u/. Under this condition the pronunciation is [ºn9U] or [vnU].
Reminder: vowel clusters are not diphthongs or triphthongs. As in Italian, in
Russian, each individual vowel within a cluster is sung.

231

Section based on: Boyanus, Manual of Russian Pronunciation, 41–43, 47, 52–53, 68; and Jones and
Ward, Phonetics of Russian, 73–79.
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CHAPTER 4 – The Consonants
There are 35 consonant phonemes in Russian, not including the
/i/-glide. They are made up of 15 pairs of related unpalatalized
and palatalized phonemes,232 2 phonemes that are intrinsically
palatalized, with no “hard” partners, and 3 consonants that are
generally not plalatalized. Then there are 3 rare palatalized
allophones, 3 voiced allophones that only occur in cases of
assimilation, and 1 allophone that is a rare case of voicing in
one circumstance but is a rare case of palatalization in another.
All in all, Russian has 42 unique consonant articulations.

232

Many pairs of Russian words have different meanings when the sole phonetic difference is an
unpalatalized consonant vs. a palatalized one (minimal pairs), but generally only when the palatalized consonant
precedes a vowel or ends a word. This is why palatalized consonants are included as phonemes in the above
number. In contrast, when consonants are palatalized in longer clusters, the second, third, or later consonants to
be palatalized can be considered allophones, because, whether such remote consonant members of the cluster
are correctly palatalized or not tends to be irrelevant to meaning.
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Introduction
Often, a chapter on consonantal pronunciation is organized either alphabetically or by
common articulation such as plosives, fricatives, stops, nasals, and liquids. Such
relationships are addressed later, but the following groupings are employed to introduce the
singer to the rest of the Cyrillic letters in a way that may assuage some usual fears.
Most of the letters of the Cyrillic alphabet are derived from the Greek printed
alphabet (versus the script letters used in Glagolitic). A few were invented, and a couple may
have been borrowed from the Hebrew alphabet.233 Some of the Greek letters have passed into
both Russian and English usage with similar symbols and associated sounds, while others
have come into Russian usage only, and still others have been transferred from Greek to
Russian with familiar symbols but different sounds from the Greek. The following groupings
of Cyrillic letters reflect these shared qualities.
The groupings are as follows: The Cognates — five letters that look like familiar
Roman letters and represent sounds that are similar to English usage; The Greeks — six
letters that passed from Greek to Cyrillic, retaining the Greek phonemic assignment; The
False Friends — four print-style and three cursive letters that look like familiar Roman
letters, but represent completely different sounds, even from the Greek; and The Hushers
plus W — five letters that came directly from the Glagolitic alphabet, representing sounds
common to the Slavic languages but did not have Greek analogues.
At the end of this chapter, the consonants are re-grouped, in different ways, to deepen
the singer’s understanding and provide some mnemonic help. The consonants are introduced
in two sections: The Unpalatalized Consonants and The Palatalized Consonants.
233

Jensen, Sign, Symbol and Script, 492; Diringer, The Alphabet, 487.
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Section 1 – The Unpalatalized Consonant Phonemes (alphabet spelling only)
This section introduces the unpalatalized phonemes and Cyrillic letters of the Russian
consonants. Unpalatalized consonants can occur standing alone [r (/j/) and d (/u/) are
Russian prepositions, and ; (/Y/) is a contraction of ;t (/YD/)] or in any position in a word, if
not followed by the /h/-phoneme or a palatalized consonant. Many of the unpalatalized,
Russian consonants are stopped. Similarly to Italian consonants, they release little to no air.
The plosives (e.g. /o/, /a/, /s/ and /c/) are fully stopped, releasing essentially no air.
An important part of consonant articulation is voicing. In Voiced consonants, the
vocal cords vibrate during articulation, and in unvoiced consonants, the cords do not. As an
example, /u/, /a/, /y/ and /c/ are all voiced consonants, while /e/, /o/, /r/ and /s/ are unvoiced.
Consonants can often be paired as voiced/unvoiced partners, since the articulation of the lips
and tongue are the same, but one is voiced and the other is unvoiced (e.g. /u/—/e/, /a/—/o/,
/y/—/r/, and /c/—/s/). Voicing is highly relevant to assimilation, which is covered in more
detail in Chapter 6.
Alphabet spelling is my own term of art, referring to how a single Cyrillic letter was
assigned to an already existing, Russian phoneme to create an alphabet. Under practical
conditions, involving the effects of assimilation, neutralization, and deletion (Chapter 6),
most phonemes have two spellings and several phonemes have more. In keeping with the
approach of slowly advancing in complexity, the entries below provide only a single,
alphabet spelling, while alternate spellings, due to context, are covered in Section 4 and
Chapter 6.
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The Cognates
Sound

Cyrillic

/j/

r
The Russian /j/-phoneme is essentially the same as in familiar European languages.

In English, the consonant is often released with an aggressive puff of air, but in Russian, like
Italian, the air pressure does not build up, so the tongue makes the “click” of the /j/, yet does
not produce the release of air. The /j/-phoneme is considered a velar stop, but since such
technical jargon can be cumbersome, the singer may simply consider the Russian /j/ as
similar to the Italian /j/. As with most unpalatalized consonants, the /j/-phoneme cannot
precede a palatalized phoneme or the /h/-phoneme (this rule is not repeated in the other
entries, as it applies to all consonants, except /Y/, /R/, and /sr/).
Russian /k/ is spelled with the letter -r- and is the first cognate presented. It can occur
alone or in any position in a word. The letter -r- cannot be read as unpalatalized, if preceding
an indicator letter (-z-, -t-, -/-, -.-, or -b-) or the soft sign (-m-). This point applies to all
consonant letters, except -;-, -i-, and -w-, and so is not repeated in the other entries.
Examples:
Italian:

Russian:

caro

/!j`qn/

dear

come

/!jnld/

how; like

cupo

/!jton/

dark; hollow

rfr

/j@j/

how; like

rjn

/jns/

tom cat

recjr

/jt!rnj/

piece; slice; lump
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Sound

Cyrillic

/l/

v
The Russian /l/-phoneme is a nasal, voiced consonant, which is pronounced

essentially in the same manner as the /l/-phoneme of the familiar European languages,
including English.
Russian /l/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -v-. This letter is always written in a
double-spike form and never in a double-hump form, as in English. This is because an
italicized or cursive, Cyrillic -n- looks like an English, lowercase -m- (see: The False
Friends).
Examples:
English:

Russian:

man

/lzm/

mitten

/!lHs?m/

compass

/!jUlo?r/

moat

/ln9Ts/

vfr

/l@j/

a poppy; poppy seeds

vjht

/!lnq&H/

the sea

vepsrf

/!lty0jU/

music

vs

/l0/

we (1st per. pl. pronoun)

rjvgfc

/!jnlo@r/

a compass
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Cyrillic

Sound

/s/

nn
The unpalatalized Russian /s/-phoneme is formed like the Italian /s/, dentally and

without a strong release of air.
Russian /s/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -n-. An italicized or cursive -n- looks like
an English, lowercase -m- (see: False Friends), but italicization is very rare in published
music and cursive fonts are even rarer.
Examples:
Italian:

tutto

/sts9sn/

all; everything

italiano

/hs`!ki`9mn/

Italian

tempo

/!sDlon/

time; tempo (music)

/sns/

that

'nf

/!Ds@/

this (feminine form)

nevfr

/st!l@j/

a punch; clout

ns

/s0/

you (2nd pers. sing. pronoun)

Russian: njn
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Sound

Cyrillic

/y/

p
The Russian /y/-phoneme is generally the same as in English and the familiar

European languages. Its aspiration has a deep and rich “buzzing” timbre. This feature is most
similar to the /z/-phoneme in German, as in the word Sonne [!yNm9m?].
Russian /y/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -p-. It is considered a cognate, because it
resembles an English, cursive -z-. The singer should be careful not to confuse this Cyrillic
letter with the IPA symbol /Y/. Also, be careful not to read the letter -p- as /sr/.
Examples:
English:

German:

Russian:

zoo

/yt/

zip

/yHo/

sehen

/!yd9?m/

to see

Rose

/!qn9y?/

rose

pf

/y@/

behind; beyond (prep.)

pjkjnj

/!yn4UsU/

gold

pe,s

/!yta0/

teeth (plural of pe,)

ps,rbq

/!y0oj&hi/*

vague; unstable

vepsrf

/!lty0jU/

music

*This example contains an alternate spelling for the unvoiced consonant, /o/, due to
phonological context. Rules for these spellings are covered in Chapter 6. Other example
words in this guide display alternate spellings without special note.
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Sound

/a/

Cyrillic

<,
The Russian /a/-phoneme is generally pronounced similarly to the Italian /b/-

phoneme, without an explosive release.
Russian /a/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -,-. This is the last cognate letter,
because it resembles a stylized, Roman, lowercase -b-. Be careful not to confuse the letter -,with the Cyrillic letter -d-, which sounds as /u/ or /e/ (see: False Friends). Also, do not mix up
-,- with the Cyrillic symbol -]-, the hard sign. As a mnemonic device, one might imagine the
Russian -,- as a Roman -b- with a roof or awning over its belly.
Examples:
Italian:

Russian:

banda

/!a`mc`/

band

bomba

/!anla`/

bomb

buttare

/ats9!s`qd/

to throw; to cast

,f,eirf

/!a@atRjU/

grandmother

,ju

/anw/

God

,erdf

/!atju@/

letter (of the alphabet)

,scnhj

/!a0rsqU/

quickly; fast
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The Greeks
These Cyrillic letters represent Russian phonemes that are similar to those associated
with the original Greek letters.
Sound

Cyrillic

/f/

uu
The Russian /f/-phoneme can be considered the same as the Italian /f/. It is a voiced,

velar stop that does not release much air. The /f/-phoneme is the voiced partner of the /j/phoneme.
Russian /f/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -u-. It is the Greek letter, gamma, in
uncial print. The italicized or cursive -u- is an unusual form that does not come from Greek or
Glagolitic cursive.234 It is reminiscent of a backwards, lowercase, Roman -s-. As with other
Cyrillic italicized letters, cursive -u-, -u-, is quite rare in music publishing.
Examples:
Italian:

Russian:

234

gala

/!f`k`/

gala; festivity

io pago

/!h9n!o`fn/

I pay

gusto

/!ftrsn/

taste; savor

ujht

/!fnq&H/

grief; sorrow

uevvb

/!ftll&h/

chewing gum

ufp

/f@r/

gas; natural gas

eujk

/!tfU4/

a corner

Jensen, Sign, Symbol and Script, 470 and 490.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/c/

llg
The Russian /c/-phoneme is similar to the Italian /c/. It is dental, without a strong

release, and is the voiced partner of the /s/-phoneme.
The Russian /c/ is spelled with the Cyrillic -l- (from the print-style, Greek letter,
delta). One version of the italicized or cursive Cyrillic -l- (second above) looks very much
like a Roman lowercase -d-, but another version (third above) looks like a Roman, lowercase,
cursive -g- (see: False Friends). Luckily, these forms are rare in print.
Examples:
Italian:

Russian:

dare

/!c`qd/

to give

raddoppio

/q`c9!cNo9oin/

doubling; redoubling

duro

/!ctqn/

hard; harsh

lfvf

/!c@l@/

lady; queen (in cards)

ljvf

/!cnl@/

at home

levf

/!ctl@/

thought

ghjlfdfnm

/oqUc@!u@s&.

to sell
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Sound

Cyrillic

/o/

gg
The Russian /o/-phoneme is similar to the Italian /o/, as an unreleased stop. It is the

unvoiced partner of the /a/-phoneme.
The Russian /o/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -g-, (from the print-style, Greek
letter, pi). An italicized or cursive -g- looks like a Roman, lowercase -n- (see: False Friends).
Examples:
Italian:

Russian:

parlare

/o`q!k`qd.

to speak

poco

/!oNjn/

a little bit

puro

/!otqn/

pure

gfgf

/o@o@/

papa; daddy

gjhj[

/!onqUw/

powder; gunpowder

gjgenyj

/o@!otsmU.

at the same time; in passing

njgjn

/!snoUs/

tramping (feet); clip-clop (hooves)
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Sound

Cyrillic

/e/

a
The Russian /e/-phoneme is essentially the same as the Italian, French, German or

English /e/. It is the unvoiced partner of the /u/-phoneme.
Russian /e/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -a- (the print-style Greek letter, phi). The
Pre-Soviet form, -ѳ-, can rarely, but sometimes, found in Russian vocal publications.
Examples:
English:

father

/!e@C?_ /

Italian:

forte

/!eNqsd/

loud; strong

French:

foule

/etk/

crowd; throng

German:

raffen

/!q`ee?m/

to carry off; to snatch up

Russian:

afvbkbz

/e@!lhk&hiH/

surname; family name

ajhvf

/!enql@/

form; shape; mold

aen,jkrf

/ets!an4j@.

t-shirt; polo shirt

rjyajhrf

/j`m!enqj@.

a burner (stove)
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Sound

Cyrillic

/w/

[
The Russian /w/-phoneme is formed similarly to the German /w/, or ach-laut, as in the

famous composer’s name, Bach (/a`w/), but the Russian /w/-phoneme is generally articulated
on the front of the velum. Exact placement can vary, but Russian /w/ should be a velar
fricative.
The Russian /w/-phoneme is unvoiced and has a voiced partner, the allophone [F],
which occurs infrequently and is not represented by a separate Cyrillic letter. The allophone
[F] will be discussed in the chapter on consonant clusters and assimilation. In Russian, do not
substitute a /j/-phoneme for the /w/-phoneme; a common error of English speakers.
The Russian /w/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter-[- (from the Greek letter, khi).
Examples:
German:

Russian:

Bach

/a`w/

brook; the composer’s name

machen

/!l`w?m/

to make; to do

[jhjibq

/w@!qnR0i/

good (nom. adj.)

[jkjl

/!wn4Us/

the cold

[eljq

/wt!cni/

thin; bad; worn (nom. adj.)

ge[

/pux/

down; fluff

150
Sound

Cyrillic

/4/

kk
The Russian /4/-phoneme is the only unpalatalized Russian consonant that does not

have a familiar, coincident phoneme from Italian, French, German or English. It seems on the
face of it to be almost antithetical to singing, as the sound often seems very back and almost
guttural, especially when compared to the Italian dental /k/. This impression is deceiving.
The Russian /4/ is a dental /l/, but it is velarized. This means that when the consonant
is spoken, the tip of the tongue is up in the dental position (behind the upper front teeth), the
blade (front-middle) of the tongue is low in mouth, while the back of the tongue is up, lightly
contacting the front of the soft palate (the velum). When forming /4/, the shape of the tongue
is somewhat like an -s- lying on its side, if one were to look at the tongue shape using an xray from the side. If the singer slowly says the word milk, she/he will notice that the tongue
passes through this shape naturally. By suspending this passing form, a functionally correct
/4/ can be achieved. If the singer thinks back to the discussion on forming the allophone [0],
-s-, in Chapter 3, a strikingly close relationship between [0] and /4/ may be recognized.
In order to stay clear of the common pitfall of too pharyngeal a formation, the singer
should make the back of the tongue contact more at the transition between the hard and soft
palate, rather than farther back, toward the uvula. The singer should remember that the back
of the throat (the buccal pharynx) is kept relaxed (the classic, open throat) not constricted,
and that the portion of the tongue that travels down the throat toward the root of the tongue
should not be tensed.
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Try this exercise:
Place the tongue in the Italianate, dental /k/ position. Keeping the tip of
the tongue against the back of the upper front teeth (or at the gums), say the
nonsense word “goo-goo.” Noting how the back of the tongue can raise and
lower independently of the tip, hold the back of the tongue against the
transition point between the hard and soft palate (where it should have been
touching for the /f/ sound of “goo-goo”) and say the English name Luke. This
should produce the velarized sound of Russian /4/ and sound like the Russian
word for onion – ker, /4uk/. Now, practice the Russian example words below.
Russian /4/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -k- (from the Greek print-style letter,
lambda).
Examples:
English:

milk

/lH4j/

Russian:

kjlrf

/!4nsj`/

a boat

kfvgf

/!4@lo@/

a lamp; a light bulb

ker

/4tj/

an onion

cksiyj

/!r40RmU/

audibly; audible
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The False Friends
The following letters come from the Greek alphabet and look to English speakers like
familiar Roman letters, yet the phonemes associated with the Cyrillic letters do not match
what that English speaker might expect.

Sound

Cyrillic

/u/

dd
The Russian /u/-phoneme is formed like a /u/-phoneme in Italian, French, German

and English, but the quantity and pressure of the air that passes between the lower lip and
upper teeth is somewhat less. It must be emphasized that the Russian /u/ is not breathy (it
does not leak air). It fully vibrates, but it is not under strong air pressure.
The Russian /u/-phoneme is rather weak. This not only means that it is produced with
low air pressure, but also that it is not phonemically influential upon neighboring phonemes.
Phonemic influence, in general, is taken up under both Consonant Clusters and Consonant
Assimilation, but under the conditions when a voiced consonant would normally cause the
voicing of a preceding unvoiced consonant, the phoneme /v/ does not have such influence in
Russian. As an example, in Italian, the word sveglia is pronounced as /!yudK`/, not
/!rudK`/. The voiced /u/ influences the preceding /r/ and makes it voiced as well. The
Russian /u/ does not exert such power. See the example word cdj,jlf below.
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The Russian /u/-phoneme is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -d-. Scholars believe that
in Ancient Greek, -B- (the formally printed beta), did sound as /a/.235Apparently, though, by
the ninth century, when it is believed that the Cyrillic alphabet was developed, the /a/-sound
had faded from Greek usage to be replaced by the /u/-phoneme, which was retained in
Russian.236
Examples:
English:

votive

/!untsHu/

Italian:

valere

/u`!kdqd/

to be worth; to cost

French:

vouloir

/utkv`9q/

to will; to desire; to wish

German:

willig

/!uHkHB/

willing; ready

Russian:

djn

/vot/

Here (is); See (here)

lfdfnm

/c@!u@s&/

to give; to let

ds

/u0/

you (2nd pers. plural pron.)

d euke

/ut!f4t/

in the corner

cdj,jlf

/ru@!anc@/

freedom; liberty

235

Diringer, The Alphabet, 454 (chart), 457 (chart); Jensen, Sign, Symbol, and Script, 452 (chart).
Jensen, Sign, Symbol, and Script, 470 (chart), 495 (chart). Interestingly, in modern Spanish, written
-b- can also be read using variants of the /v/-phoneme, and written -v- can be read as /a/. See: Nico Castel, A
Singer's Manual of Spanish Lyric Diction, (New York: Excalibur Publishing, 1994), 56–59.
236
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Sound

Cyrillic

/m/

yy
The Russian /m/-phoneme is pronounced like the same phoneme in Italian, French,

German, and English. It is dental and nasal.
Russian /m/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -y-. The orthographic and phonetic
background of Cyrillic -y- is even more interesting and confusing, than that of -d-. In the
early Greek alphabet (circa 800 BCE), the symbol h, called ēta /!hs@/, represented the
phonemes /g/ and /h/, while the symbol

, called nu /mt., represented the phoneme /m/.237

By the time the more familiar, classical Greek alphabet developed (circa 600 BCE), ēta was
printed as -H- and only represented the /h/-phoneme. Nu (still pronounced as /m/) came to be
printed as -N-.238 In some of the earliest Cyrillic writing, the letter -H- represented the /h/phoneme and -N- was read as /m/, yet further development caused a reinterpretation of the
crossbars of these letters and turned -H- (/h/) into -B- and -N- (/m/) into -Y-.239 Therefore, the
Cyrillic letter -y- is indeed a false friend on two counts, because it looks like the Roman -Hand the classical Greek ēta, yet it is read neither as /g/ nor /h/ but as /m/.

237

L. H. Jeffery, Local Scripts of Archaic Greece, revised edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990),
28–29, 31; Diringer, The Alphabet, 450, 454, 457; Jensen, Sign, Symbol, and Script, 452.
238
Diringer, 454, 457; Jensen, 452; Vlasto, Linguistic History of Russian, 36.
239
Diringer, 476, 481; Jensen, 495, 500; Kiparsky, Russian Historical Grammar, 162; Vlasto, 36.
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Examples:
English:

no

/mnt/

Italian:

naso

/!m`yn/

nose

French:

nouveau

/mtun/

new

German:

nicht

/mHBs/

not

Russia:

yfdth[

/m@!u&Dqw/

up; upstairs

yjc

/mnr/

nose; prow; point

ye;yj

/!mtYmU/

(one) must; (one) needs to

lkbyysq

/!c&k&hm0i/

long
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Sound

Cyrillic

/q/

h

p

The Russian /r/-phoneme is trilled (rolled), as in Italian and the lyric dictions of
French, German, and British English. In these languages, distinctions are often made between
double and single letters or initial, final and internal placement, as to whether to sustain a trill
or to just tap (flip) the /q/-phoneme. The Russian /q/ is trilled when singing. How long one
sustains the trilling is varied by placement (generally initial /r/ is a shorter trill, while final /r/
is slightly longer), but Russian /q/ also can be trilled longer or shorter in any position for
expressive or dramatic reasons. In Russian speech, the phoneme is often just tapped in the
initial and internal positions.
Producing a trilled /q/ can be one of the more frustrating skills to learn, if a singer
cannot produce it easily (or at all) by nature. Sometimes there may be physiological
limitations or neurological dysfunctions prohibiting easy tongue trilling, but, from personal
teaching experience, if a singer can produce a strong clear /s/-phoneme and speak the /r/phoneme without a lisp, then it is more than likely that she/he can learn how to produce a
trilling /q/.
Few exercises exist that actually teach someone how to tongue trill in a fool-proof
fashion, but one of the better versions goes as follows:
Slowly and deliberately say:

PUT IT OUT.

Make sure not to use too much air, or sustain too much air pressure.
Keep it light and crisp.
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Say the phrase repeatedly without pause, first at a slower tempo:
PUT IT OUT PUT IT OUT PUT IT OUT PUT IT OUT PUT IT OUT…
Now increase speed until the words begin to meld together:
PUTITOUT PUTITOUT PUTITOUT PUTITOUT PUTITOUT…
Once the speed is sufficiently rapid the phrase should morph into a single,
nonsense word:
PROUT…[rhyming with Trout].
With a distinctively trilled [q] phoneme:
PRRROUT PRRROUT PRRROUT PRRROUT…240
It may also be helpful to perform the above exercise using an alveolar /s/, rather than a dental
/s/. That is, place the tip of the tongue about a half an inch up from the inside of the teeth
onto what is called the alveolar ridge at the front of the hard palate (one can feel a set of
ridges in the skin). This higher placement can often help those who have a shorter sublingual
ligament (colloquially called tongue tied), because it forces a relaxation of the underside of
the tongue necessary for the independent action of the tip of the tongue.
Though initially the singer will probably use too much air to trill the /q/-phoneme,
with practice the breath pressure can be reduced and should be reduced to the least possible,
while still clearly and evenly trilling the /q/. Once mastered, a singer should be able to
vocalize on a constantly trilling /q/ throughout most, if not all, of her/his range.

240

I believe that this exercise came to me from Carl Saloga, a tenor colleague at FSU, in the early
1980s. I have not read or heard of this exercise since, but I have found it to be one of the most successful of its
kind. Thank you, Carl, if my memory has served me correctly.
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The Russian /q/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -h- (from the Greek print-style letter,
rhō).241 There is no trick for remembering that this letter is read as /q/ not /o/. Knowing that
the Greek letter is called rhō might help, but for most people, that would be a matter of rote
memorization. The cursive version of the letter more resembles a Roman cursive -r- with a
long tail, but cursive is highly uncommon in publishing.
Examples:
Italian:

Russian:

241

terrore

/sdq9!qnqd/

terror; dread

parrucca

/o`q9!qtj9j`/

wig; periwig

arra

/!`q9q`/

pledge; token

hf,jnf

/q@!ansU/

work; job

herf

/qt!j@/

hand; arm

hs,f

/!q0a@/

fish

elfh

/t!c@q/

a blow or strike

,j,h

/!anaq.

a beaver

yfhjl

/m@!qns/

a people; the people

Diringer, The Alphabet, 454 (chart); Kiparsky, Russian Historical Grammar, 162.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/r/

c
The Russian /r/-phoneme is pronounced as it is in Germanic languages (German,

English, Scandinavian, etc.) with depth of tone to the “hiss” and fairly strong, focused air
flow. The most important feature to the sound of the Russian /r/ is the depth of tone. The
sibilance, made with the mid-tongue low in the mouth, is darker in timbre. This difference
will be most important to contrast with the Russian palatalized /r&/ discussed later.
The Russian /r/-phoneme is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -c-. In modern English, -cbefore an -i- or -e- is generally read as /r/. Consider such words as cedar, certain, circus,
city, and century or the Latin borrowed phrase et cetera. Even the English name for the letter
-c- is read as /rh/. Yet, from common experience, English speakers do not tend to associate
the letter -c- with the /r/-phoneme.
The Cyrillic letter -c- is borrowed from ancient Greek, uncial (/!TmR?k/ or /!Tmrh?k/)
script, a large, scribal writing often used in special biblical and liturgical manuscripts. In this
style of script, the letter -S- (sigma) was rounded into what looks like (and actually is the
original) -C-.242

242

Jensen, Sign, Symbol, and Script, 465–466, 465 n3; Diringer, The Alphabet, 457; Kiparsky, Russian
Historical Grammar, 163.
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Examples:
English:

soon

/su:n/

German:

besser

/!aDrr?¢/

better

Russian:

cjy

/son/

a sleep; a dream

jcf

/@!r@/

a wasp

ujcelfhm

/fUrt!c@q&.

a sovereign; Your Lordship

jcsgfnm

/@r0!o@s&/

to sprinkle with; to strew with; to shower with

____________________________________________________________

Sound

Cyrillic

/c/

g

(l and l)

/o/

g

(g)

/s/

n (n)
Cursive letters in print are so rare that learning them may be unnecessary. If given a

manuscript with cursive calligraphy, though, knowing these forms may come in handy.
It might be intuative that -g- is a cursive version of the letter -g-, but unless one has
seen early Cyrillic texts, it would not come to mind that -n- might be written with a droopy
crossbar, looking something like - -,243 and so would logically be written as -n- in a
cursive form. Even stranger is how -g- derives from a seventeenth-century, stylized -l- with
long bottom-tails, where the right tail is much longer than the left.244

243

Jensen, Sign, Symbol, and Script,, 496; Vinokur, The Russian Language, 33; Diringer, The
Alphabet, 478–479; Kiparsky, Russian Historical Grammar, 163.
244
Kiparsky, 162.
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The Hushers and W245
The next set of letters come from the Glagolitic alphabet (the first known Slavic
alphabet, devised by the Thessalonican missonaries, Cyril and Methodius) and are
hypothesized to have been created by combining or modifying Greek cursive letters,
borrowing letters from non-Greek alphabets, such as Hebrew, and/or combining Greek letters
with non-Greek letters.246
The Russian consonants /R/ (-i-), /Y/ (-;-), /sr/ (-w-), /sR&/ (-x-), and /R&R&/ (-o-), can be
grouped into unpalatalized (hard) consonants and palatalized (soft) consonants. The
unpalatalized consonants, /R/, /Y/, and /sr/, generally do not palatalize. In contrast, /sR&/ (-x-)
and /R&R&/ (-o-), are intrinsically palatalized. There are conditions under which /R/, /Y/, and /sr/
can be palatalized. The exceptions for /R/ and /Y/ are rather unusual, but a palatalized [s&r&]allophone occurs in a very common word. The exceptions for /R/ and /sr/ are covered in their
entries, while the palatalization of /Y/ is discussed under the palatalized consonants (Section
2). The hard hushers and /sr/ (-w-) conclude this section. The soft hushers, /sR&/ (-x-) and /R&R&/
(-o-), begin the following section on palatalized consonants.
On a technical point, /sr/ and /sR&/ are both single phonemes, even though the modern
IPA transcriptions are written like clusters, while /R&R&/ is actually a cluster.247

245

The term husher refers to the idea that each sound (/R/, /Y/, /sR&/ and /R&R&/) is like something used to
“hush up” someone — see Sophia Lubensky, Gerard L. Ervin, and Donald K. Jarvis, Nachalo: When in
Russia... [Beginning: When in Russia...] (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1996), 43.
246
Carlton, Phonological History of the Slavic Languages, 22; Jensen, Sign, Symbol, and Script, 492;
Vinokur, The Russian Language, 26.
247
Jones and Ward, Phonetics of Russian, 148–149, 152–153; Pullum and Ladusaw, Phonetic Symbol
Guide, 179–180. The obsolete, “ligature” symbols for these phonemes are /ʦ/ and /ʧ/.
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The Hard Hushers and W
Sound

Cyrillic

/R/

i
The Russian /R/-phoneme is articulated similarly to the similar French, German or

English phoneme, when followed in those languages by /@/, /n/, or /8/. While the sides of the
tongue touch the upper molars and the tip of the tongue seals off the front of the hard palate
just at the alveolar ridge, the center portion of the tongue forms a deep ladle-like shape. The
air passes underneath the tongue into and out of the well of the lower teeth and exits the lips.
The ladle shape of the tongue brings a dark timbre to the phoneme. Generally, the consonant
/R/ (-i-) does not palatalize. It is the unvoiced partner of /Y/ (-;-).
The Russian /R/-phoneme is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -i-, which was borrowed
directly from the Glagolitic. Ancient Greek did not have a /R/-phoneme, so had no letter to
denote it,248 but there are W-like and pitchfork-like symbols representing the phoneme /R/ in
nearly all of the Semitic alphabets.249 Russian linguistic scholars believe that the letter -imay have been borrowed from a Hebrew letter,250 which is thought to have been derived
from an Egyptian hieroglyph depicting a short row of reeds, !. This pictogram is believed to
have been onomatopoeic of the wind passing through the rushes – shhhh.251

248

Vlasto, Linguistic History of Russian, 34–38; Kiparsky, Russian Historical Grammar, 163;
Diringer, The Alphabet, 487.
249
Jensen, Sign, Symbol, and Script, 255–258, 266, 272, 285, 299, 310.
250
Jensen., 492; Diringer, 487.
251
Jensen, 72, 779, 257.
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Examples:
French:

chou

/Rt/

cabbage

German:

schon

/Rn9m/

already; as yet; even

English:

shop

/R@o/

Russian:

dfif

/!u@R@/

your (feminine pl. pos. pro.)

ijhj[

/!RnqUw/

a rustle; a rustling

ievysq

/!Rtlm0i/

noisy; bustling (nom. adj.)

ibhjrbq

/R0!qnj0i/

wide; broad (nom. adj.)*

gji/k

/o@!Rn4/

(he) set out; (he) began to walk (past masc. form)

*The word ibhjrbq (wide) displays the tenacious hardness of /R/ (-i-).
The /R/-phoneme generally cannot be palatalized, so it cannot be followed by
the /i/-phoneme. Under these conditions, only the allophone [0] can follow.
There is one word (with its grammatical derivatives), in Russian, in which a single,
palatalized /R&/ is spelled as -i- before an indicator letter (the letter -o- is read as a double
/R&R&/ but can sometimes be /R&/). The word is gi.n, pronounced as /o&R&ts/, which translates
as fop, but is obsolete in usage.252 The modern Russian word is afn /e@s/ from French. Gi.n
might occur, though, in a work by Pushkin or Lomonosov and so could be in a Russian opera
or art song.

252

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 87; Derwing and
Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 116.
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Cyrillic

Sound

/Y/

;
Since the Russian phoneme, /Y/, is the voiced partner of the /R/-phoneme, the tongue

is formed the same way for /Y/ as for /R/, with a deep ladle-like shape. The air passes through
the same way, under the tongue, yet there is also the engagement of the vocal cords (voicing).
This creates a complex “buzzing” sound, which is much like the French /Y/-phoneme.
The Russian, /Y/-phoneme is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -;-, and also was
borrowed from Glagolitic. Some scholars suggest that it was created by Cyril and Methodius,
but this exact letter-form can be found in other Greek derived alphabets from over a
millennium earlier. The associated sounds, though, vary widely across the different
cultures.253 To help with memorization, the letter can be viewed as an -x- with a vertical line
draw down its mid-line.
Examples:
French:

253

geste

/YDrs/

gesture; action; deed

jauge

/YnY/

gauge; measurement

jour

/Ytq/

day; daytime; dawn

Vlasto, Linguistic History of Russian, 34–38; Kiparsky, Russian Historical Grammar, 163;
Diringer, The Alphabet, 476, 487.
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Russian:

e;fcyj

/t!Y@rmU/

terribly; awfully

;er

/Ytj/

a beetle

;bpym

/Y0yI/*

life

;tycrbq

/!YDmrj0i/

feminine; female (adj.)

;.hb

/Yt!qh/**

judges; a jury

he;tqybr

/qt!YdiIhj/

a gunsmith

*The word ;bpym (life) displays the unpalatalized requirement of /Y/. It forces the
letter -b- to be read as the allophone [0], not as the /h/-phoneme.
**The most recent pronunciation is shown above, but it may have finalized as late as
the 1990s.254 Earlier, ;.hb retained some foreignness and was pronounced as /Y&t!qh/, with
a palatalized /Y/ (apparently the only word of this sort, not a proper name255). Considering
how new the pronunciation may be and the strength of tradition in lyric diction, it probably
would be acceptable, perhaps recommended, to sing /Y&t!qh/, if the word were encountered in
a Russian opera or song.

254

In T. F. Ivanova’s Novyi Orfoepicheskii Slovar' Russkogo Yazyka: Proiznoshenie, Udarenie,
Grammaticheskie Formy [a New Orthoepical Dictionary of the Russian Language: Pronunciation, Stress, and
Grammatical Forms], edited by A. N. Tikhonov. (Moscow: Russkii Yazyk Media, 2004), the word is listed
with the preferred pronunciation as [Yt!qh] and [Y&t!qh] as an alternate; and in Kenneth Katzner’s, EnglishRussian : Russian-English Dictionary, Revised and Expanded Edition (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.,
1994) the listed pronunciation is solely [Yt!qh]. Yet, in Orfoepicheskii Slovar' Russkogo Yazyka: Proiznoshenie,
Udarenie, Grammaticheskie Formy [(The) Orthoepical Dictionary of the Russian Language: Pronunciation,
Stress, Grammatical Forms] by S. N. Borunova, et al., and edited by R. I. Avanesov and N. A. Yes'kova
(Moscow: Russkii Yazyk, 1988), the admonition is made: ! yt htr. [;e]hb, which means “Note! Not
recommended: [Yt!qh].
255
Derwing and Priestly, Reading Rules, 115.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/sr/

w
Though the /sr/-phoneme exists in German and Italian (English has the /s*r/ cluster,

but technically, this is not the /sr/-phoneme), there is little or no restriction as to the tongue
formation for these languages. In Russian, the /sr/-phoneme is produced with the tip of the
tongue high and the middle of the tongue low (as it is with /R/ and /Y/), keeping the phoneme
unpalatalized under almost all conditions. In the following examples, the Russian word wbhr
(circus), displays the unpalatalized requirement of -w-, so that, generally, the only /i/allophone that can follow the consonant is [0] (exception, below).
An exercise that may heighten awareness of the appropriate tongue position for this
consonant is to go back and forth between the syllable /srh/, as in tsetse fly, and /srN/, as in
Zoll. This will sound like the word see-saw with added initial ‘t’s – tsee-tsaw. The cluster
/srh/ puts the tongue into a palatalized position, opposite from what it should be, while /srN/
forces the lowering of the middle portion of the tongue into the proper position for the
Russian /sr/.
There are two more important elements to Russian /sr/ that may seem arcane, but help
to distinguish the /sr/ phoneme from the /s,r/ cluster, which also occurs in Russian. First, the
tip of the tongue is not placed in the fully dental position, as for /s/, but is placed slightly
higher at the edge of the gums (the gingiva) or even slightly above that. This position will
help to keep the mid-tongue low. Second, one does not articulate a full /s/-phoneme followed
by a full /r/-phoneme, as would happen with the /s,r/ cluster. Instead, the tongue is placed

167
against the gingival point and the the phoneme results from air being “exploded” through this
point of closure. In a way, what is produced is a /s/-phoneme with a strong and elongated
release of air. Such articulation achieves a sound that is clearer and of shorter duration than
the cluster of dental /s/ and /r/. Russian /sr/ is a single phoneme that should take no more
time to pronounce than a single /s/ or /r/.
The Russian /sr/-phoneme is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -w-. The letter -w- is not
represented in Glagolitic, so it is considered to have been an invention of the followers of
Cyril and Methodius. Some linguistic scholars place a question mark next to this letter as to
its origin, while others hypothesize that it also may have been borrowed from Hebrew.256
Examples:
Italian:

pazzo

/!o`s9rn/

lunatic; fool; crazy

German:

zu

/srt9/

to

Russian:

wfhm

/sr@q&.

a czar; a king

wsufy

/sr0!f@m/

a gypsy (male)

weu

/srtj/

a team of tandem horses

wjrjn

/!srnjUs/

clatter; clank

wbhr

/sr0qj/

a circus

wtksq

/!srD40i/

whole; entire; intact

256

Jensen, Sign, Symbol, and Script, 492, 495; Diringer, The Alphabet, 487; Carlton, Phonological
History of the Slavic Languages, 55.
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Exceptions to the Hardness Rule for /sr/ and a Spelling Rule for -wSome proper and geographical names break the spelling rule that -z-, -/-, or -.do not follow -w- and, in turn, break the “not palatalized” rule for the phoneme. In such cases
/sr/ may be palatalized (/s&r&/). As an example, W.hb[ (Zürich) may be pronounced
/!s&˛r&tq&hw/ (though /!srtq&hw/ is fine, too).257 This means that the blade of the tongue is
placed in the palatalized position before pronouncing the /sr/. Other examples are:
Wzdkjdcrbq

/s&˛r&@u!4ne&r&j&hi/

Tsyavlovsky

W.hegbycr

/s&˛r&t!qto&hmrj/

Tsiurupinsk (Ukrainian place name)

There are also certain declensional endings in which the /h/-phoneme is not changed to the
allophone [0], but the /sr/-phoneme is palatalized. These forms will be covered in the chapter
on unusual grammatical forms and common exceptions (Chapter 8).
Finally, there is a very common word exception (along with its derivatives),
where the /sr/-phoneme is palatalized within the cluster [s&r&u&], before the vowels /D/ or /n/
(as associated with the indicator letters -t- and -/-).258 The word and some of its derivatives
are:

257
258

wdtn

/s&˛r&u&Ds/

a color (obs: a single flower)

wdtns

/s&˛r&u&H!s0/

flowers

wdtnjr

/!s&˛r&u&H!snj/

a flower

hfcwdtnfnm

/q@r&s&˛r&u&H!s@s&/

to flower; to blossom

hfcwd/k

/q@r&s&˛r&u&n4/

flowered; bloomed.

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 269, note.
Ibid., 86, “Note 1.”
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Section 2 – The Palatalized Consonant Phonemes (alphabet spelling)
This section covers the palatalized versions of the previously introduced
consonants, as well as the two intrinsically soft hushers. Each unpalatalized consonant has a
palatalized counterpart (though /R&/, [Y&], and /s&r&/ are rare). The Cyrillic letters for the
consonants are generally read in hard form when standing alone, when followed by one of
the letters -f-, -j-, -'-, -e-, or -s-, or the hard sign (-]-), or when final. They are usually read
in palatalized form only when followed by an indicator letter (-z-, -/-, -t-, -.-, or -b-), the
soft sign (-m-) [including when final], or another palatalized consonant. The hushers, /sR&/ (-x-)
and /R&R&/ (-o-), are intrinsically palatalized and have no hard partners. These two clusters
begin the section, completing the introduction to the letters of the Cyrillic alphabet.
The palatalization of consonants is an extremely important element of Russian
speech, and is covered in detail in Chapter 5. Presently, though, a basic discussion is needed
to help understand the content of this section. Some texts on Russian pronunciation describe
consonants as being palatalized by placing a /i/-glide after them (e.g. /s/+/i/ = /si/). This
description is faulty. A more accurate statement is that most Russian consonants are
palatalized by articulating the consonant with the tongue already raised and shaped to the
hard palate from the onset. The consonant is articulated with an integrally palatalized tongue
position, hence, the use of the consonant+& symbolism (e.g. /s&/).
In many cases, but not all, a palatalized consonant may conclude with a small
“explosion” of air, either without voicing (unvoiced release), sounding hiss-like, or with
voicing (voiced release), making a “buzzing” sound, based upon whether the consonant is
unvoiced or voiced. This release of air at the end of a consonant is similar to that which
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occurs naturally when, in English, one speaks the consonant cluster -ch-, /sR/, as in the word
chat [sRçzs´] (unvoiced release), or the -j-, /cY/, in the word jeans [cYçh9myç], (voiced
release). In most cases, the effect of palatalizing a consonant is quite audibe, but in others, it
is much harder to perceive.
Due to regressive assimilation of palatalization (discussed in Chapter 6), an entire
cluster of consonants can be palatalized, if conditions palatalize the right-most consonant in
that cluster. Therefore, often, what follows a consonant determines whether it is palatalized
or unpalatalized. While the palatalized consonant is transcribed with [&], a following vowel is
transcribed as the cardinal vowel or allophone, without an intervening /i/-glide [except under
a specific condition discussed in Section 3]. For example: n.r (a bundle; a bale) is
transcribed as /s&tj/ not /sitj/ or /s&itj/.
It must be noted that Russian vowels are not “soft” or “hard,” they are just vowels
and are preceded by hard and soft consonants. The orthographic conventions already
discussed indicate whether a consonant is read as palatalized or not, before a vowel. The
interwined relationship of spelling and pronunciation, in Russian, often causes the conflation
of letters, phonemes, and pronunciation rules. This is an error, but it is easily made.
In the following sections, the palatalized consonants are grouped by a combination
of criteria. First, the phonemes are presented in order of the difficulty of articulation, and
then the consonants are grouped by category, e. g. dental (teeth), labial (lips), nasal, etc.
Finally, the consonants are paired, when appropriate, as unvoiced and voiced partners,
because such pairs share the same articulation, other than voice.
As in the previous section, only the alphabet spelling is listed, and the alternate
spellings are covered in Section 4 and Chapter 6.
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The Palato-laminal Fricatives or the Hushers
Palato-laminal fricatives or hushers are those consonants which are articulated by
forcing air through the space made between the hard palate and the mid-tongue, when the
tongue is placed up near the hard palate and seals off air along the inside wall of the molars
on both sides. The blade of the tongue can then either be high and forward, near the hard
palate, or pulled low, away from the palate. The Cyrillic letters representing the hushers are
-i-, -;- (previous section), -o- and -x- (this section).
The Soft Hushers
Cluster

/R&R&/

Cyrillic

o

/R&sR&/

in general.
under special circumstances.

The difference between /R/ and /R&R&/ is a matter of duration and palatalization, with
the latter being palatalized and of double length. The symbol /R&R&/ is preferred to /R&9/ (an
elongated /R&/), as it emphasizes the tendency for Russians to rearticulate the /R&/-phoneme. If
one alternates between the English words sheet and shop, the difference between /R&/ and /R/
becomes apparent. The slight re-articulation can be practiced by saying the words leash
sheets together, as in /kh9R&˛R&h9sr/.
Because /R&R&/ (-o-) is palatalized, subsequent vowel sounds may be affected by
certain pronunciation rules. Also, orthographically, the letter -o- will not be followed by the
letters -s-, -z-, -.-, or -'- due to a spelling rule.259 A phonological difference between /R&R&/

259

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 272.
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and /R/ is the fact that the /R/-phoneme generally cannot be palatalized, while /R&R&/ is
intrinsically palatalized and has no unpalatalized version. This means that, while [0] is the
only /h/-allophone that can follow /R/, it cannot follow /R&R&/. Also, because /R&R&/ is palatalized,
if the vowel /@/ (-f-) is sandwiched between it and another soft consonant or softening agent
— [&] (-m-) or /i/ (-q-), the /@/ is considered interpalatal and is fronted to /`/.
The two possible pronunciations of /R&R&/ or /R&sR&/ reflect a socio-political influence on
the pronunciation of Russian. The historical pronunciation is /R&sR&/, as it still is in Russian
Church Slavonic. This is also the pronunciation used by many natives of the city of St.
Petersburg (previously, Leningrad). In the central region of Russia dominated by Moscow,
the cluster’s pronunciation shifted to /R&R&/ around the seventeenth century. Moscow then
gained prominence as a social and political center, and so it became á la mode to use the
/R&R&/-pronunciation, even outside of the region.260 Since then, the cluster /R&sR&/ was often
considered an overly academic pronunciation, but after the Bolshevik Revolution, especially
after Stalin came to power, the /R&sR&/-cluster returned to favor. Performing artists of that era,
though, including stage actors and opera singers, continued to use /R&R&/ with the
understanding that they were performing mostly pre-revolutionary works and so should
speak like the authors and composers of that time.261 Interestingly, in the post-Soviet era, the
pronunciation of /R&R&/ has come back into fashion. Today, both versions are almost equally
encountered.262
260

Vlasto, 67–68, 324–328; 365–376; 391–393; Michael Shapiro, Russian Phonetic Variants and
Phonostylistics. Edited by Bull, Chafe, Chrétien, et al., vol. 49, University of California Publications in
Linguistics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 3–6.
261
Vinokur, Russkoe Stsenicheskoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Stage Pronunciation], 21–31; Kuz'mina,
Russkoe Stsenicheskoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Stage Pronunciation], 5–74, 192–201, 219–226.
262
Comrie, Stone, and Polinsky. The Russian Language, 33–35.
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This guide’s focus is that of lyric diction, therefore, since /R&R&/ is the pronunciation at
the Bolshoi Theatre, /R&R&/ is what a singer of Russian should generally use. It is arguable, that
if a singer is performing a Soviet Era opera such as Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk
or a song based on Gogol’s writing or is trying to show a class difference through dramatic
character, then employing the /R&sR&/ pronunciation might be appropriate. As a general
practice, though, sing /R&R&/.
The Russian /R&R&/-cluster is spelled with the letter -o-.
Examples:
Italian:

scintilla

/R&hm!shk9k`/

sparkle; spark

German:

schießen

/!R&h9r?m/

to shoot, dash, dart; to sprout

English:

sheet

/R&h9s/

Russian:

to/

/iH!R&R&n/

still; also; more

ob

/R&R&h/

cabbage soup

oerf

/!R&R&tj@/

pike (the fish)

djobnm

/u@!R&R&hs&/

to wax

vtofyby

/l&HR&R&`!Ihm/ or /l&HR&sR&`!Ihm/

njdfhbo

/s@!u@qhR&sR&/

BUT:

petit bourgeois

comrade (a very “Soviet” pronunciation)
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A Special Case of Palatalization
Cluster

[Y&Y&]

Cyrillic

p; or ;;

only when in the root of a word and spoken in an affected
style. Considered the voiced partner to /R&R&/.

The cluster [Y&Y&] is the voiced partner to /R&R&/. The tip of the tongue lies behind the
lower incisors while the rest of the tongue curves high into the mouth with the top of the
tongue following the shape of hard palate, all before the phoneme is articulated. The vocal
cords are engaged when spoken. The sound is similar to the -gi- in the French word girafe,
but, in Russian, the tongue is even a little higher and more forward. As with /R&R&/, the [Y&Y&]cluster has a rearticulation between the [Y&] elements creating a double-length duration.
Therefore, [Y&Y&] is used to symbolize the rearticulation and double length, even though the
symbol [Y&9] might be considered the formal IPA transcription.263 This cluster is considered
allophonic, because its palatalization is irelevent to the meaning of the words concerned.
As discussed in the previous section, single /Y/ is generally unpalatalized, but the
reading of the written cluster -;;- and its “sister” cluster -p;- has a socio-political element
(like the reading of -o-), and each may be read as palatalized [Y&Y&]. The unpalatalized /YY/cluster is dominant today, such that the soft version seems highly stylized or affected.264 Yet,
the palatalized version is often perfectly acceptable, even desired, when singing lateromantic, Russian works, such as Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin. This is much like when an
263

The unorthodox symbolism used here and in the previous section on the letter -o- is not without
precedent. The concept derives from the practice of the Russian phoneticists, including Avanesov and
Bryzgunova, to transcribe -o- and -;;- as /i’i’/ (/R&R&/) and /;’;’/ (/Y&Y&/), respectively. The practice can
then be found in the works of Trofimov and Jones, Boyanus, and Jones and Ward using the IPA equivalent,
similarly to the above. Ward in his own work used the Cyrillic phonetic system like the Russians.
264
Comrie, Stone, and Polinsky. The Russian Language, 35–36.
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American stage actor pronounces the word new as [It] rather than [mt]; it seems affected in
normal conversation, but is quite admirable on stage, especially when performing
Shakespeare or singing opera.
Examples:
French:

Gigi

/Y&hY&h/

(the proper name)

gigot

/Y&hfn/

leg of mutton

gilet

/Y&hkD/

waistcoat; vest

The following pronunciations would be those of a nineteenth-century, high society character:
Russian:

dj;;b

/!unY&Y&h/

;e;;fnm /Yt!Y&Y&`s&/

reins
to hum; to buzz

gjp;t

/!onY&Y&H/

later

etp;fnm

/tih!Y&Y&`s&/ to leave; to depart

The modern pronunciation of these words is:
dj;;b

/!unYY0/

;e;;fnm /Yt!YY@s&/
gjp;t

/!onYY0/

etp;fnm

/tiH!YY@s&/
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Sound

Cyrillic

/sR&/

x
The Russian /sR&/-phoneme can be considered the same as it is in Italian and English

when followed by the closed vowel /h/. English has both a hard /sR/ and soft /sR&/, therefore
the symbolism of /sR&/, with superscript-j, emphasizes the always-present palatalization, in
Russian.
Russian /sR&/ is spelled with the Cyrillic letter -x-. Due to a spelling rule, the Cyrillic
letter -x- is generally not followed by the vowel letters -s-, -z-, -.-, or -'- except in some
proper and place names.265
Examples:
English:

cheese

/sR&h9y/

Italian:

città

/sR&hs9!s`/

city

Russian:

xfc

/sR&@r/

an hour

hextq

/qt!sR&di/

brook; stream

x/hysq

/!sR&nqm0i/

black (adj.)

xj[jv

/!sR&nwUl/

all at once; one fell swoop

z [jxe

/i@w@!sR&t/

I want; I wish

xbcnj

/!sR&hrsU/

cleanly; neatly; purely

265

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 270.
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The Dentals
While several consonants are formed with the tongue touching the teeth in some way,
dental consonants are considered those that are formed with the tip of the tongue touching the
back of the front teeth (upper or lower), and where the primary sound comes from this tip-oftongue/front-teeth interplay. The Cyrillic letters for the dentals are: -c-, -p-, -n-, -l-, and -w-.
Generally, /sr/ (-w-) is not palatalized.
Sound

Cyrillic

/r&/

c

/y&/

p
There is no true equivalent of the Russian /r&/-phoneme in Italian, French, German or

English. Spanish has a similar phoneme in the standard pronunciation, as opposed to the
Castilian.266 In forming the Russian /r&/, the tip of the tongue is slipped downward behind the
lower incisors (front teeth), while the blade of the tongue is placed near to the upper incisors,
but does not touch them. The sides of tongue touch the inside of the molars, blocking air
flow, while the top of the tongue creates a shallow channel through which the air passes. The
friction point with the blade of the tongue (where the sibilance occurs) is forward of the
alveolar ridge near the gum line.
Those who attempt these directions may notice a similarity to the German ich-laut,
/B/, as in ich [>HB]. The friction point for /B/ is near the highest point of the hard palate, which
is significantly farther back from the friction point for /r&/. The high arch of the tongue for /B/
and /r&/ is similar, but the blade of the tongue is much more forward in /r&/ than in /B/.
266

Castel, Manual of Spanish Lyric Diction, 72–74.
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Some phoneticians may question employing the /r&/-symbol rather than /Å/. The
important difference is that /Å/ is considered alveolo-palatal,267 where the friction occurs at
the transition between the alveolar ridge and the hard palate. This is somewhat farther back
than for /r&/. Therefore, /r&/ is really a palatalized version of an alveolo-dental /r/.
The phoneme /y&/ is formed like the /r&/-phoneme, with a forward arched tongue, yet
/y&/ is voiced. There is no evidence that the Spanish palatalize the /y/-phoneme, therefore, the
following examples will include Spanish words only for the /r&/-phoneme.
Reminder: palatalized consonants are indicated orthographically when followed by
the letters -z-, -/-, -t-, -.-, -b-, or the soft sign (-m-) [including when final].
Examples:
Spanish:

Russian:

267

silla

/!r&hK`/

chair

sala

/!r&`k`/

living room

mesa

/!ldr&`/

table

ctvm

/r&dl&/

seven

c.lf

/r&t!c@/

to here; this way

uecm

/ftr&/

goose

cbkmysq

/!r&hk&m0i/

strong; powerful

rjp/k

/j@!y&n4/

billy goat

lhepmz

/cqt!y&@/

friends

pbvf

/y&h!l@/

winter

Pullum and Ladusaw, Phonetic Symbol Guide, 33.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/s&/

n

/c&/

l
The Russian phoneme /s&/ is formed by first placing the tongue up along the shape of

the hard palate with the tip lying down against the inside of the lower incisors near the gums.
Then the blade of the tongue is placed high on the inside of the upper incisors at the
tooth/gum border and the air lightly “exploded” through the barrier made by the tongue blade
and the upper incisor/gum region. The Russian /s&/ represents a single palatalized consonant,
not a combination of an unpalatalized consonant followed by a vowel or a glide, such as /sh/
or /si/.
The phoneme /c&/ is articulated as /s&/ but the vocal cords are engaged, making /c&/ the
voiced partner of /s&/.
Both the unvoiced and voiced phonemes are released ([s&ç] and [c&ç], respectively).
Such releases are much like what happens naturally when speaking either the phoneme /sR/
(unvoiced release) or /cY/ (voiced release). Make sure not to speak /sR/ for /s&/ or /cY/ for /c&/.
With /s&/ and /c&/, the air stream is much more constricted, as the blade of the tongue is
significantly more forward.
The release in pronunciation is especially important when the written letters -n- or -lare followed by a soft sign (-m-). This is most common when the consonant is final, but it can
also occur within a word. The release (unvoiced or voiced) in the pronunciation must be
given prominence when the -m- is present in the spelling.
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The symbol [ç] is not used beyond the completion of this section, for printing
economy. Also, a singer does not need to use the symbol in personal transcriptions.
Examples:
Russian:

ntkj

/!s&D4U/

body

n.r

/t&uk/

bale; bundle

nzyenm

/s&H!mts&ç/

to pull; to tow

[/s&H!mts&/]

vfnm

/l@s&ç/

mother

[/l@s&/]

ltnb

/!c&ds&h/

children

lmzdjk

/!c&çi@uU4/

devil

l.;bq

/!c&tY0i/

hefty; robust

xeltcysq

/sRt!c&Drm0i/

miraculous; marvelous

[/!c&i@uU4/]*

*The combination of a palatalized consonant and a /i/+vowel cluster (/c&i@-/)
produces both a prominent aspiration (in this case, voiced) off the consonant and a strong /i/glide element before the vowel. This only occurs when the orthography indicates it by a soft
sign (-m-) being written between the consonant-letter and the indicator vowel-letter.
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The Labials
Labial consonants are articulated with either one lip in contact with the teeth or both
of the lips contacting each other. The Cyrillic letters for the labials are: -g-, -,-, -a-, and -d-.
Sound

Cyrillic

/o&/

g

/a&/

,
The Russian, palatalized consonants /o&/ and /a&/ do not exactly match versions in

Italian, French, German, or English, but they are somewhat similar to the -pi- in the Italian
word più /oit/ and the -bea- in the English word beauty /!ait9sh/. The difference is that, as
mentioned earlier, the tongue must be in the palatalized position before articulating the
consonant.
To be idiomatically Russian, a bit of air should pass over the tongue as an unvoiced
or voiced release. The duration of the release is usually short and almost imperceptible, when
paired with a vowel or another palatalized consonant (called aspiration, when internal). Yet,
if, in the word’s spelling, a soft sign (-m-) follows the consonant to be palatalized, then the
release must be longer and clearly perceptible, especially when final.
Examples:
Russian:

ujke,znf /fU4t!a&@s@/ young pigeons
gznm

/o&`s&ç/

five

[/o&`s&/]

gm/n

/o&çins/

(she/he) drinks

[/o&ins/]

,m/n

/a&çins/

(she/he) hits; strikes

[/a&ins/]
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Sound

Cyrillic

/e&/

a

/u&/

d
The Russian phonemes /e&/ and /u&/, also, do not have exact matches in the languages

generally familiar to singers. They are, though, somewhat similar to the -fi- in the Italian
word fiume /!eitld/ or the -fu- in the English version of the word fugue /eit9f/, and the -viin the English word view /uit9/ or the Italian word vieni /!uiDmh/. Of course, the tongue must
be in the palatalized position before articulation.
Reminder: the singer should always think of palatalized consonants as complex but
single, integrated articulations, not clusters of a consonant plus a /i/-glide then a vowel.
Examples:
Russian:

athvf /!e&Dql@/

a farm

dtham

/u&Dqe&ç/

a shipyard

[/u&Dqe&/]

amjhl

/!e&çnqs/

fjord

[/!e&nqs/]

dzprf

/!u&@rj@/

binding; knitting; bundle

dm/n

/u&çins/

(she/he) twists together; (it) builds (a nest)

[/u&ins/]
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Lateral -L- and The Nasals
These phonemes are grouped together because they do not have unvoiced partners
(the technical terminology for this kind of sustainable and resonant consonant is sonorant).
Also, each has phonetic similarities to familiar sounds in the Romance languages. One
phoneme has a unique IPA symbol, rather than the standard consonant +& symbolism like /s&/
or /o&/.
A lateral consonant is one in which the air passes sideways (laterally) around the
tongue. Essentially, most of the lateral phonemes are /k/-like. The differences lie in where the
air slips out along the tongue. In the dental /k/, the air comes out the sides near the tip of the
tongue. In the pronunciation of the Italian word gli, commonly transcribed as [Kh], the air
exits the sides of the tongue near the back, upper molars.
A nasal consonant is one that, in some way, closes off the exit of air out of the mouth,
thus forcing the air to pass through the nasal passages, which requires that the soft palate
drop down. Examples of common nasal consonants are /l/, /m/, /I/, and /M/. The /I/phoneme is present in the French name Mignon (/lhIn}/), and the /M/-phoneme occurs in the
English word hang (/gzM/).
The Cyrillic letters in this section are: -k- for the lateral, -v- and -y- for the nasals.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/k&/

k
Though the Russian /l&/-phoneme is similar to the Italian [K]-allophone (as in the

word gli), there is a major difference in the articulation between the two. The Italian [K]allophone is actually fricative; the laterally escaping air causes a friction or vibration between
the sides of the tongue and the back molars. This produces the idiomatic, Italian, lateral lisplike sound. In Russian, there is no friction, thus the sides of the tongue are sealed against the
back molars and do not leak any air. The air actually passes around the base of the tongue
and comes up from the well of the lower teeth. The Russian /k&/ should be liquid (sonorant),
not “lisping” (fricative). The /l&/-phoneme does not occur before other palatalized
consonants, except itself (that is, /k&k&/). Within other clusters, only the hard /4/-phoneme is
used.
Examples:
Russian:

k/y

/k&nm/

flax

kturj

/k&Hw!jn/

easily; lightly

k.lb

/!k&tc&h/

people

kz;rf

/!k&@Rj@/

haunch; upper thigh

kbwj

/k&h!srn/

face

cjkm

/rnk&/

salt; in music: sol; G

njkmrj

/!snk&jU/

only
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Sound

Cyrillic

/l&/

v
The Russian phoneme /l&/, in isolation, is practically indistinguishable from

unpalatalized /l/ to the ear (try this: hum, then switch between an unpalatalized and
palatalized tongue position). In Latin based languages and English, palatalization usually
occurs naturally, when an /l/-phoneme is followed by an /h/-phoneme or a /i/-glide, such as
in the following cases:
English:

meet

/l&hsç/

Spanish:

Mira!

/!l&h9q`/ Look!

Italian:

miele

/!l&iDkd/ honey

French:

Mignon /l&hIn}/

The palatalization in these examples is generally not notated in broader IPA
transcription.
In Russian, though, the /m&/-phoneme must be used consciously and a slight but
perceivable j-gliding element must exist between the consonant and any vowel, except /h/.
Examples:
Russian:

vzcj

/!l&@rU/

meat

vtcnj

/!l&DrsU/

place; site

ctvmz

/r&h!l&i@/

family

d v/lt

/v ˛l&nc&H/

in honey

vbh

/l&hq/

world; peace

v.pbrk

/!l&ty&hj4/

a musical (show)

ctvm

/r&dl&/

seven
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Sound

Cyrillic

/I/

y
The Russian /I/-phoneme is essentially pronounced in the same fashion as in the

familiar European languages and English. The tongue must be in its palatal position before
the phonation of the consonant. The /I/-phoneme is palatalized only before dental consonants
in clusters (see rules in Chapter 5).
The single IPA symbol incorporates palatalization therefore, -yz- is transcribed as
/I@/ not /m&@/, -y/- as /In/ not /m&n/, etc.
Examples:
Italian:

sdegno

/!ycdIn/

disdain; contempt

French:

ligne

/khI?/

line; row

Russian:

ytn

/IDs/

no

rjymzr

/j@!Ii@j/

cognac

y.[fnm

/!Itw@s&/

to smell; to sniff

y/,j

/!InaU/

the hard palate; the roof of the mouth

ltym

/c&dI/

the day

ybrnj

/Ih!jsn/

no one; nobody
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The Velars
Unpalatalized velar consonants are formed by the tongue rising to meet the soft
palate, known as the velum. In singing Russian, this point can be at the front of the velum, or
at the transition between the hard and soft palate. A velar consonant can be stopped (.j. and
.f.(, when the tongue-velum contact stops the air flow then releases either explosively, as in
English, or not, as in Russian. It also can be fricative (/w/) when the contact is looser, causing
a friction between the articulating tissues producing distinctive sounds from cat-hissing to
mucous-clearing. Palatalized velar consonants shift forward onto the back of the hard palate.
The Cyrillic letters for the Russian velar consonants are: -r-, -u- and -[-.
Sound

Cyrillic

/j&/

r

/f&/

u
Similarly to the /l&/-phoneme, palatalization happens rather naturally, when a /j/-

phoneme is followed by an /h/-phoneme or a i-glide, such as in:
English: keep

/j&h9oç/

Italian:

/!j&i`9qn/ clear; bright

chiaro

French: quignon /j&hIN}/

hunk (of bread)

As noted earlier, the palatalization in the above examples is generally not notated in broader
IPA transcription.
The Russian /j&/-phoneme is articulated quite forward on the hard palate, with the
blade of the tongue somewhat near to the alveolar ridge.
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The phoneme /f&/ is the voiced partner to /j&/ and so is articulated in the same way
and under the same circumstances, but the vocal cords are engaged. Generally, the /f&/phoneme only occurs before the vowels /D/, /d/ /h/, or /H/, though names and words of foreign
origin can introduce other combinations.268
Examples:
Russian:

c rtv

/r&˛j&Dl/

with whom

nr/n

/sj&ns/

(she/ he) weaves

r.dtn

/j&t!u&Ds/

ditch

herb

/!qtj&h/

hands; arms

utythfk

/f&hIH!q@4/

general (military)

ub,rbq

/!f&hoj0i/*

flexible

utybq

/!f&dIhi/

genius

Uzehjd

/f&@!tqUe/

Ghiaurov (Bulgarian surname)

u.hpf

/!f&tqy@/

a blunt-nosed viper (zoology)

*The reading of the adjective ending -rbq as /j0i/ reflects a Russian lyric diction style
that borrows from Russian stage diction. In modern Rusian speech, this cluster is pronounced
as /j&hi/.

268

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 220.

189
Sound

Cyrillic

/w&/

[
Unlike the formation of /j&/ and /f&/, the phoneme /w&/ is the /w/-phoneme with the

contact of the tongue placed only somewhat more forward onto the back portion of the hard
palate, rather than significantly more so. This position is essentially midway between the
positions for /B/ and /w/ (known to singers as the German ich-laut and ach-laut, respectively).
The biggest difference from the other palatalizations is that the front portion of the blade of
the tongue is relaxed away from the palate, while the back is raised toward the back of the
hard palate. Within the context of a word, though, the position of the blade of the tongue is
less important than the position of the back portion.
There is a voiced allophone of this consonant phoneme, but it is unusual. It is
discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, section 4 under “Regressive Voicing Assimilation.”
Examples:
Russian:

[bnhj

/w&h!sqn/

slyly (adv.)

cnb[b

/!r&s&hw&h/

verses; poetry

c[tvf

/!r&w&Dl@/

a diagram; a chart

[thtc

/!w&dq&Hr/

sherry
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A Difficult Palatalized Phoneme
Sound

/q&/

Cyrillic

h
For English speakers, the trilled /q/ is often a difficult phoneme to produce, but it is

also one of the harder phonemes to palatalize. Therefore, the /r&/-phoneme can often be quite
a difficult Russian consonant for Anglophones to articulate (especially Americans). First, a
singer must be fully proficient at trilling with the tongue tip up and the blade sinking down
toward the well of the lower teeth. Once this is mastered, the singer must then learn to trill
the tongue tip while keeping the center of the blade of the tongue up near the hard palate.
One possible exercise for differentiation and practice is to first repeat /qn/ or /q@/ a
few times, with the trill strong and sustained, then change to /qh/ or /qd/, then finally change
to /qih/ or /qid/. After a while the complex position of the tongue will be achievable
independently of the air flow so that the singer can have the tongue in position before
speaking it, thus producing a true /q&/-phoneme.
On a practical level, the phoneme is most noticeable when its associated Cyrillic
letter, -h-, is directly followed by a soft sign, -m-, because the pronunciation of this cluster
requires a small aspiration along with the trill. The written cluster -hm- can happen either at
the end of a word or internally. Though infrequent, this challenging cluster is common
enough to demand mastery.
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Examples:
Russian:

htrf

/q&H!j@/

river

jh/k

/@!q&n4/

eagle

h.vrf

/!q&tlj@/

shot glass (for liquor)

gjhzljr

/o@!q&@cUj/ order; sequence

hbc

/q&hr/

rice

ldthm

/c&u&dq&ç/

door

[/c&u&dq&/]

ujhmrbq

/!fnq&çj0i/*

bitter

[/!fnq&j0i/]

hmzyjcnm

/!q&çi@mUr&s&/ zeal

[/!q&i@mUr&s&/]

*Again, the reading of the adjective ending -rbq as /j0i/ reflects a Russian lyric
diction style which borrows from Russian stage diction. In speech, this cluster is pronounced
as /j&hi/.
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Section 3 – The Signs: Tvyordyǐ Znak (]) and Myagkiǐ Znak (m)
Tvyordyǐ znak (]) [nd/hlsq pyfr, in Cyrillic] and myagkiǐ znak (m) [vzurbq pyfr]
literally mean hard sign and soft sign. The spoken pronunciations of these terms are
/!s&u&nqc0iym`j/ and /!l&zw&j&hiym`j/, respectively (the letter -u- in vzurbq is read as
/w&/ due to a phonological effect). These signs are only found following consonant letters.
In Old Cyrillic writing, the letters -]- and -m- were assigned to distinct vowel sounds.
By the 1100’s, though, these letters were replaced by -j- and -t-, when written in stressed
syllables, and when in unstressed syllables, they were read as reduced vowels — one backed,
/?/ (-]-) and one fronted, /H/ (-m-). Slavic linguists suggest that these letters fully lost
phonemic value by 1200 CE. As signs, these symbols marked the boundaries of words and
certain syllables, as well as indicated a hard (by -]-) or soft (by -m-) preceding consonant.
Therefore, every word that ended in a consonant was written with either -]- or -m- following
that consonant.

269

Peter the Great’s alphabet reform (1708-1710) considered dropping the

use of final -]-, but publishers continued to use it into the early 1900s. It was not until an
education reform after the Bolshevik Revolution (1917) that hard signs following final
consonant letters were officially dropped from printing and hardness was considered the
default condition for signless, final consonants.270 Because this latter reform occurred after
the golden era of Russian art music publication (mostly in the 1800s), today, there is still a
great quantity of Russian vocal music that uses -]- in the pre-reform fashion. The singer must
269

G. O. Vinokur, The Russian Language: A Brief History. Translated by Mary A. Forsyth. Edited by
James Forsyth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 21–29, 28; Vlasto, A Linguistic History of
Russia, 1–10, 34–41, 40; W. K. Matthews, The Structure and Development of Russian, (Cambridge: University
Press, 1953), 116. The signs are not considered consonants, so Russian words are not thought of as ending in
signs, they are conceived of as ending in consonants, while the signs convey a feature of the final consonants.
270
Comrie, Stone, and Polinsky, The Russian Language, 284–291, 290.
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simply ignore -]- when it is the final symbol of a word, but recognize that it usually has some
significance when used internally. Extremely important is not to mix up the two signs, since
such confusion could well affect the meaning of words, if palatalization were incorrect.

Nd/hlsq Pyfr

/!s&u&nqc0iym`j/: the Hard Sign

Cyrillic

IPA

-]-

none
In modern usage, the sign -]- is written after certain prefixes that are added to roots

generally beginning with a /j/+vowel cluster. Usually, the sign produces a boundary which
regressive palatalization does not cross [the exception is when the prefix ends in /u/ (-d-), /r/
(-c-), or /y/ (-p-)]. The consonant before -]- generally should be pronounced in unpalatalized
form, while the /j/+vowel cluster after the sign should articulate the initial /i/-glide. For /u/
(-d-), /r/ (-c-), or /y/ (-p-), the consonants are palatalized, and the following /i/+vowel cluster
is articulated, as well, producing an extra aspiration between the consonant and the vowel (as
if the sign was a myagkiǐ znak (-m-); see below).271 Such nuances are often hard to recognize
by non-Russian speakers, but they can be very important, since these details may be the only
audible difference between two words with different meanings. The following examples
begin with two pairs of words where the only spelling difference is the internal -]-.
Sometimes, there is a change in syllable stress (helping aural differentiation), but at other
times, the word will be one syllable and wholly dependent upon the speaker’s pronunciation

271

Derwing and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 75–87; 82.
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for differentiation. Two pairings present strong phonetic similarities, but all of the examples
require careful attention.
Examples:
j,]tlfnm

/@aiH!c@s&/

to eat out of house and home (coll.)

j,tlfnm

/@!a&Dc@s&/

to have the midday meal (dinner; lunch)

c]tcnm

/ridr&s&/

to eat (up)

ctcnm

/r&dr&s&/

to sit down [perfective of cflbnmcz]

d]tpl

/uiDrs/

an entrance; an entry

dtcn

/u&Drs/

west; west wind (nautical usage only)

gjl]/v

/o@c!inl/

a raising or lifting up; an ascent

j,]znm

/@a!i`s&/

to embrace; to envelop

hfp]zhznm

/qUyih!q&`s&/

to enrage; to infuriate

c]/vysq

/!rinlm0i/

removable; detachable
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Vzurbq Pyfr /!l&zw&j&hiym`j/: the Soft Sign
Cyrillic

-m-

IPA
superscript j diacritic ([&])

The sign, -m-, represents a change in the formation of the consonant(s) immediately
preceding it. Myagkiǐ znak generally indicates that the preceding consonant is palatalized.
The rules and effects of palatalization will be covered in detail in the following chapter, but it
must be emphasized that if the palatalization indicated by this sign is disregarded, such a
mispronunciation can very likely change the meaning of a word. The following examples
present pairs of words that have different meanings, if the palatalization indicated by the
myagkiǐ znak is ignored.
Examples:
itcnm

/Rdr&s&/

six

itcn

/RDrs/

pole; long stick

gjkmrf

/!onk&j@/

a Polish woman; a polka (dance)

gjkrf

/!on4j@/

a shelf

vfnm

/l@s&/

mother

vfn

/l@s/

mate (in chess); floor mat

ujcnmz

/!fnr&s&iH/

a female guest

ujcnz

/!fnr&s&H/

a (male) guest’s (gen. sing. of ujcnm)

Though the sign -m- often comes at the end of words, it can also occur anywhere
within a word. In cases when [&] (-m-) comes between a consonant and a /i/+vowel cluster, the
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“double” /i/-glide ([&i]) produces a strong aspiration (unvoiced or voiced). To feel the two
types of aspiration, first, speak the French word tien (yours) /siD}/ and allow the /si/ to “lisp,”
as it were, so that a strong stream of air passes through the space between the upper and
lower, front teeth. Then, isolate the /si/ without the vowel; be sure not to slip into saying /sR/,
and keep the air stream narrowly focused, centrally aligned and forward in placement. This is
the unvoiced, aspirated /i/-glide. Now, use the same process, but change the word to the
English word deuce, but use a British accent so that the word is pronounced as /citr/ (similar
to, but not the same as the word juice). One should feel a narrowly focused vibration right at
or near the gingiva or the alveolar ridge, on the inside of the upper front teeth, when making
the /ci/ sound. With the cluster /ci/ (like /si/), make sure it does not become /cY/, as in juice,
and keep the voiced aspiration narrow, central and forward. These kinds of aspirations are
made by the palatalized plosive and sibilant consonants, that is, consonants which have either
some explosive or hissing air at release, including /s&/, /c&/, /r&/, /y&/, /o&/, /a&/, /e&/, /u&/, /sR&/,
and /R&R&/ (in rare cases of assimilation, /c&Y&/ can occur in Russian). The palatalized
sonorants (the sustainable, voiced consonants), /k&/, /q&/, /l&/, and /I/, are sung with no extra
emphasis or elongation.
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Examples:
,jkmijq

/a@k&!Rni/

big; large; grand (adj.)

gjkmpf

/!onk&y@/

a use; a benefit

n.hmvf

/!s&tq&l@/

a prison

vtymibq

/!l&dIR0i/

smaller; lesser (comp. of vfksq and vfktymrbq)

cdflm,f

/!ru@c&a@/

a wedding

htlmrf

/!q&ds&j@/

a radish

ctcnm

/r&dr&s&/

to sit down [perfective of cflbnmcz]

gkjoflm

/!o4nR&R&hs&/

a plaza; a square

uecm

/ftr&/

a goose

ryzpm

/j&I`r&/

(a) prince

rhjdm

/jqne&/

blood

ujke,m

/f@4to&/

a pigeon

rjgm/

/j@!o&in/

a spear

ujcnmz

/!fnr&s&iH/

a female guest

dm.obqcz /!u&itR&R&hirU/ curly (hair); climbing (plant) [adj.]
gm/n

/o&ins/

(she/he) drinks
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Exceptions: when -m- does not indicate palatalization or extra aspiration.
1) When -m- immediately follows the letters -;- or -i- (-m- does not occur after
-w-), it does not indicate palatalization in pronunciation.272
2) When -m- immediately follows the letters -x- or -o-, it does not indicate extra
aspiration in pronunciation.
3) The cluster -nmc- is generally treated like -w-, and so the -m- is ignored and the
cluster is read with the hard sound, /sr/.
Examples:

272

hj;m

/qnY/

rye

ukeim

/f4tR/

wilderness

entimnt

/t!s&DRs&H/

console yourself; take comfort (imp.)

ljxm

/cnsR&/

a daughter

dtom

/u&dR&R&/

a thing or work (masc. sing.)

yt gkfxmnt

/IH!o4@sR&s&H/

don’t cry (plural imp.)

ljxm ,s

/cncY&˛a0/

(the) daughter would…

jltdfnmcz

/@c&H!u@s9rU/ to dress oneself; to get dressed

Historically, -;- and -i- followed by -m- were read as palatalized phonemes. Such softening was
lost over time, but the spelling remained in many words.
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Section 4 – Final Consonants
In Russian, as in German, final consonants are generally unvoiced, regardless of
spelling. This is true for both unpalatalized and palatalized consonants. This does not apply
to the sonorants, /4/, /l/, /m/, and /q/ (and their palatalized forms), which obviously require
voicing in order to be heard at all.
Under certain circumstances of assimilation between the ends and beginnings of
adjacent words, final consonants are voiced, including consonants that have no phonemic
voiced partner (making such voiced consonants allophones only). Assimilation of voicing
across the word boundary is discussed in Section 3 of Chapter 6.
This is the first presentation of alternate spellings of certain phonemes. The alternate
spellings have a logical relationship to the phonemes. In general, the alphabet spelling of a
voiced consonant, such as -,- for /a/, is the alternate spelling for the phoneme’s unvoiced
partner, in this case /o/ (unpalatalized and palatalized). Only the letters that are read as voiced
in other circumstances are of concern here. The associated phonemes are the following when
not voiced due to assimilation across the word boundary.
Sound

Cyrillic

/o/

-,

/o&/

-,m
The phoneme /o/ is the unvoiced partner of /a/. Under most conditions, when the

Cyrillic letter -, ends a Russian word, it is read as /o/. A letter -, when followed only by the
soft sign (-m-) is still treated as a final consonant, and so is read as /o&/.
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Examples:
pe,

/yto/

a tooth

cnjk,

/rsn4o/

a post; a pillar; a column

crjh,m

/rjnq&o&/

sorrow; grief

ps,m

/y0o&/

rippling (on a surface)

Sound

Cyrillic

/e/

-d

/e&/

-dm
The phoneme /e/ is the unvoiced partner of /u/. Under most conditions, the Cyrillic

letter -d in the final position is read as the phoneme /e/. Final letter -d when followed by the
soft sign (-m-) is read as /e&/.
Examples:
rhjd

/jqne/

a shelter

ktd

/k&De/

a lion

Ghjrjamtd

/oq@!jne&iHe/

Prokofiev

rhjdm

/jqne&/

blood

wthrjdm

/!srDq&jUe&/

a church
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Sound

Cyrillic

/j/

-u
The phoneme /j/ is the unvoiced partner of /f/. Under most conditions, final letter -u

is read as /j/. Final Cyrillic -um does not occur in Russian.273
Examples:
lheu

/cqtj/

a friend (masculine)

,thtu

/!a&dq&Hj/

a coast; a shore; a river bank

cytu

/r&IDj/

snow

Sound

Cyrillic

/s/

-l -l

/s&/

-lm -lm
The unvoiced partner of the phoneme /c/ is /s/. Final letter -l is read as /s/, and final

Cyrillic -lm, as /s&/.
Examples:
j,tl

/@!a&Ds/

midday meal; lunch

cfl

/r@s/

a garden

jn]tpl

/@s!iDrs/

departure

gkjoflm /!o4nR&R&hs&/
uhelm

273

/fqts&/

a space; a square (plaza)
chest; breast

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 220–221.
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Sound

Cyrillic

/R/

-;; -;m
The unvoiced partner of the phoneme /Y/ is /R/. Both final letter -; and final Cyrillic

-;m are read as /R/, because /Y/ is generally not palatalized, and its unvoiced partner, /R/,
follows the same rule.
Examples:
yj;

/mnR/

a knife

cdt;

/r&u&DR/

fresh; cool (short form, masculine adj.)

kj;m

/4nR/

a lie

vjkjl/;m

/lU4@!c&nR/

the youth; young people

Sound

Cyrillic

/r/

-p

/r&/

-pm
The unvoiced partner of the phoneme /y/ is /r/. Final letter -p is read as /r/, and final

Cyrillic -pm, as /r&/.
Examples:
ukfp

/f4@r/

an eye

ck/p

/rk&nr/

of (the) tears (genitive plural form)

ryzpm

/j&I`r&/

(a) prince

vfpm

/l@r&/

grease; ointment
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CHAPTER 5 – The Palatalization Process
When palatalization occurs, it is integral to the affected
phoneme, but when a palatalized phoneme occurs in a Russian
word, it often affects the other sounds around it, especially
preceding phonemes. On one level, palatalization is allophonic,
as it modifies a phoneme without changing its larger class. Yet,
in Russian, palatalization has a phonemic quality, as well, in
that the meaning of a word can be changed if one palatalizes
(or not) incorrectly. Determining the effect of palatalization
and its intra-word boundaries requires an approach that, in this
text, is called the Palatalization Process.
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Palatalization: Overview
There are two large parts to developing a practical process of determining
palatalization in Russian words. There are the phonetic and phonological rules, which are
symbolically expressed through the IPA, but there is also the reading of the Cyrillic letters,
some of which act as indicators of palatalization. The phonemic and the orthographic are
often conflated in Russian diction guides, but the following attempts to keep the threads
separated yet intertwined, in the application of the palatalization process.
Palatalization directly affects consonants (though vowels are secondarily influenced),
and one must discern from the spelling of words which consonants are palatalized. The
Cyrillic letters do not depict or indicate palatalization themselves [though /sR&/ (-x-) and /R&R&/
(-o-) are intrinsically palatalized], so Russian consonants are either orthographically
indicated as palatalized by a following letter or a sign, or they are phonetically influenced by
the palatalized feature of a subsequent consonant [including /i/ (-q-)]. This latter adjustment
is the first example of assimilation in consonants (discussed later.)
At the most basic level, one encounters the palatalized consonant phoneme paired
with a vowel. Such a pairing is orthographically represented by a consonantal letter plus one
of the indicator letters or sign [z- (/i@/), -t- (/iD/), -/- (/in/), -.- (/it/), -b- (/h/), or the soft
sign, -m- (/&/)]. For example, the letter cluster -nz- represents the palatalized consonant
phoneme /s&/ paired with the vowel phoneme /@/, producing the phonemic cluster /s&@/.
Secondarily, when a palatalized consonant phoneme ends a Russian word, it must be
represented by the written pairing, consonant+soft sign (-m-), as in the Russian word vfnm
(mother), /l@s&/. Since there is a Russian word vfn, without the soft sign, meaning
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checkmate or floor mat, these two words (minimal pair) show how a palatalized consonant
can be a phoneme. The third level of consonant palatalization occurs when one consonant
precedes another consonant that is already palatalized.
Just as one consonant can be articulated with the tongue in the palatalized shape, so
can a cluster of consonants be executed. This potential demonstrates the influence of
palatalization, technically called regressive assimilation of palatalization. Once a consonant
is determined to be palatalized, then that consonant can be a palatalizing agent. This kind of
influence [assimilation] can then work backwards [regressive] through all preceding
consonants (even affecting vowels), until some kind of strong boundary is reached.
Therefore, a process of applying the articulation and determining the boundaries must be
constructed.
The Palatalization Process
The foundation of the process is mechanical. A singer must:
1) prepare the tongue by arching it and placing it up into the dome of the
hard palate, and then
2) execute the consonant with the tongue still in the arched shape, and
finally
3) proceed to a peeling action while voicing the cardinal vowel that follows
[except for /h/ (-b-), which maintains the arched position during
phonation].
Yet first, a singer must determine exactly what should get palatalized in any Russian
word. The analysis requires three steps: first, the orthographic palatalizing indicators and
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phonemic palatalizing agents must be identified; second, the boundaries beyond which
palatalization cannot occur must be established; and third, adjustment to some vowels must
be determined, if preceding a palatalized consonant or in an interpalatal position. This is most
practically and quickly done by considering the Cyrillic letter and sign indicators and
applying the phonological rules as reading rules.274
Since one consonant can be a palatalizing agent of preceding consonants, one must
determine that the first consonant is palatalized. This is done by the indicator letters or sign
already mentioned. Locating any of the indicator letters or any occurrence of the soft sign,
then noting the preceding consonant, usually satisfies the first objective of the process. Next,
to determine the points across which palatalization cannot occur, the boundaries must be
defined. The boundaries are generally set as follows:
1) a consonant that is generally not palatalized, as represented by the letters,
-i-, -;-, or -w-;
2) the hard sign, -]- (except when -d-, -c-, or -p- precedes the hard sign);
3) a vowel, though this vowel may be the last element to be influenced;
4) a new palatalizing agent, which then establishes a new point of regressive
influence;
5) the word boundary (except when a word begins with an indicator letter,
other than -b-, and the preceding word ends in -d-, -c-, or -p-);
6) punctuation, especially a period (.). The punctuation boundary is absolute.
No assimilation of any sort crosses punctuation.
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The term reading rules is commonly used by Russian pedagogues to discuss the application of
phonological processes when reading in Cyrillic.
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Note:

The word boundary can be crossed by other forms of assimilation, but it is
not crossed by palatalization, except for rule #5, above.275

The third and final step is to determine if any vowels change to a more closed allophone due
to being followed by a palatalized consonant or being interpalatal. The vowels with which to
be concerned are, in stressed syllables, /@/–/i@/ (as -f- or -z-) and /D/–/iD/ (as -t- or -'-), and
the unstressed allophones [H]or [iH] (which can be represented by any of the indicator letters,
above). When /@/–/i@/ (spelled -z-), /D/–/iD/ (spelled -t-), and their unstressed allophone [H]–
[iH], are followed by palatalized consonants, they are considered to be interpalatal (placed
between palatalizing agents), and so change phonetically to [`]–[i`], [d]–[id], and /h/–[ih\,
respectively. The vowel /D/, when spelled -'-, is not found in positions representing
interpalatalization, but shifts from /D/ to [d], when followed by a palatalized consonant. The
allophone [`], when spelled -f-, only occurs when interpalatal and in the stressed syllable.
When the letter -f- is in both an unstressed and interpalatal position, it will be read as /h/.
The complete process by which palatalization is determined when phonetically
transcribing a Russian word is as follows. A singer should:
1) syllabify each word, so that each syllable ends in a vowel or /i/ [-q-]
(except, of course, one-syllable words);
2) determine if there are any indicators of palatalization in each word, starting
from the final letter and moving left;
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Derwing and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 81–83.

208
3) if an indicator is found, then move one letter to the left of it and determine
if that letter represents one of the above boundaries or a palatalizable
consonant;
4) if the letter represents a boundary, then move along looking for other
indicators;
5) if the represented consonant adjacent to the indicator is palatalizable, mark
it as such in the transcription using the [&] symbol and move one more letter
to the left and continue as above;
6) mark each palatalized consonant with [&] as determined, including in
clusters (see limiting rules, below);
7) when the final boundary is reached, the process is finished, except, if the
boundary is one of the vowels in one of the conditions described in the
previous paragraph. Then the appropriate fronting adjustments should be
made.
Reminder: All vowels preceding palatalized consonants are fronted, even more so
when interpalatal. These adjustments are natural to the palatalization
process, yet only [i`], [`], [id], and [d] are formally recognized in Russian
lyric diction as secondary allophones or allophonic clusters.
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In Russian, there is a rather broad variation in the consonants that can be regressively
influenced by other palatalized consonants. The spectrum spans from nearly all secondary
consonants in a cluster being palatalized to very few. Russian lyric diction follows the
traditions of Old Muscovite pronunciation, which in turn, palatalizes nearly all secondary
cluster members. The following is a list of the more universal limitations to the palatalization
of secondary consonants within clusters.276
1) Do not regressively palatalize /4/ within a cluster except when the letters are
doubled: -kkm- → /k&k&/.
2) Do not regressively palatalize /q/ within a cluster except when the letters are
doubled [-hhm- → /q&q&/] or directly following -b-, -t-, or -'- (in the stressed
syllable only).277 See examples of the latter in footnote.
3) Do not regressively palatalize /n/ (-y-), except before another palatalized /m/
or dental consonant.
4) Only regressively palatalize a velar consonant (/j/, /f/, or /w/) before
another palatalized velar consonant.
5) Only regressively palatalize a labial consonant (/a/, /o/, /u/, or /e/) before
another palatalized labial consonant.
The following examples begin simply and advance in length and complexity of word.
Each step of the process above is explained in notes or shown graphically.
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The rules on limiting regressive palatalization within a consonant cluster are derived from Derwing
and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 76–87.
277
Derwing and Preistly, 86–87, examples: cvthnm /r&l&dq&s&/ (death); nthgtnm /s&hq&!o&ds&/ (to endure);
rbhgbx /j&hq&!o&hsR&/ (a brick).
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cnjk (table): one syllable; no palatalizing indicators; all hard: /rsn4/.
cnjkm (so adv.): one syllable; one indicator sign (-m-); preceding consonant (/4/) is
palatalizeable; next in line is a vowel (/n/) [boundary #4]; no other palatalizing indicators; /4/
is the only consonant to be palatalized: /rsnk&/.
vfnm (mother): one syllable; one indicator sign (-m-); preceding consonant (/s/) is
palatalizeable; next in line is a vowel (/@/) [boundary #4]; no other palatalizing indicators; /s/
is the only consonant to be palatalized: /l@s&/.
vznm (to knead): one syllable; two indicators (-m- and -z-); preceding consonants, /s/ and /l/,
respectively, are palatalizable; /l/ is word boundary [#5]; vowel /@/ (spelled -z-) is
interpalatal, and so is fronted, /@/ to [`]: /l&`s&/.
,jkmijq (big, large, grand): two syllables; two indicators (-m- and -q-); /i/ (-q-) preceded by
vowel /n/ [boundary #4]; consonant preceding -m- (/4/) is palatalizable; next in line is another
/n/-vowel [boundary #4]; no other palatalizing indicators; /4/ is the only consonant to be
palatalized: /a@k&!Rni/.
ctcnh/yrf (a little sister): three syllables; two indicators, -/- and -t-; consonant preceding
-/-, /q/, is palatalizable; next two preceding consonants (/s/ and /r/) are palatalizable; next in
line is a new palatalizing indicator (-t-) [boundary #3]; entire cluster of /rsq/ is palatalized;
the letter -t- is in the unstressed syllable, so would be read as [H], but it is also interpalatal,
thus [H] is fronted to /h/; the letter -t- in a new indicator and /r/ is palatalizable; initial /r/ is
word boundary [boundary #5], therefore: /r&h!r&s&q&nmj@/.
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cbvvtnhbxtcrbq (symmetrical): bold = indicator letters; | = boundary; → = “becomes”;
bold+underline = interpalatal
cb vvt nhb xt crbq → |cb| vvt| nhb| xt| crbq → |c&b| v&v&t| n&h&b| xt| crbq →
/r&hl&l&H!s&q&hsR&Hrj0i/ → /r&hl&l&h!s&q&hsR&Hrj0i/ (reflects OM Stage style)
It must be noted that present day palatalization rules in Russian are more complex
than presented here. Some simplification comes from the fact that lyric diction borrows from
the Old Muscovite tradition, in which more palatalization occurred than does today. A few
more sophisticated rules about regressive palatalization are discussed in Chapter 6 (Section 3,
“Types of Assimilation”). Singers may experience native-Russian authorities who demand
adherence to more complex practices. Those singers will have to listen carefully, mark their
scores, and practice. This guide can only offer a reasonable baseline from which to start.
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CHAPTER 6 –
Applied Assimilation in Russian
Assimilation (of which some palatalization is part) has the greatest
effect upon consonants when in clusters and in the final position
across the word boundary. This chapter covers the changes and
adjustments made to the reading of the Cyrillic consonantal letters in
various, commonly found clustered forms and across boundaries. It
also completes the entries to the Russian speech sound palate, and
concludes with a chart that reviews the phoneme-to-Cyrillic letter
correlations for the consonants, and a grand chart of all the Cyrillic
letters paired with their various pronunciations in Cyrillic
alphabetical order.278
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The rules presented in this chapter are generally derived from two sources: Derwing and Priestly,
Reading Rules for Russian, 30–59, 66–75, 135–143; and Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie
[Russian Literary Pronunciation], 80–82, 94–103, 106–107, 128–152, 216–273.
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Section 1 – Consonant Clusters
Pronouncing consonant clusters in Russian integrates all the aspects of Russian
phonology presented so far, and more. The analytical process involves taking the given
consonant phonemes, applying the rules of assimilative voicing, defining inhibiting
boundaries, determining any special pronunciations (possibly deleting a phoneme from what
is suggested by the letters of a cluster or causing a cluster of consonantal letters to be read
like a single phoneme) and, if appropriate, applying the palatalization process to the cluster.
The baseline approach to consonant clusters in Russian is to pronounce each
consonant member in the cluster and to determine the voicing of all the consonants based
upon the status of the last member of the cluster. A basic rule of voicing is that the sonorant
consonant phonemes (/4/, /l/, /m/, and /q/, with palatalized versions) do not influence the
voicing of preceding, unvoiced consonants and are never devoiced themselves in lyric diction
(devoiced sonorants can occur in spoken Russian). Also, the phoneme /u/ (-d-) has no
assimilative voicing influence of its own, but is influenced by most other consonants. Finally,
the phonemes /R/, /Y/, /sR/, and /R&R&/ often have special influence upon other consonant
phonemes, and there are many clusters of Cyrillic letters in varying lengths (2, 3, 4, etc.) of
which their reading pronunciation does not match what is suggested by the letters
themselves. These special cases are covered in Section 2.
The present section defines regressive assimilation of voicing and covers its effect
upon individual consonants and alternate spellings. Then special cases of consonantal letter
clusters are discussed, encompassing two letters (including doubled consonants), three
letters, four letters, and certain clusters with the soft sign (-m-) and/or certain vowels
contained within them. As in the previous chapter, the palatalization process is applied to all
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members of a consonant cluster to determine which members are subject to palatalization. In
most cases, if the last consonant in a cluster is palatalized, then each preceding consonant in
the cluster will be palatalized, if no superseding rules prevent it.
Regressive Assimilation of Voicing
Regressive assimilation of voicing occurs when one consonant phoneme takes on the
voicing quality (voiced or unvoiced) of an immediately following consonant phoneme.
Regressive assimilation of voicing is phonetic, that is, the backward influence of voicing is
about sounds altering sounds. In concrete practice, though, assimilation affects how the
letters of a word are read, so an approach commonly employed is called reading rules. A
basic example of reading rules involves reading a pairing of two consonantal letters
(disregarding palatalization, the sonorants, the phoneme /u/ (-d-), or other special cases). The
second letter of such a pair is read as the indicated phoneme with its natural voicing, then the
first letter in the pair may be read with the voicing of the second. Phonetically, if the first
phoneme has the same voicing as the second, then nothing changes, but if the first phoneme
is of the opposite voicing as the second, the first takes on the voicing quality of the second,
so that the voicing of the entire cluster is that of the final member. For example: -nr- is read
as /sj/, and -lu- as /cf/; but -nu- is read as /cf/, and -lr- as /sj/.
As with palatalization, the influence of voicing can step backward through clusters of
several consonants, because as each member of the cluster is influenced by the previous, that
member then becomes a new agent of influence. Therefore, barring any special conditions or
rules, if the last member of a four-consonant cluster, made of a mix of naturally voiced and
unvoiced consonants, is unvoiced, then the entire cluster is unvoiced (the same works for the
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voiced case). Some examples are: -gcr- is read as /orj/, but -gcu- as /ayf/; and -r,cn- is read
as /jors/, but -r,cl- as /fayc/.
Reminder: Since consonant phonemes (except sonorants) in the final position are
always unvoiced, only regressive voicing can occur across the word
boundary, (see Ch. 4, Sec. 4 and Section 3, below,).
Below, in the form of reading rules (letter first, then how to read it), the individual Cryillic
letters are presented, each with its alternative phoneme and the conditions under which such
alteratives occur in two letter clusters. Many of these phonemes can be palatalized as well.
Cyrillic

Read as

,

/o/; /p&/

when followed by an unvoiced consonant phoneme.

The Cyrillic letter -,-, normally read as /a/, is read as unvoiced /o/, when followed by
an unvoiced consonant phoneme. Pertinent to clusters of only two consonantal letters, the
letters associated with the unvoiced phonemes are -r-, -g-, -c-, -n-, -a-, -[-, -w-, -x-, -i- and
-o- (the clusters -,g- and -,a- are generally not found within Russian words).
Examples:
nhe,rf

/!sqtoj@/

a tube; a pipe

f,ctyn

/@o!rDms/

absinthe

j,ctcnm

/@o&!r&dr&s&/

to sit around (coll.)

j,njxbnm

/@os@!sR&hs&/

to grind smooth (perfective)

j,[jl

/@o!wns/

a going around; a bypass; the rounds
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Examples (cont’d):
cnjk,ws

/rs@4o!sr0/

ujke,xbr

/f@!4tosR&hj/ my dear fellow (literally: little pigeon man)

j,ibnm

/@o!R0s&/

to edge; to trim (perfective)

j,obyf

/!noR&R&hmU/

a community; a commune

Cyrillic

Read as

u

/j/

columns (of print)

when followed by unvoiced consonant phonemes except /j/ and /sR/.

Cyrillic -u-, normally read as /f/, is read as unvoiced /j/, when followed by an
unvoiced consonant phoneme except /j/ (-r-) and /sR/ (-x-). The most common letters for
unvoiced consonant to follow -u-, other than -r- and -x-, in Russian words, are -c-, -n- and
-i-.279 The special cases of -r- (/j/) or -x- (/sR/) following -u- are covered in Section 2. Due
to an exception (#4) to the rules of regressive palatalization (Chap. 5), the /k/-phoneme
spelled -u- is not found in the palatalized form.
Examples:

279

ek/ucz

/t!k&njr@/

(he) laid down; (it) subsided

yjunb

/!mnjs&h/

fingernails; toenails

vjuibq

/!lnjR0i/

(someone) who was able…

,th/uibq

/a&H!qnjR0i/

(someone) who was saving; protecting…

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 220.
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Cyrillic

Read as

l

/s/; /t&/

when followed by unvoiced consonant phonemes. Pairings with -c-,
-w-, -x-, -i- or -o- create special cases (Section 2).

Cyrillic -l-, normally read as /c/, is read as unvoiced /s/, when followed by unvoiced
consonant phonemes. This is true for all unvoiced consonants, but when /s/ combines with
/r/, /sr/, /sR/, /R/ or /R&R&/, the resulting clusters are pronounced like different existing
phonemes and so are included in Section 2 with the special cases of assimilation. When the
cluster produces a double set of /s/-phonemes, it is pronounced with a slight lengthening of
the stop: /s9/. This elongated stop is not emphasized as it is in Italian, but is only slightly
longer than a single /s/-phoneme.
Examples:
djlrf

/!unsj@/

vodka

yflgbcm

/!m@s&o&hr&/

an inscription

gjlnsrfnm

/o@s90!j@s&/

to tuck in (or under)

gjlafhybr

/o@s!e@qIhj/

a parking light

gjl[jl

/o@s!wns/

an approach

gjlrblsi

/o@s&!j&hc0R/

a foundling child
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Cyrillic

Read as

;

/R/

when followed by unvoiced consonant sounds. The cluster -;x- is
a special case (Section 2).

Cyrillic -;-, normally read as /Y/, is read as unvoiced /R/, when followed by unvoiced
consonant phonemes. Not all of the letters for unvoiced consonants can be found following
the letter -;-, but the most common are -r-, -n- and -c- (generally as part of verb forms that
end in -mcz). Like its voiced partner, /R/ is not palatalized even when followed by an indicator
of palatalization. The case of -x- (/sR/) following -;- is covered in Section 2.
Examples:
kj;rf

/!4nRj@/

a spoon

hj;rb

/!qnRj&h/

small horns (of animals)

ve;crjq /ltR!rjni/ masculine; male
yte;nj

/IH!tRsU/

Really? (var. of yte;tkb /IHt!Ydk&h/)

ht;mcz

/!q&DRr@/

Start fighting! (swords) [fig.; fam. imp. of htpfnmcz]

Cyrillic

Read as

p

/r/; /s&/

when followed by unvoiced consonant phonemes. The clusters -piand -px- are special cases (Section 2).

Cyrillic -p-, normally read as /y/, is read as unvoiced /r/, when followed by unvoiced
consonant phonemes. Not all the letters for unvoiced consonants can be found following the
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letter -p-, but the most common are -r-, -g-, -c-, -n- and -w-.280 The cases of -i- (/R/) and -x(/sR/) following -p- are covered in Section 2.
Examples:
vfprb

/l@!r&j&h/

dabs; strokes (with paint)

bp-gjl

/hr˛oUs/

from under (prep.; spoken without stress)

uhspcz

/!fq0r9@/

(it) fought (male animal)

ktpnm

/k&dr&s&/

to climb

j,hfpwjdsq

/@aq@r!srnu0i/ model; exemplary (adj.)

Cyrillic

Read as

r

/f/

when followed by voiced consonant phonemes (not the sonorants or /v/).

Cyrillic -r- is read as voiced /f/, when followed by a voiced consonant phoneme (/a/,
/f/, /c/, /Y/, or /y/). In practice, though, the letter -r- is rarely followed by any letter for a
voiced consonant other than -p- (/y/), and even those words tend to be uncommon. Due to an
exception (#4) to the rules of regressive palatalization (Chap. 5) the palatalized form of the
/f/-phoneme spelled as -r- is not found.
Reminder: The sonorant phonemes (/4/, /l/, /m/, and /q/, along with their palatalized
versions) do not influence the voicing of preceding, unvoiced consonants.
Also, the phoneme /u/ (-d-) has no assimilative voicing influence.

280

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 236–238.
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Examples:
fytrljn

/@IHf!cns/

anecdote

'rpfvty

/Hf!y@l&Hm/

examination

djrpfk

/u@f!y@4/

station (railroad)

'rptvgkzh

/HfyDlo!k&@q/ or /Hfy&Hlo!k&@q/

Cyrillic

Read as

c

/y/; /y&/

copy; specimen

only when followed by the voiced consonant phonemes /c/, /f/, /y/
or /a/.

Cyrillic -c-, normally /r/, is read as the voiced /y/, when followed by /c/, /f/, /y/ or /a/
only (/u/ does not carry such influence). Palatalization may occur as well. The phoneme /Y/
has a special influence (Section 2). When a cluster produces a double set of /y/-phonemes, it
is pronounced with a slight lengthening of duration: /y9/.
Examples:
c,jh

/yanq/

a collection

ghjcm,f

/!oqny&a@/

a request

clfdfnm

/yc@!u@s&/

to hand in; to turn in

cltkrf

/!y&c&D4j@/

a transaction; a deal

cujdjh

/!yfnuUq/

a conspiracy; collusion

cub,

/y&f&ho/

a fold; a crease

cpflb

/!y9@c&h/

in back; behind; from behind (adv.)
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Cyrillic

Read as

n

/c/; /d&/

if followed by the voiced consonant phonemes /a/, /f/, /c/, /Y/ or /y/.

Cyrillic -n-, normally /s/, is read as the voiced /c/, when followed by one of the voiced
consonant phonemes /a/, /f/, /c/, /Y/ or /y/. The sonorants and /u/ have no effect.
Palatalization may occur as well. When a cluster produces a double set of /c/-phonemes, it is
pronounced with a slight lengthening of the stop: /c9/. This elongated stop is not emphasized
as it is in Italian, but is only slightly longer than a single /c/-phoneme. Voicing of this
phoneme can also occur across word boundaries (Section 3).
Examples:
jn,jq

/@c!ani/

a retreat (from battle)

jnuflrf

/@c!f@sj@/

an answer; a solution

jnpbvjdfnm /@c&y&hl@!u@s&/ to get through the winter
jnlfdfnm

/@c9@!u@s&/

to give back; to return (something)

jnltk

/@!c&9D4/

a section; a department; a branch (military)

jn;bvfnm /@cY0!l@s&/

to wring out; to squeeze out

jnpsd

/!ncy0e/

a review; a comment

vfnm ,s

/!l@c&˛a0/

the mother would…

njn ;t

/!snc˛Y0/

the same (as)
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Cyrillic

Read as

a

/u/

when followed by the voiced consonant phoneme /f/ only in the word
Faufybcmfy (Afghanistan) and any derivatives. This case is unique in
Russian.

Cyrillic -a-, normally /e/, is generally not followed by voiced consonants in Russian,
except for the unique case of the word Faufybcnfy (Afghanistan) and its derivative terms. In
these cases the letter -a- is read as /u/. The letter -a- is rarely followed by any consonant in
Russian, and most of those words are of foreign origin. 281
Examples:
Faufybcnfy

/@ufUIh!rs@m. Afghanistan

faufyws

/@u!f@msr0.

Afghanis (pl.)

faufycrbq

/@u!f@mr&j&hi.

Afghan or Afghani (adj.)

Cyrillic

Read as

w

/cy/

internally, only in some non-Russian proper names when followed
by a voiced consonant. This is obviously rare.

Cyrillic -w-, generally /sr/, is not followed by voiced consonants (other than the
sonorants and -d-, which have no voicing influence) in Russian words, except in some
foreign proper names and compound words. In these cases, -w- is read as the voiced cluster
/cy/.282 The phoneme /sr/ can be voiced due to assimilation across the word boundary.

281
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Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 268.
Ibid., 270.
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Examples:
Idfhw,thu

/!Ru@qc˛ya&Hqj.

Schwarzberg

Kfj Wps

/4@n!cy0.

Lao Tse (or Lao-Tsu)

rjyathtyw-pfk /jUme&H$q&Dmcy!y@4.

Cyrillic

Read as

x

/cY&/

conference room

when followed by a voiced consonant, but this is very rare, internally.
Usually such voicing will occur across word boundaries (Section 3).

Cyrillic -x-, generally /sR&/, is usually not followed by voiced consonants (other than
the sonorants and -d-) in Russian words, but if it happens, -x- is read as the voiced cluster
/cY&/.283 The /sR&/-phoneme can be voiced in cases of assimilation across the word boundary
(Section 3).
Examples:

283

fkx,f

/@4cY&!a@.

greed

yfxlbd

/m@cY&!c&he.

division commander

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 271.
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Cyrillic

Read as

i

/Y/

when followed by a voiced consonant, but this is very rare, internally.
Usually such voicing will occur across word boundaries (Section 3).

Cyrillic -i-, generally /R/, is usually not followed by voiced consonants (other than
the sonorants and -d-) in Russian words, but if it happens, -i- is read as the voiced phoneme
/Y/.284 The /R/-phoneme can be voiced in cases of assimilation across the word boundary
(Section 3).
Example:
djki,f

/u@4Y!a@.

witchcraft

Cyrillic Letters -g-, -[-, and -oThe consonants /o/ (spelled -g-) and /w/ (spelled -[-) are not found before voiced consonants
within Russian words,285 so neither phoneme is voiced in an interior cluster. The cluster /R&R&/
(-o-) tends not to be followed by consonants other than the sonorants or -d-,286 so this
phoneme, too, is not voiced in such an interior cluster. However, /o/, /w/ and /R&R&/ can be
voiced (/a/, [F] and [Y&Y&], respectively), in cases of assimilation across the word boundary
(Section 3).
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Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 272.
Ibid., 253n and 269n.
286
Ibid., 272n.
285
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Section 2 – Special Cases of Consonant Assimilation in Clusters
Double Consonants
The basic rules for reading and pronouncing double consonants are:
1) Doubled letters that represent consonants are more often read as a single
consonant phoneme rather than as a double or elongated consonant.
2) If read as a double consonant, pronounce the cluster as two consonants
spoken together without a break or shadow vowel in between, or as a
consonant phoneme of double duration.287 Do not treat Russian double
consonants like the Italian counterparts, which can be tripled or
quadrupled for dramatic purpose. Russian double consonants are only a
bit longer in duration than single consonants. Palatalization may be
applied.
3) Some double letter clusters can produce a double consonant reading in
one situation, but be read as only one consonant in another.
4) Unpalatalized double consonants more often occur before the vowels /@/
(-f-), /n/ (-j-), /t/ (-e-) and /0/ (-s-).288
5) Double letter clusters preceding -t- (/D/–[d]), -/- (/n/), -b- (/h/), -.- (/t/),
or -z- (/@/–[`]), are often read as single palatalized consonants, but a few
are read as single only before -t- (/D/–[d]) or -b- (/h/).289
6) The sonorant consonants, /4/, /l/ and /q/, are generally not doubled within
a word.290 The sonorant /n/, also generally not doubled, has several
exceptions.

287

Jones and Ward, Phonetics of Russian, 213–215.
Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 216–268.
289
Ibid.
288
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7) Double consonants that are formed across word boundaries are usually
pronounced as double phonemes.291
The way to produce a Russian double consonant is to think of speaking the single
consonant twice without any break in between. For example, the word jnlfdfnm (to give
back; to return something) can be seen as jn lfdfnm with a pronunciation of /@cc@!u@s&/. If
spoken without any break, the result sounds more like either /@cc@!u@s&/ or /@c9@!u@s&/, but
not like an Italian-style /@c9c@!u@s&/, with an extended stop. When doubling a voiced
consonant (or even a sonorant), the same kind of approach of articulating the phoneme twice
without any break works well. Be sure not to produce a pulsation on the second iteration.
In the entries throughout the rest of this guide, transcribing the double consonant with
double IPA symbols (e.g. /RR/) or a single phonetic symbol with a colon denoting elongation
(e.g. /R9/) are interchangable. A transcription of two spaced IPA symbols with a ligature (e.g.
/Y˛Y/) is employed to depict double consonants across a word boundary (e.g. vsim ;t
/!l0Y˛Y0/ the mouse…). All of these transcription styles should still be pronounced as
prescribed above. Almost all consonants may be found at some time as a double cluster
across the word boundary. If the boundary is phonetically crossable, the two consonants in
this condition are paired as a cluster and pronounced as a double consonant, even if there is
an intervening soft sign.
The following is a list of double letter clusters, their pronunciations and the rules that
govern their articulation. The list is not alphabetical but rather is in the order of complexity
of rule. Generally, singers will only encounter words in which the double consonants follow
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Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 131, 243–255.
Derwing and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 70, 72.
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the default rules. Since most exceptions are found in borrowed words or special terminology,
such words would rarely be used in opera or art song texts. As can be seen in several
examples below, discerning what is a borrowed word and what is not can often be difficult.
Under such cases the singer should refer to a comprehensive Russian pronunciation
dictionary [see Appendix H].

Always Doubled
Cyrillic

Read as

Examples

uu*

/f9/; /f&9/

ktuujhy

/k&D!f9nqm/

leghorn (breed of chicken)

*Found only in unusual loan words limited in occurrence.

ll or nl

/c9/; /c&9/

;; or p; /YY/; /Y&Y&/*
(i-; across
word boundary only)

gjllfnm

gjll/drf

jnlfnm

jnltk

/o@!c9@s&/

/o@!c&9nej@/

/@!c9@s&/

/@!c&9D4/

to kick (pfv)

a long coat

to return (pfv)

;e;;fnm

dj;;b

gjp;t

vsim ;t

/Yt!YY@s&/*

/!unYY0/*

/!onYY0/*

/!l0Y˛Y0/

the reins

later

to buzz

a section

the mouse…

*See Chapter 4, Section 2: A Special Case of Palatalization for explanation of
the two pronunciations.

pp or cp

/y9/; /y&9/

,tppkj,bt

djpphtybt

cpflb

c ptvktq

/a&Hy94nahiH/ /u@!y&9q&dIhiH/ /!y9@c&h/ /y&˛y&hl&!k&di/
a good nature

an outlook

from behind

with land
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Mostly Doubled with Some Exceptions
Cyrillic

Read as

dd

/u9/; /u&9/

when initial; across word boundary.

/u/; /u&/

internally (rare; mostly borrowed words).

Examples
ddjp

ddble

hfddby

d dfpe

d dbkke

/u9nr/

/u&9h!ct/

/q@!u&hm/

/u˛!u@yt/

/u&˛u&h!49t/

importation

in view of

a rabbi

in the vase

in the villa

/a9/; /a&9/

,,

across word boundary.

(g-, across word

/a9/

internally (rare), before /@/ (as -f-), unpalatalized only.

boundary only)

/a&/

internally (rare), before /i/ (-b-), /D/, /d/, or /H/ (as -t-).

Examples
f,,fn

,f,,bn

hj,,th

cth, ,t;bn

rkjg ,s

/@!a9@s/

/a@!a&hs/

/!qna&Hq/

/$r&Dqa&˛a&H!y0s/

/jkna˛a0/

an abbot

babbit metal

a rubber (in cards)

the Serb runs

the bedbug would…

Always Single (except across word boundary)
Cyrillic

Read as

Examples

hh

/q/; /q&/

nthhfcf

nthhbnjhbz

/s&H!q@r@/ /s&Hq&h!snqhi@/
a terrace

a territory

frn/h hfl

frn/h htibk

/@j$s&nq˛!q@s/ /@j$s&nq&˛q&H!R04/
an actor is glad an actor decided
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Usually Single with Exceptions
Cyrillic

Read as

rr

/j/; /j&/

internally, in most cases; when final (rare, mostly as /j/).

/j9/

internally, only in borrowed words or specialized terms.

r-r / u-r

/j9/; /j&9/

across word boundary.

Note: Only the /j/-phoneme, in an internal position, is varied. The letter -ufollowed by -r- across the word boundary is read as a double or elongated
/j9/ or /j&9/. The internal cluster -ur- is a special case covered further on.
Examples
frrjhl

rjrr

rjrrb

/@!jnqs/

/jnj/

/!jnj&h/

a chord (music) a coccus

cocci

vjrrj

,fhfr rhfcty

cytu rhfcbd

/!lnj9U/ /a@!q@j˛!jq@r&Hm/ /rIDj˛jq@!r&he/
mocha

the hut is red

the snow is pretty

/4/; /k&/

internally, in most cases; when final (rare).

/49/; /k&9/

across word boundary; internally, in borrowed words only.

kk

Note: Exception to final consonants rule: dbkk [u&h49] of the villas (gen. pl.), yet
dbkkf [!u&h4@] a villa (nom. sing.).
Examples
,fkkjy

vbkkbjy

/a@!4nm/

/lhk&h!nm/

a bottle; a rubber tire

a million

vekkf

'kkbybpv

/lt!49@/ /Hk&9h!Ihyl/
a mullah

Hellenism

cnjk kfpehty
/$rsn4˛4@!ytq&Hm/
the table is light blue
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Usually Single with Exceptions (cont’d)
Cyrillic

Read as

vv

/l/; /l&/

in most cases, internally or final (rare).

/l9/; /l&9/

across word boundary; borrowed words, internally or final.

Examples
uhfvvfnbrf

uhfvv

rjvvtynfhbq

cevvf

cevvbhjdfnm

/fq@!l@s&hjU/

/fq@l/

/jUl&Hm!s@q&hi/

/!rtl9@/

/rt!l&9hqUuUs&/

grammar

a gram

commentary

a sum

to add up; to sum up

/o/

internally and final before /@/, /n/, /t/, and /0/.

(,-g across word

/o&/

internally before /i/ (-b-), /D/, /d/, or /H/ (as -t-).

boundary only)

/o9/; /o&9/

gg

across word boundary.

Though single /o/ is the preferred reading of -gg- before the vowels /@/ (-f-), /n/ (-j-),
/t/ (-e-), and [0] (-s-), an elongated /o9/-phoneme is a stylistic option, if the double consonant
cluster is sandwiched between two vowels (intervocalic), only if the preceding vowel is in a
stressed position. Therefore, a word such as uheggf (a group) may be pronounced as
/!fqto9@/, but its genitive plural form, uhegg (of the groups), is pronounced as /fqto/.
Examples
jggjpbwbz

fggtnbn

uheggf

uhegg

j, gtxm

/@o@!y&hsr0iH/

/@o&H!s&hs/

/!fqto9@/

/fqto/

/@o&˛!o&dsR/

opposition

an appetite

a group

the groups’

on the stove
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Usually Single with Exceptions (cont’d)
Cyrillic

Read as

aa

/e/; /e&/

da

/e9/; /e&9/

internally (rare exceptions).
internally (very rare), and across word boundary.

Essentially, all Russian words containing the letter -a- (/e/) are words of foreign
origin. Words containing -aa- are rare, and -da- is even more so. On a practical level, a
singer may never encounter these clusters within a word. The most common case is the -d˛ acluster formed across the word boundary, since -d- is one of the most ubiquitous Russian
prepositions, meaning to, into, in or at. Such cross boundary clusters are always double (or
elongated) consonant sounds.
Examples
lbaaepbz

'aatrn

lbaafvfwbz

'datvbpv

d ajhvt

/c&h!ety&hiH/

/H!e&Djs/

/c&he9@!l@sr0iH/

/He&9H!l&hyl/

/e˛!enql&H/

diffusion

an effect

defamation

a euphemism

in good shape

Varied with Complex Rules and/or Many Exceptions
Cyrillic

Read as

yy

/m9/; /m&9/

when a junction to a suffix; across word boundary

./m/;

when part of word root: internally and final (many exceptions).

/m&/

The most common case of -yy- that singers may encounter is when the cluster is at the
junction between a suffix and a root. There are so many exceptions to the “-yy- in a wordroot” rule, that use of a comprehensive Russian pronunciation dictionary is strongly
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suggested (Appendix H). Similarly, when -yy- is final (usually in genitive plural forms of
feminine words), the cluster can be either double or single in pronunciation, so consultation
of a pronouncing dictionary is also recommended. The past passive, deverbal form ending
-yysq is read as a double consonant, but it is considered a special grammatical form and is
discussed in Chapter 8.
Examples (for -yy-)
fyyfks

ntyybc

dfyyf

njyyt

/@!m@40/

/!sDIhr/

/!u@m9@/

/!snI9H/

annals

tennis

a bath(tub)

lkbyysq

dfyy

njyy

jy yfxfk

jy y/c

/!c&k&hm90i/

/u@m9/

/snm/

/nm˛m@!sR@4/

/nI˛!Inr/

long (adj.)

of baths

of tons

he began

he carried

Cyrillic

cc

to a ton (dat.)

Read as

/r9/; /r&9/

when a junction of a prefix or a suffix (some exceptions);
across word boundary.

/r/; /r&/
pc; cmc; /r9/; /r&9/
pmc

when part of word root: all positions (many exceptions).
generally found as junctions of prefixes or suffixes.

The cluster -cc- is one of the more common double letter clusters in Russian and can
occur in any position, initial, interior or final. In the final position, the cluster -cc- is often
read as a single /s/ or /r&/. When interior and as part of the word root, the cluster’s
pronunciation variation is so great that the use of a comprehensive Russian pronunciation
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dictionary is strongly suggested (Appendix H). In the letter clusters directly above, the
internal soft sign (-m-), in the last two, does not indicate palatalization. If the second /r/ of the
cluster is hard, then the whole cluster is pronounced as a hard, doubled /r/-phoneme. The
whole cluster is palatalized, if the second /r/ is palatalized.
Exception:

By the first rule above (junction of suffix), the word heccrbq, meaning

either a male from Russia or the masculine adjective Russian, would be
pronounced with a doubled /r/-phoneme, but it is an exception pronounced with
only a single /r/-phoneme, /!qtr&j&hi/. This distinguishes heccrbq from hepcrbq
(masculine adjectival form of Ruże [a village in central Poland]), pronounced with
a double length /s/-phoneme, /!qtr&9j&hi/. Heccrbq in any declensional form is
pronounced with a single /s/-phoneme (heccrbq, heccrfz, heccrjt, etc.) 292
Examples (for -cc-, -pc-, -cmc-, and -pmc-)
ukbccfylj

rfcctnf

rfccf

vfccbd

'nheccrbq

/f&k&h!r@mcn/

/j@!r&Ds@/

/!j@r9@.

/!l@r&9h.

/D!sqtr&9j&hi/

glissando

cassette

cashier office

mountain range

Etruscan

,tccnhfiybt

hfccvtibnm

rkfcc

vfcc

ccjhf

/a&Hr9!sq@RIhiH/

/q@r&9l&H!Rhs&/

/jk@r/

/l@r9/

/!rnq@/

of the masses

a quarrel

fearlessness

to make laugh (pfv.) a class

uhspcz

ghb,kbpmcz

erhfcmcz

bp ctkf

/!fq0r9@/

/o&q&h!a&k&hr9@/

/t!jq@r9@/

/hr&˛r&H!4@/

Fight!293

Move closer!

Adorn yourself!

292

from the village

c cbhjgjv
/r&˛r&h!qnoUl/
with syrup

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 137; Derwing
and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 72.
293
From the verb uhspnmcz, (of animals) to fight, this imperative might be used as a dog command.
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Cyrillic

Read as

nn

/s/; /s&/

nn; ln

/s9/; /s&9/

when part of a word root, internally (with exceptions).
junction of a prefix or a suffix, and across word boundary.

The cluster -nn- in an interior position of a word root has enough pronunciation
variation, that it is also helpful to use a comprehensive Russian pronunciation dictionary
(Appendix H). Usually, when -nn- is part of a word root, the word is of foreign origin, but
some of these words are pronounced with a single consonant phoneme and others with a
doubled or elongated /s/-phoneme. Also, there are cases in which the clusters -nm˛ n- and -lm˛ nare formed across the word boundary. As per the general rule, these clusters are read as
doubled or elongated /s/-phonemes, but unlike the similar case under -cc-, here, the soft sign
indicates a barrier to assimilation. If the second word in the pairing begins with a hard /s/phoneme, then the two phonemes must be pronounced separately, that is, as a soft /s&/
followed by a hard /s/ as in the phrase vfnm nhelbncz (the mother toils), which is pronounced
as /l@s&sqt!c&hsr@/. On the other hand, if the second word begins with a soft /t&/ phoneme,
then a double /t&/-cluster is formed and is pronounced as such, as in vfnm nthgbn (the mother
suffers), /l@s&˛!s&dq&o&hs/.
Examples (for -nn- and -ln-)
fnnfit

kb,htnnbcn

utnnj

Fnnbrf

jnnelf

jnnbcr

/@s@!RD/

/k&h!a&q&ds&hrs/

/!f&Ds9U/

/!@s&9hjU/

/@!s9tc@/

/!ns&9hrj/

an attaché

a librettist

a ghetto

Attica

from there

a print (imprint)

gjlnsrfnm

gjln/r

jn njuj

/o@s90!j@s&/ /o@!s&9nj/ /@s˛s@!un.
to tuck in

a streak

from that

jn nt[

gjl njgjhjv

gjl n.rjv

/@s&˛s&9Dw. /oUs˛sUo@!qnl/ /oUs&˛s&9t!jnl/
from those

under the ax

under a bale
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Extremely Rare Double Letter Clusters (exclusively borrowed words)
Cyrillic

Read as

-ww-

/s9r/

Examples
gfkfwwj

gbwwbrfnj

/o@!4@s9rn/

/o&hs9r0!j@sn/

palace; mansion

-xx-

/s9R&/

pizzicato

gbxxbrfnj (variant of gbwwbrfnj)
/o&hs9R&h!j@sn/
pizzicato

Special Readings for Certain Letter Clusters
The following consonant clusters generally have one thing in common — the
pronunciation of the cluster does not directly reflect the usually associated phonemes of the
Cyrillic spelling. In most cases, at least one phoneme in the cluster either changes or is
deleted (deletion is a phonological phenomenon in which the articulation of a member of a
cluster disappears. Often the deleted phoneme shares many phonetic features with an
adjacent member). Several changes may seem logical or obvious, in light of the usual rules of
assimilation, but the less obvious cases must be memorized over time. The organization of
the following examples is from shorter to longer letter clusters.
Reminder: the default approach to Russian consonant clusters is to assume that each cluster
member is to be pronounced, apply the rules of regressive assimilation of
voicing, check for the special cases, and then apply any pertinent rules of
regressive palatalization. Finally, a check of the exceptions given throughout this
chapter should cover a good number of unusual cases.
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Two-Letter Clusters that Read as One Double Consonant
Cyrillic Read as Examples

ci; pi /R9/

,tcievyj /a&H!R9tlmU/ noiselessly
ktpibq

/!k&DR90i/

climbing

c ievjv

/!R˛RtlUl/

with noise

,tp ifgrb /a&HR˛!R@oj&h/ without a hat
Cyrillic Read as Examples

p;; c; /Y9/

bp;bdfnm

/hY90!u@s&/

to rid oneself of

c;bufnm

/Y90!f@s&/

to burn

,tp ;tys

/a&HY˛Y0!m0/

without a wife

c ;tyjq

/Y˛Y0!mni/

with the wife

Note: The above pronunciations are based on the phonemes /R/ and /Y/, and are
not palatalized. Also, they will act as boundaries to regressive
palatalization.

Two- and Three-Letter Clusters that Read Like another Consonant or Cluster
Cyrillic Read as Examples

cx; px /R&R&/
;x
cnx; plx
ccx

cxfcnmt

/!R&R&@r&s&H/*

happiness

htpxt

/!qdR&R&H/

harsher

ve;xbyf

/!ltR&R&0m@/

a man; a male human

;/cnxt

/!YnR&R&H/

harder

uhjvjplxt

/fq@!lnR&R&H/

bulkier

hfccxbnsdfnm /q@!R&R&hs0u@s&/

to calculate; to figure

The above clusters are read as if they were spelled using the letter -o-.
*This is an exception to the interpalatal /`/ rule. See Chapter 8, Section 5.
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Two- and Three-Letter Clusters that Read Like another Consonant or Cluster (cont’d)
Cyrillic

Read as

Examples

ni; li; xi /sR9/*

dtnifnm

/u&H!sR9@s&/

to decay

vkflibq

/!l4@sR90i/

younger

kexibq

/!4tsR90i/

better

gjl ifgrjq

/o@sR˛!R@ojUi/ under the cap

Cyrillic

Read as

Examples

l;; n;

[cY9]*

gjl;/u

/o@!cY9nj/

(he) set fire to (past)

jn;bk

/!ncY9h4/

(he) had lived (his) life

gjl ;frtn

/oUcY˛Y@!jDs/

under the jacket

djnxbyf

/!uns&9R&hmU/

the ancestral lands

gjlxfc

/o@!s&9R&@r/

sometimes; at times

jn xthlfrf

/@s&˛s&R&Hqc@!j@/

from the attic

nx; lx

/s&9R&/

The above cluster pronunciations are based on phonemes associated with the letter -x(unvoiced, voiced, and double-stopped).
*The clusters /sR9/ and [cY9] are unpalatalized and are boundaries to palatalization.
The Clusters -nc-, -lc- and -nmcThe letter clusters, -nc-, -lc- and -nmc- have varied reading rules, so each is presented
separately. The first case for -nc-/-lc- is the default, while the rest can be viewed as special.
The particular pronunciation for these clusters generally applies to the junctions of prefixes
and word roots, as well as across word boundaries. These clusters may be palatalized.

238
Cyrillic Read as Examples

nc; lc /s–r/

jncnjznm

/@srs@!i`s&/

to retain; to defend

gjlcrfprf /o@s!rj@rj@/ prompting
jnc.lf

/@s&!r&tc@/

from here

gjlctdfnm /o@s&r&H!u@s&/ to plant
njn cfl

/snsr@s/

gjl ctym. /o@s&!r&dIt/

that garden
under the protection of

The following examples include the clusters -nc-/-lc- and -nmc-/-lmc- as part of the
reflexive verb endings -ncz-/-lcz- and -nmcz-/-lmcz-, respectively. The clusters -nw- and -lwoccur in many words. All of these clusters resemble the reading of the letter -w- (/sr/), but
have an elongated stop on the /s/-portion of the phoneme.
Cyrillic Read as Examples

nc
nmc; lmc

/s9r/

,jbncz

/a@!hs9rU/

regfnmcz /jt!o@s9rU/ to take a bath;
Ekflmcz! /t!4@s9rU/

nw; lw

(he) fears

jnwf

/@!s9r@/

Be settled! (fig.)
of the father

vjkjlws /lU4@!s9r0/ good boys
njn wbhr /sns˛!sr0qj/

that circus

These clusters are treated like unpalatalized /sr/ (-w-). An exception is a derivative of
the word wdtn (a bloom) — jnwdtnfnm (to cease to bloom), pronounced as /@s&˛9r&u&H!s@s&/.
There are other cases where the clusters -nc- and -lc- are read as a /sr/-phoneme, as a portion
of a larger consonant cluster are discussed under clusters of three or more consonants.
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Two-Letter Clusters with Unusual Readings
The changes for the following clusters are not universal (one case is even
exceptional). A limited number of words require these pronunciations, while others do not.
There are no discernable rules as to which words use the special pronunciation, therefore
consulting a comprehensive Russian language dictionary is recommended (Appendix H).
Some of these words are extremely common and will inevitably be encountered by singers in
the Russian vocal literature.
Normally, assimilation involves voicing, palatalization or some element of
articulation that is obviously related to an influencing phoneme, but the assimilative effects
in these clusters neutralize certain articulatory features counter intuitively. In the cases
below, the affected consonant neutralizes a plosive element, leaving only a fricative
articulation that represents a somewhat related but different phoneme.

Cyrillic Read as Examples

xy

/Rm/

BUT:

crexysq

/!rjtRm0i/

boring (adj.)

crexyj

/!rjtRmU/

bored (adv.)

rjytxyj

/j@!IDRmU/

of course, certainly

rjytxysq /j@!IDsR&m0i/

final, last (adj.)

More examples can be found, but these three are the most commonly encountered words with
the pronunciation of /Rm/ for the letter cluster -xy-, and so could be called the crexyj rule.
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Cyrillic Read as Examples

xn

/Rs/

BUT:

xnj

/Rsn/

what (interr.); that (conj.)

xnj,s

/!Rsna0/

in order to

ybxnj

/IH!Rsn/

nothing

ytxnj

/!IdsR&sU/

something

The cluster -xn- is only read as /Rs/ when it is part of the word xnj or its derivatives.
For the sake of memory the case could be called the xnj rule. The exception above is ytxnj,
which may be the only xnj derivative that isnot read with the /Rs/ pronunciation. It also seems
to be the only such word in which the xnj portion is unstressed.

Cyrillic Read as Examples

ur

/wj/
/w&j&/

vzurj

/!l&@wjU/

softly, gently (adv.) [also short adj.]

kturj

/k&Hw!jn/

easily, lightly; slightly (adv.) [also shrt. adj.]

vzurbq /!l&@w&j&hi/ soft, gentle (adj.)
k/urbq /!k&nw&j&hi/

easy, light; slight (adj.)

The letter -u- is read as /x/ or /w&/, when followed by /j/ or /j&/, respectively, within a
word. This specific cluster is very rare internally, and the example words shown above (and
any derivatives) may be unique, but the words are very common. As a mnemonic device, this
case could be called the vzurj/vzurbq rule. It must be emphasized that this special
pronunciation rule applies only to the cluster within a word. It does not hold true across the
word boundary (see Double Consonants: rr, above).
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Cyrillic Read as Examples

/wsR&/

ux

ktuxt

/!k&DwsR&H/

lighter; easier (comp. of k/urbq)

vzuxt

/!l&@wsR&H/

softer; gentler (comp. of vzurbq)

j,ktuxfnm /@ak&Hw!sR&`s&/ to lighten; to ease
cvzuxfnm

/r&l&Hw!sR&`s&/ to soften; to mitigate

This is a related case to the previous, dealing with the same root words, therefore,
many similar qualifications apply. This pronunciation refers to the cluster within a word and
does not apply across the word boundary (the final -u of an initial word would be read as
unvoiced /j/, for example, Jktu xbnftn /!nk&HjsR&H!s@iHs/ Oleg reads). The above case could
be called the ktuxt rule. Note that although /sR&/ is a palatalized phoneme, the preceding /w/phoneme is not palatalized. This is an exception to the normal, regressive assimilation of
palatalization rule.
Russian linguists point to only one exception to this pronunciation rule, which is:
nzuxfqibq /s&hj&!sR&`iR0i/ most severe (superlative of nz;rbq [!s&@Rj0i] severe).294

294

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 145; Derwing
and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 51, 116.
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Deletion in the Reading of Three- and Four-Letter Clusters
There are a large number of three- and four-letter clusters in which one cluster
member is not read; the associated phoneme effectively disappears. Phonologically, this is
known as deletion. In some cases the deleted consonant is phonemically weak, as with the
phonemes associated with the letter -d- (/u/ or /e/) in larger clusters. More often, though, two
consonants share so much of the shape and placement of one or more articulators, as well as
air flow and voicing that it becomes difficult to keep the two phonemes separated. In such
cases, one phoneme fully neutralizes the other, deleting it. Since Russian assimilation is
mostly regressive, the first member of a cluster tends to succumb to the articulation of the
second. The consonant clusters below engage this principle and delete one of their members
in pronuciation. Exceptions are discussed in context.
Following the larger group of member deleting clusters, a pair of clusters are
presented from which the first cluster member is deleted rather than the middle one. The first
case reflects the articulation matching deletion, but the second case seems to be a matter of
historical style rather than a principle of neutralization. Though the phonological reason for
the deletion may be somewhat unclear, the result tends to produce a cluster articulation that is
far easier to pronounce than suggested by the orthography. Once again, the following entries
are presented in the form of reading rules, since phonemically the clusters are just what they
are. Only reading the letters suggests that “something is missing” in the pronunciation.
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Three- and Four-Letter Clusters not Reading Internal -n- or -l-295 (Exceptions Follow)
Cyrillic

cny

ply

cnk

Read as Examples

/rm/

cnhfcnysq

/!rsq@rm0i/

ardent

/r&m&/

xtcnytt

/sR&H!r&IdiH/

more honest (than)

/ym/

gjplyj

/!onymU/

late (adv.)

/y&I/

gjplybq

/!ony&Ihi/

late (adj.)

/r&k&/

cxfcnkbdj

/R&R&@!r&k&huU/

happily

[Conditions for -cnk- to be read as /s4/ seem rare. See exceptions]

cnw; plw

ylw [ynw]

/rsr/

/msr/

bcnwf

/hr!sr@/

of the plaintiff

gjl eplws

/oUctr!sr0/

by the bridle

ujkkfylws

/f@!4@msr0/

the Dutch

[-ynw- seems to exist only in artificially created words]

hlw

/qsr/

cthlwt

cncr

/r&9j&/

vfhrcbcncrbq /lUqj!r&hr&9j&hi/

ylcr; yncr /Ir&j&/

/!r&Dqsr0/

a heart
Marxist (adj.)

ujkkfylcrbq

/f@!4@Ir&j&hi/

Dutch (adj.)

ubufyncrbq

/f&h!f@Ir&j&hi/

gigantic (adj.)

gfhkfvtyncrbq /o@q!4@l&hI˛r&j&hi/ parliamentary (adj.)

295

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 148–151;
Derwing and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 37–40.
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Exceptions and Notes
Cyrillic

Read as

ply

/ycm/; /y&c&I/

All words in which this cluster deletes the /c/-phoneme are ones in which the root of
the word contains the -pl- cluster, yet the -y- is part of a suffix. In other terms, the -l- and the
-y- are morphologically separated. There is a set of words, though, in which the -l- and the y- are part of the word root, while the -p- is a member of a prefix. The root words here are
lyj, which means the bottom and ltymub, which means money. In the case of both lyj and
ltymub, the root form is ly-. The prefixes involved are ,tp-, vtp- and djp-, which have the
meanings of without, in between and repetition, respectively. The resulting words must have
all three letters of the cluster pronounced.296 These exceptional words are:
/!a&Dycm@/

,tplyf

an abyss; a huge amount

[deriv.< ,tp+lyj “without bottom”]
,tpvtplysq

/a&Hy!l&Dycm0i/

gratuitous; charitable

[deriv.< ,tp+vtp+ltymub “without in-between money”]
,tpdjpvtplysq

/a&Hyu@y!l&Dycm0i/ free; unpaid

[deriv.< ,tp+djp+vtp+ltymub “without repetitious in-between money”]
ghb ,tplyt

296

/oq&h!a&Dy&c&IH/

at the abyss (prep. case)

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 148; Derwing
and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 39; Charles E. Gribble, Russian Root List with a Sketch of Word
Formation, 2nd ed (Columbus: Slavica Publishers, Inc., 1981), 40, 23, 28, 19.
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Exceptions and Notes (cont’d)
Cyrillic

Read as

cnk

/rs4/; /s&t&l&/

Words in which the root stem is a form of cnkf- or rjcnkz-297

Examples
cnkfnm

/rs4@s&.

to lay out; to spread out (a table cloth)

cnkfnmcz

/!rs4@s9rU.

to stretch out; to extend

gjcnkfnm

/o@!rs4@s&.

perfective of cnkfnm

rjcnkzdsq /j@!r&s&k&@u0i.

Cyrillic

Read as

yncr

/Is&˛r&j&/; /msrj/

bony thin (adj.)

the default reading of this cluster.

The pronunciation of /Ir&j&/ for the cluster -yncr-, as presented in the earlier section,
is an exception that applies only to the words given in the example. In all other cases, the
cluster is read as if spelled in Cyrillic as -ywr- (though palatalizable), that is, /ntsk/ or
/Is&˛r&j&/.

298

As apparent by the following examples, the exceptional words tend to be more

common than the words using the default pronunciation.
Examples
rjvtylfyncrbq /jUl&Hm!c@Is&˛r&j&hi.

commandant (masc. adj.)

rjvtylfyncrfz /jUl&Hm!c`msrj@i@.

commandant (fem. adj.)

297

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 149; Derwing
and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 39.
298
Avanesov, 150; Derwing and Priestly, 38.
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Three- and Four-Letter Clusters with First Member not Read
Cyrillic

Read as

Examples

kyw

/msr/

cjkywt

/!rnmsr0/ [unique case] the sun

dcnd

/rsu/

xedcndj

/!sRtrsuU/

a sense; a feeling

Plhfdcndeqnt!

/!ycq@rsutis&H/

Hello! (formal)

,tpvjkdcndjdfnm /a&Hy!ln4rsuUu@s&/

/r&s&u&/

xedcndtyysq

/!sRtr&s&u&Hm90i/

to be silent; speechless
sensuous (adj.)

Notes and Exceptions
cjkywt is a unique word with a unique pronunciation. It is therefore assumed that a
singer will not come across the internal cluster of -kyw- in any other Russian word.299
Though the /rsu/ pronunciation applies to all words using the -xedcnd-, plhfdcnd- or
the -vjkdcnd- root stems, the three example words are the most common. Two relatively
common words that lie outside of this pronunciation group are:

299

[dfcnjdcndj

/wuUrs@!ersun/

bragging (n.)

ltdcndtyysq

/!c&de&r&s&u&Hm90i/

virginal (adj.)

Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 151; Derwing
and Priestly, Reading Rules for Russian, 116.
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Review of the Process to Analyze Russian Consonant Clusters
1) Assume that each consonant in the cluster will be pronounced.
2) Apply the rules of regressive assimilation of voicing based upon the final
consonant in the cluster that is not a sonorant or the phoneme /u/ (-d-).
3) Check for double consonants or any special cases and apply appropriate rules.
4) Apply regressive palatalization, if appropriate.
5) Check exceptions entered throughout this chapter (Chapter 6).
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Section 3 – Assimilation Across Word Boundaries
Defining the Word Boundary
Throughout the preceding sections on consonant clusters, the rules either can or
cannot be applied across the word boundary. The boundaries between and within words are
defined by:
1) punctuation (periods, commas, colons, semi-colons)
2) the implied phrase (places of possible pause without punctuation)
3) the individual word
4)

in between a preposition and its object or a prefix/suffix and a word root

5) certain phonemes with specific, absolute qualities that deny some influences
The boundaries listed in #4, above, are of special consideration because, in Russian,
prepositions are usually integrated with the object in pronunciation, as if all one word. Often
prefixes are versions of prepositions that have fused with their objects to make new words of
more specific meaning.
In general, punctuation and implied phrase separation (points where a speaker could
pause without punctuation and still maintain or enhance meaning) present terminal
boundaries which are not crossed by any phenomena of assimilation, including voicing and
palatalization. How to establish an implied phrase boundary is a bit complicated and will be
discussed in some detail further on. On the other hand, preposition and prefix/suffix
boundaries are crossed by the assimilative influence of voicing, but not of palatalization.
Individual words are governed by grammatical relationship. The closer the syntactic
relationship of two words the more likely assimilative influences will cross the boundary
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between them, but as has been discussed already, some assimilation just does not occur
across any external boundaries.
Types of Assimilation
For consonants the types of assimilation that can be encountered in Russian are:
1) palatalization;
2) voicing/devoicing;
3) deletion (disappearing consonants in clusters); and
4) change in articulatory feature (usually from plosive to fricative).
In the latter two cases (deletion and articulatory feature change), neither phenomenon crosses
any boundary between words, and within words (prefix/suffix and roots) the conditions are
very specific and have been discussed within the context of particular clusters and words.
Palatalization, for a majority of cases, neither crosses the word boundary, including
prepositions, nor the prefix/suffix boundary. The exceptions for preposition and prefix/suffix
boundaries, even when a tvyordyǐ znak (-]-) creates the boundary, include:
1) when the preposition ends in the same consonant as the initial letter of the
object word, or the prefix/suffix junction with the root produces a double
consonant and the second consonant in the pair is palatalized; and
2) when the preposition or prefix (only) ends with one of the consonant
letters -d-, -c-, or -p-, and the initial letter of the following word or word
root indicates regressive palatalization.

250
The following examples display the normal condition of no palatalization effects across the
word boundaries. Some exceptions are subsequently listed:
r cthlwe

/j!r&Dqsrt.

to (the) heart

gjl dtxth

/o@c!u&dsR&Hq.

toward evening

j,dbnm

/@a!u&hs&.

to wind around (pfv. of j,dbdfnm)

jnx/n

/@s˛!sR&ns.

an account; a report

/j&˛j&h!nrjt.

toward the kiosk

BUT: r rbjcre

gjl lbdfyjv /oUc&˛c&h!u@mUl.

under the couch

/@s&˛!s&DmUj.

a shade; a hue

/u&!l&hq&H.

in the world

c]tcnm

/r&˛!idr&s&/

to eat (pfv. of tcnm)

bpvtyznm

/hy&l&h!I`s&.

to change; to cheat on (w/ dative)

jnntyjr
AND: d vbht

Regressive Assimilation of Voicing
Voicing assimilation can occur across all boundaries except punctuation or the
implied phrase (numbers 1 and 2 of the boundary list above). The matter of devoicing
assimilation is only pertinent across the prefix/suffix boundary with the root and with the
preposition d (in, into), as all final consonants are unvoiced by rule, and so can only be
voiced by regressive assimilation across a word boundary. The rules of voicing assimilation
relate more to the phonetic pairing across the boundary than the type of boundary and are
complicated by pairings with vowels, with the sonorant consonants [/4/ (-k-), /l/ (-v-), /m/
(-y-), /q/ (-h-) and /i/ (-q-)], and with /u/ or /e/, when spelled with the letter -d-.
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For arcane linguistic reasons in Russian, the phoneme /u/ (or /e/), when spelled with
-d-, has no assimilative power of its own and is completely influenced by the phonemes
around it. If it is followed by a consonant that is not a sonorant, it follows the rules of a nonsonorant consonant, but if it is followed by a vowel or a sonorant, it follows the rules of a
sonorant.300 This phonemic weakness can complicate the application of the rules of voicing
assimilation. A practical technique is to ignore /u/ (-d-) when it is in a position of regressive
influence and to look to the next letter in line to apply its particular influence across both the
/u/-phoneme and the word boundary.
The basic rules for assimilation of voicing across word boundaries are:
1) No consonant assimilates voicing across punctuation or the implied
phrase.301
2) Sonorants and vowels do not influence voicing assimilation across any
boundary, but do allow final voiced consonants of prepositions, particle
contractions, prefixes and word roots (boundary #4) to retain voicing.302
3) When singing Russian, sonorants are never devoiced.
4) All other consonants (non-sonorant) influence assimilation of voicing
across the boundaries of individual, syntactically related words (boundary
#3), between prepositions and objects, between prefixes/suffixes and
roots (boundary #4), and within words (in consonant clusters greater than
two members, the last member in the cluster influences the rest).303
300

Derwing and Priestly, Reading Rules, 43.
Ibid., 45.
302
Ibid., 45–46.
303
Ibid., 44–48.
301
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Here are some examples:
Rule #1:

/!@m@!lnY0so&ds&!c&l&hs&q&hIH!lnY0s/

Fyyf vj;tn gtnm. Lvbnhbq yt vj;tn.
Anna can sing.

Dmitri

cannot.

/c@!atc&Hsm@u@ra4Uf@!c@s&/

…lf ,eltn yf dfc ,kfujlfnm,…
[that]

Rule #2:

may upon you [there] will be a blessing,…

/r@sm@R/

/r@s!@m0/

/r@su@R/

cfl yfi

cfl Fyys

cfl dfi

our garden Anna’s garden your garden
/l&HYm@r/

/a&Hy!@m0/

/q@y!4tj@/

/!idr&k&h˛alnj/

vt; yfc

,tp Fyys

hfpkerf

tckb , vju

a separation

if [one] could

amongst us without Anna
Rule #3:

Rule #4:

/nmk&t!a&h4!s@It/

/@!m@!tYhmoUc@!ins/

Jy k.,bk Nfy.

Jyf e;by gjlf/n

He loved Tanya

She supper serves (She serves supper)

/jnca0/

/fnsoq`!Rn4/

/@cY0!u@s&/ /oUsjt!o@s.]

rjn ,s…

ujl ghji/k

jn;bdfnm

gjlregfnm

A tomcat could…

a year passed

to die out

to bribe

/f˛!c&l&hs&q&hit/ /a&Hr!s@Ih/

/!oqny&a@/

/!q&ds&j@/

r Lvbnhb.

,tp Nfyb

ghjcm,f

htlmrf

to Dmitri’s

without Tanya

a request

a radish

/funr&s&/

/fny&c&a0/

/fny&c&yc@!ins/

/funb&s&!rsnhs/

udjplm

ujcnm ,s

ujcnm clf/n

udjplm cnjbn

a nail

a guest would

the guest is weakening

the nail costs
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The last line of examples displays the power of regressive assimilation of voicing, when
there are no phonological boundaries. In the case of udjplm, the final consonant letter -l- (the
soft sign, -m-, does not count as a consonant) is read devoiced by rule, but it then influences
the preceding consonant (-p-, normally /y/) and devoices it as well. In the last three examples,
the word boundary is crossable, which effectively creates consonant clusters of three and four
letters. Since the last non-sonorant member (not /u/) of such a cluster is the agent of
assimilation across the entire cluster, then each cluster is voiced or devoiced according to that
final member.
Determining the Implied Phrase
Rule #1 of assimilation across boundaries refers to the implied phrase or an implied
break that acts like a point of punctuation. Determining the break point of an implied phrase
can be difficult without strong literacy in the Russian language. It is somewhat easier to
define where an implied phrase break does not occur, than where it does occur. As in most
languages, a subject, verb and object constitute a unit that should not be broken. Modifiers
directly related to these basic parts add to the phrase and are bound to the words they modify.
Prepositions are connected to their objects as a prepositional phrase, but the entire phrase
itself can be one of the first points of an implied phrase break. The prepositional phrase is not
integrally related to the rest of a sentence and may imply a point of pause. Conjunctions that
do not require a separation by comma may still imply a possible pause. Then, in languages
like Russian, in which word order is less important, the syntactical relationship of a group of
words can produce a point of implied pause between words that may seem integrally bound
but really are not. A few examples may help to clarify.
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From “Boris Godunov,” Act II, Pushkin/Musorgsky:
/j@f!atq&@r&l&dq&s&t!mnr&hcY0Ih!w@/

Rfr ,ehz,

cvthnm eyjcbn ;tyb[f…]

Like [a] storm,

death carries away [a] groom…

From “Doubt,” Kukol’nik/Glinka:
/i@!o4@sRtIH˛!u0o4@jUc&˛f@!q&@e˛rk&H!y@w/

z gkfxe,

yt dsgkfrfnm ujhz

d cktpf[.

I am crying, [yet] do not weep out [the] grief

in tears.

From Christ is Risen, Merezhkovsky/Rakhmaninov:
/j@f!c@˛anma04l&HYm@rh!u&hc&H4j`f˛!aq@s@aq@suUy&IHm@!u&hc&H4/

Rjulf ,

Jy ,sk vt; yfc b dbltk…rfr ,hfnf ,hfn djpytyfdbltk,…

When [it] would that He was among us and saw,…

how brother brother deeply hated.
[how brother deeply hated brother]

From To the Children, Khomyakov/Rakhmaninov:
/l@!k&hs9r@c@!atc&Hsm@u@ra4Uf@!c@s&/

…vjkbnmcz, lf ,eltn yf dfc
…to pray,

,kfujlfnm,…

[that] may upon you [there] will be a blessing,…304

In the last two examples, two boundaries and one case of voicing might be more difficult to
discern, if one is not proficient in the Russian language and grammar. In the example from
Christ is Risen, the lone , after Rjulf is a contraction of the particle ,s, which conveys the
subjunctive mood (would that; could that). It retains its voiced sound, because it is followed
by a vowel (rule #2, above). Next, normally, when b /h/ (and), conjoins two subjects, if the
first subject ends in an unpalatalized consonant, the /h/-phoneme changes to the allophone [0].

304

All translations on this page are by Craig M. Grayson
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In the case of “Jy ,sk vt; yfc b dbltk,” vt; yfc (amongst us) is a prepositional phrase
relating to the state of the subject, Jy (He), while b dbltk (and saw) describes the action of
the subject. Two separate clauses are implied (in translation — He was amongst us[,] and
[He] saw…), so that vt; yfc and dbltk are not syntactically related. The result is an implied
phrase break between vt; yfc and b dbltk, which negates the assimilative effect that
changes the reading. Then, in the example from To the Children, the poetic syntax obscures
the relationships, but yf dfc is also a prepositional phrase that implies a phrase break before
,kfujlfnm (a confusing word itself, as it looks like a verb but actually is a noun), and so the
voiced /a/ (-,-) does not regressively influence the final, unvoiced /r/ (-c-) of dfc. It does
require a comfortable knowledge of Russian to do this work by oneself, but most likely, such
cases would be addressed by a native-Russian coach or conductor.

Regressive Assimilation of Voicing Across the Word Boundary
A consequence of voicing assimilation across the word boundary, in Russian, is that
consonant phonemes that are exclusively unvoiced must become voiced allophones. Whereas
unvoiced /s/ (-n-) can be paired with voiced /c/ (-l-), there are no voiced phonemic partners
to the unvoiced consonants /w/ (-[-), /sr/ (-w-) and /sR/ (-x-). The voiced versions of these
phonemes only occur due to regressive voicing, and so are only allophonic. Two of these
voiced allophones are familiar to English speakers, one is not. They are presented in order of
phonetic familiarity, below.
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Cyrillic

Read as

x

[cY&]

when influenced by regressive voicing.

The voiced version of /sR&/, like the -j- in the English words jeans, /cY&h9my/, and jeep,
/cY&h9o/. The Russian allophone is always palatalized.
Examples
ljxm ,s

kex ,sk

gtxm p/hyf

/cncY&˛a0/

/4tcY&a04/

/o&dcY&!y&nqm@.

the daughter would

a ray was

to bake grains

Cyrillic

Read as

w

[cy]

when influenced by regressive voicing.

The voiced allophone of /sr/, like the -ds- in the English words bends, /aDmcy/, and
reds, /¢Dcy/.
Examples
jntw ,s

e gnbw ,sk

/@s&Dcya0/

/t!o&s&hcya04/

the father would

the birds had

,hfntw pyftn
/!aq@s&Hcy!ym@iH.
the little brother knows
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Cyrillic

Read as

[

[F]

when influenced by regressive voicing.

The allophone [F], the voiced version of /w/, is unknown to most English speakers.
One obvious way to practice this sound is to pronounce the unvoiced phoneme of /w/,
sustaining the fricative with the breath, and then activate the voice to produce a sound not
unlike gargling. It may also be noticed that this sound has some relationship to the voiced
phoneme /f/, but /f/ is a plosive whose unvoiced partner is /j/. The allophone [F], like its
unvoiced parent, /w/, is fricative. The singer should be careful not to articulate a French, velar
-r- or German uvular -r-, (/Q/ or /≤/, respectively) for [F]. The allophone [F], like /w/, is
formed on the back of the hard palate not on the soft palate (the velum) or the uvula.
Examples
jy jukj[ ,s

ujhj[ ;t

vjq cke[ ,sk

/nm@!f4nF˛a0/

/f@!qnF˛Y0/

/lnir4tFa04/

he would become deaf

the peas

my hearing was
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Review of the Consonant Sounds and Coinciding Printed Letters
Sound(s) [/standard/; /palatalized/]

Cyrillic letter(s) [print; script] – specific explanations

The Cognates (the same as or recognizably similar to English)
/j/; /j&/

r r; u u – unvoiced when final or due to regressive assimilation

/l/; /l&/

v v – sonorant

/s/; /s&/

n n; l l – unvoiced when final or due to regressive assimilation

/y/; /y&/

p p; c – voiced due to regressive assimilation

/a/; /a&/

, ,; g g – voiced due to regressive assimilation

The Greeks (directly borrowed from Greek, including sound)
/f/; /f&/

u u; r r – voiced due to regressive assimilation

/c/; /c&/

l l g ; n n – voiced due to regressive assimilation

/o/; /o&/

g g; < , – voiced due to regressive assimilation

/f/; /f&/

a a; d d – devoiced when final or due to regressive assimilation

/x/; /x&/

[ [; u u (in the clusters -ur- and -ux-, only)

[F]

[ [ – voiced across word boundary due to regressive assimilation

/4/; /k&/

k k – sonorant

The False Friends (look familiar, but sound different)
/v/; /v&/

d d; a a – in rare cases of regressive voicing assimilation

/m/; /I/

y y – sonorant

/q/; /q&/

h p – sonorant

/r/; /r&/

c c; p p – devoiced when final or due to regressive assimilation
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The Hushers and W (familiar sounds, but highly unfamiliar letters)
Hard:
/Y/; [Y&](rare)

; ;; i i; – voiced due to regressive assimilation
c; p – before voiced -;i i; ; ;; x x – in special cases of the clusters -xn- and -xy-

/R/; [R&](very rare)

c; p – before unvoiced -i/sr/; /s&r&/(very rare)

w w; -nc-; -nmc- – under very specific conditions

[cy]

w w – in cases of regressive assimilation, usually across word boundary

Soft:
/sR&/

x x; – also, in certain special clusters (see Ch 6, S. 2)

[cY&]

x x – due to voicing assimilation (rare internally); in certain clusters (Ch 6, S. 2)

/R&R&/

o o; -;x-; -cx-; -ix-

[Y&Y&]

o o; rare cases of cluster -p;-; rare cases of cluster -;;-

Articulation and Voicing Groups
Dental

Labial

Velar

Unvoiced

Voiced

Unvoiced

Voiced

Unvoiced

Voiced

/r/, /r&/ C c

/y/, /y&/ P p

/o/, /o&/ G g

/a/, /a&/ < ,

/j/, /j&/ R r

/f/, /f&/ U u u

/e/, /e&/ A a

/u/, /u&/ D d

/w/, /w&/ { [ /F/, /F&/

/s/, /s&/ N n n /c/, /c&/ L l
/sr/, /s&r&/ W w /cy/

/l/, /l&/ V v [sonorant]

/m/, /I/ Y y [sonorant]
/4/, /k&/ K k [sonorant]
[velarized when unpalatalized]
Palato-laminal

Alveolar

Unvoiced

Voiced

Voiced

/sR&/ X x [palatalized]

/cY&/

/q/, /q&/ H h p [trilled sonorant]

/R/

/Y/ : ;

Ii

/R&R&/ O o [palatalized] /Y&Y&/
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Cyrillic to Phoneme Index of All Letters in Alphabetical Order
Fff

/@/, [U]; less common: [`], [H], /h/

<,,

/a/, /a&/; /o/, /o&/

Ddd

/v/, /u&/; /f/, /e&/

Uuu

/f/, /f&/; /j/, /j&/; /x/ (in the clusters -ur- and -ux- only)

Lllg

/c/, /c&/; /s/, /s&/

Tt

/D/, /iD/, [d\, [id], [H], [iH], /h/, /ih/; [0] unstressed, after /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), /sr/ (-w-)

?/

/in/, /n/ — diacritical umlaut is rarely printed

:;

/Y/; /R/ — almost always unpalatalized; very rare: [Y&]; /R&R&/ (as cluster -;x-)

Pp

/y/, /y&/; /r/, /r&/; /Y/, /Y9/ or [Y&Y&] (as cluster -p;-); /R/ (as cluster -pi-)

Bbb

/h/ most of the time;
[0] when preceded by /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), /sr/ (-w-);
[0] across the word boundary, when preceded by a hard consonant;
[0] in the adjectival ending -bq, in the style of Stage Pronunciation;
[U] in the adjectival ending -bq, in the style of Old Muscovite

Qqq

/i/ sometimes deleted [e.g. Xfqrjdcrbq /sR&h!jne&r&j&hi/]

Rr

/j/, /j&/; /f/, /f&/

Kkk

/4/, /k&/

Vvv

/l/, /l&/

Yy

/m/, /I/

Jj

/n/, /@/, [U]

Ggg

/o/, /o&/; /a/, /a&/ — only across word boundary due to voicing assimilation

Hhp

/q/, /q&/

Cc

/r/, /r&/; /y/, /y&/; /R/ (as cluster -ci-); /R&R&/ (as cluster -cx-); /Y/ (as cluster -c;-)

Nnn

/s/, /s&/; /c/, /c&/; as part of /sr/, /sR/, [cy], [cY] in certain clusters (see Ch 6, Sec. 2)

Ee

/u/
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Aaa

/f/, /e&/; rare within word: /v/, /u&/ – more common across word boundary

{[

/x/, /x&/; unusual: [F] — across word boundary due to voicing assimilation

Www

/sr/; [cy] — due to voicing assimilation; rare: /s&˛r&/ (see Ch. 6, entry on -w-)

Xx

/sR&/; [cY&] — due to voicing assimilation; /R/ in clusters -xn-; -xy-, only certain words

Ii

/R/; /Y/ — due to voicing assimilation (rare within words); ./R&R&/ (as cluster -ix-)

Oo

/R&R&/; rare: [Y&Y&] — due to voicing similitude

]

hard sign (tvyordyǐ znak); No IPA Symbol

Ss

[0]

m

soft sign (myagkiĭ znak); IPA diacritic, [&]

"'

/D/, [d], [H]

>.

/u/, /it/

Zz

/@/, /i@/, [H], [iH], [U]; less common: [`], [i`], /h/, and [ih]
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CHAPTER 7 –
Syllabic Stress and Vowels:
Spelling and Reading Rules; Shifting Stress
Where the stress or accent falls within a Russian word often
determines the exact sound of the different vowels in the word.
As with the latter sections of the preceding chapter, reading
rules become the practical gateway to pronunciaition. Certain
grammatical processes and forms cause a shift in the stressed
syllable of a word. Knowing when such shifts might happen
can be helpful.
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Syllabic Stress in Russian
Russian places stress or accent on only one syllable in a multi-syllable word (some
compound words have secondary stressed). Also, in the Russian language, prepositions are
bound to their objects syntactically, so the entire prepositional phrase is spoken as if it were
one, continuous word. In such cases, most prepositions are treated as unstressed syllables.
Another kind of word that is treated as an unstressed syllable is the particle (such as, ,s, ;t,
yt and yb). Conjunctions are rarely, if ever, stressed but this does not affect their inherent
pronunciation.
As mentioned in the introduction to this guide, the position of a syllable in relation to
the stressed syllable is often important in determining how a vowel is pronounced. There are
no practical rules to determine which particular syllable is stressed in any specific Russian
word, though there are parts of words (certain prefixes, suffixes, verb particles, verb form
endings, etc.) that are never stressed. Generally, Russian composers, like most composers,
tend to try to set words so that the stressed syllable falls on a strong beat and/or is of longer
duration and, perhaps, is set on a higher pitch melodically. Yet, rational word underlay is
often ignored for the sake of the melodic phrase, and so, cannot be considered a reliable
indicator of a Russian word’s actual syllabic stress pattern. Only a comprehensive Russianlanguage dictionary can be trusted for verification. Complicating matters is the shifting of
stress that can occur in the conjugation of verbs and in the various declensional forms of
nouns, adjectives and adverbs. Though regular patterns of stress shift can be charted,
especially in verbs, there really is no way of determining exactly which word takes on which
pattern by any clear set of rules. So, again, a good Russian dictionary (as well as texts that
specialize in verb conjugation and declensional forms) must be used to find out how the
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stress shifts in such cases. That said, familiarity with what patterns exist, what elements are
always or never stressed, and when stress really matters can be very helpful to accelerate a
singer’s preparation.

Section 1 – When Syllabic Stress Matters: Vowel Spelling and Reading Rules
In review, the major factors that enter into determining which vowel is read for a
certain spelling include what the letter is, what the stressed syllable is, and the relative
position to the stress. Several vowels do not change significantly in pronunciation (in Russian
lyric diction) whether stressed or unstressed. These vowels are: /h/, /t/ (/it/ cluster, as well),
and [0] [-b-, -e- (-.-), and -s-, respectively]. The sounds associated with the letters -e-, -.and -s- do not really vary, and the reading of -b- as /h/ does not change due to its stress
position; rather, assimilative influences rule this vowel. The rest of the Russian vowels are
signficantly affected by stress or position or both, and this affects the reading of the
associated letters.
Several letters, associated with the vowels, each have multiple readings depending
upon its position in a word. When reading the letters -t-, -z- and -'-, only whether they are in
the stressed syllable or not matters, not relative position to stress. Factors other than stress
determine various readings for the letters -t-, -z- and -'- in unstressed syllables. The letter -/can only be written in the stressed syllable, but its reading is affected by some assimilative
factors. The circumstances are very different for the letters -f- and -j- where both stress and
position are important in deciding the proper reading of each. Therefore, in short chart form:
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Letters with Readings Unaffected by Stress or Position
-b-; -e-; -.-; -sLetters with Readings Affected by Stress but not Position
-t-; -z-; -'-; -/- (stressed syllable only)
Letters with Readings Affected by both Stress and Position
-f-; -jThe letter -j- has the greatest variance of reading due to stress and position in
common Russian words. The letter is read as /o/ only when in the stressed syllable
(unstressed in certain foreign words), as /@/ in the immediate pre-stress position or initial,
when an unstressed; and as [U] in any post-stress position or in a remote pre-stress position
when not the initial letter. Here are some examples indicative of the reading rules and the
importance of syllabic stress when reading the letter -j-.
vjkjrj

/lU4@!jn/

milk

jrjkj

/!njU4U/

near; about

jryj

/@j!mn/

a window (nom. sing.)

jryf

/!njm@/

the windows (nom.& acc. pl.)

jryf

/@j!m@/

of the window (gen. sing)

jlbyjrj

/@c&h!mnjU/

[one feels] alone; lonely (adv.)

jlbyjrf

/@c&h!mnj@/

[she is] alone; lonely (short form, fem. adj.)

The word jryj (window), above, is a clear example of how important it is to know which
syllable is stressed. In the case of jryf, only context and syntax helps a singer decide
whether the pronunciation is /!njm@/ or /@j!m@/. The Russian word jryj is also a good
example of shifting stress due to declensional form. For jlbyjrj and jlbyjrf, the phonetic
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difference when singing the associated final vowel sound can be an important element to help
the listener understand meaning.305
The letter -f- has less reading variance in Russian lyric diction, but stress and position
are just as vital to this letter as with -j-.
Examples:
vfvf

/!l@l@/

mama; mommy

pfrfp

/y@!j@y/

an order

rfhfylfi

/jUq@m!c@R/

a pencil

fdnjh

/!@esUq/

an author

vepsrf

/!lty0jU/

music

;tycrfz

/!YDmrj@i@/

a woman(’s); female; feminine (adj.)

fldjrfn

/@cu@!j@s/

an advocate; a lawyer

Essentially, the letter -f- is read as /@/ in all positions except for the remote-pre- or poststress, when not the initial letter or the adjectival, feminine ending -fz (always /@i@/, in
Russian lyric diction).306
The letter -t- has its greatest variability of reading in the stressed position due to the
surrounding environment. In the stressed syllable, -t- can be read as /D/–/iD/ or [d]–[id]. Yet,
in an unstressed syllable, the letter -t- is read as [H]–[iH], /h/–/ih/ (when interpalatal), or [0]
[after /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), /sr/ (-w-)]. The letter -z- is read as /@/–/i@/ or /`/–/i`/, when in the
stressed syllable, but as [H]–[iH] or /h/–/ih/, in an unstressed syllable, except in the reflexive
305

Several authorities do not make the distinction between post-stressed -j- and -f-, assigning [U] (or
/?/) to both letters in the post-stress position. My decision to suggest the difference is for clarity’s sake, but also,
because I have noted the distinction made by some Russian singers.
306
There are several authorities that advise that the letter -f- in any post-stress position be read as [U]
(or schwa, /?/, for several texts). This guide suggests that -f- in the immediate-post-stress position be read as /@/
in order to aurally differentiate from words that have the letter -j- in the same position. For example: ,k.lj
/!ak&tcU/ (a platter) and ,k.lf /!ak&tc@/ (platters or a platter’s…).
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verbal endings -nmcz and -ncz, when it is read as [U]. The letter -'- in the stressed position is
read as /D/ or [d], while in an unstressed position, it may be read as [H] or [0].307 Finally,
because -/- is only written in the stressed position, it is read as /n/–/in/.
There is one other interesting case when stress and orthography join together in
Russian. In pre-revolutionary printing (very common for Russian opera and art song), the old
Cyrillic letter -ѣ- was often used in place of -t-, but generally only in the stressed syllable.308
When -ѣ- is printed in the stressed position, it is always read as if it were a stressed -t-,
following all the same rules for phonetic variation. Yet, and this is very important, the letter ѣ- is not printed exclusively in place of every stressed -t-. Very often the letter -t- is printed
in the stressed position in some words, while -ѣ- is used in others. Therefore, in prerevolutionary printing, it cannot be safely assumed that if a Russian word has several
syllables containing -t- and not -ѣ-, that the stress falls on a “non-t” syllable. A singer must
check nearly every word containing -t- to find which syllable is stressed.

307

Some authorities prefer unstressed -'- to be read as [0]. This text recommends [H] for the sake of
easier vocal production.
308
Of the cases in which I have found the letter -ѣ- printed in an unstressed position, the stressed
vowel is either another -ѣ- or a vowel-letter other than -t-.
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Section 2 – Patterns of Shifting Stress
In the Declension of Nouns, Adjectives and Pronouns
Russian is a language that uses declension, which means that each noun, pronoun and
adjective has several forms consisting of a root stem with changing forms of endings. Each
ending conveys the case and syntactical function of the root word. The cases are labelled
nominative, accusative, genitive, dative, prepositional, and instrumental. The endings tend to
be different in the singular from the plural, so a Russian noun has several declensional
endings. Adjectives must agree with the nouns they modify in case, number and gender (in
Russian — masculine, feminine, and neuter). Pronouns have their own set of declensional
forms. More detailed information about Russian grammar can be found in Appendix E. What
is important to know is that for many Russian nouns, the stress can shift from one syllable to
another, depending upon the case form.
The basic stress patterns of nouns are:309
[Key: S = singular; Pl = Plural; N = nominative; A = accusative;
G = genitive; P = prepositional; D = dative; I = instrumental]

309

359.

a:a

Stress on Root – No Shift (between S and Pl)

b:b

Stress on Case Ending – No Shift

a:b

Stress on Root in S – Stress on Ending in Pl

b:a

Stress on Ending in S – Stress on Root in Pl

a:c

Stress on Root in All Cases in S or Pl Except G, P, D, I in Pl

c:c

Stress on Ending – All Cases S or Pl Except A in S; and N or A in Pl

Olga Kagan and Frank Miller, V Puti [on the Way] (Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 1996), 357–
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Basic stress patterns for nouns (cont’d):
d

Special Shifting Stress Pattern (Stress same for S and Pl in each case):
N = Root
A = Ending
G = Ending
P = Root
D = Root
I = Ending

Many feminine and neuter nouns have no ending (the null ending) in the genitive plural
form. If the nominative plural form has end stress, that stress moves back one syllable,
relative to the nominative form [e.g. bvtyf /hl&H!m@/ (the names [neut. nom. pl.]); bv/y
/h!l&nm/ (of the names [neut. gen. pl.])]. The “d” pattern above only applies to the words
ltnb, /!c&ds&h/, children and k.lb, /!k&tc&h/, people (see examples in Appendix E).
Adjectives establish their stress in the nominative form, which is the form found in a
dictionary, and that stress position (on the root or on the ending) remains fixed throughout
the different forms. Pronouns tend to place stress on the very end syllable in any multisyllabic form. The exceptions are yfi, dfi, and 'njn (our, your [pl.] and this, respectively),
which have first syllable stress. Many adjectives with root stress generate comparative forms
that shift the stress to the ending, such as:
yjdsq

/!mnu0i/

new

→ yjdtt

/m@!u&diH/

newer

cbkmysq /!r&hk&m0i/ strong → cbkmytt /r&hk&!IdiH/ stronger
In Verb Conjugation
In a fashion, verbs are less complex than nouns, when in comes to stress patterns,
because most verbs keep the stressed syllable of the infinitive throughout conjugation. But
verbs have greater complexity because of the various formations, from the tenses to the
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imperative to the deverbal constructions (verbal adjectives and verbal adverbs). Also, many
verbs are made by adding a prefix to a root verb possibly causing a shift in stress relative to
the root verb. More detail about verb conjugation and other verb formations can be found in
Appendix E, but here are a few examples of verb conjugation displaying some of the
common stress patterns.
Examples:
Fixed: pyfnm /ym@s&/
z pyf.

to know

/i@!ym@it/

I know

vs pyftv

/l0!ym@iHl/

we know

you know

ds pyftnt

/u0!ym@ihs&H/

you know

/@!m@!ym@iHs/ she knows

jyb pyf.n

/@!Ih!ym@its/ they know

ns pyftim /s0!ym@iHR/
jyf pyftn

Shifts: k.,bnm /k&t!a&hs&/
z k.,k.

to love

/i@k&t!ak&t/

ns k.,bim /s0!k&ta&hR/
jyf k.,bn
gbcfnm

you love

ds k.,bnt /u0!k&ta&hs&H/ you love
jyb k.,zn

we love

/@!Ih!k&ta&Hs/ they love

to write

/i@o&h!Rt/

ns gbitim /s0!o&hR0R/
jyf gbitn

vs k.,bv /l0!k&ta&hl/

/@!m@!k&ta&hs/ she loves

/o&h!r@s&/

z gbie

I love

I write

vs gbitv /l0!o&hR0l/

we write

you write

ds gbitnt /u0!o&hR0s&H/

you write

jyb gbien /@!Ih!o&hRts/

they write

/@!m@!o&hR0s/ she writes

As is fairly clear from the above examples, when there is a shift of stress in a verb, it is
generally between the 1st person singular form and the rest of the conjugation. Also, verbs
that shift stress tend to be verbs that have end-stress in the infinitive form. Of course, the
difficult verbs in which to determine stress shift are those with single syllable infinitives.
Past tense formation tends to retain the stress pattern of the infinitive form, as does
the imperative form. Past tense verbs agree in gender/number with the subject:
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/k&t!a&hs&/

k.,bnm

to love

jy k.,bk /nmk&t!a&h4/

he loved

jyj k.,bkj /@!mnk&t!a&h4U/ it loved

jyf k.,bkf /@!m@k&t!a&h4@/ she loved jyb k.,bkb /@!Ihk&t!a&hk&h/ they loved
/k&t!a&h/

k.,b!

/m@i!s&h/

yfqnb

Love! (sing.)

k.,bnt!

/k&t!a&hs&H/

Love! (plural)

to discover; to find

jy yfi/k /nmm@!Rn4/ he discovered

jyj yfikj /@!mnm@!R4n/ it discovered

jyf yfikf /@!m@m@!R4@/ she discovered jyb yfikb /@!Ihm@!Rk&h/ they discovered
yfqlb! /m@i!c&h/ Find out! (sing.)
j,bltnm /@!a&hc&Hs&/

/m@i!c&hs&H/ Find out! (pl.)

to hurt; insult (someone)

/nm@!a&hc&H4/

jy j,bltk

yfqlbnt!

he hurt

jyj j,bltkj /@!mn@!a&hc&H4U/ it hurt

jyf j,bltkf /@!m@@!a&hc&H4@/ she hurt jyb j,bltkb /@!Ih@!a&hc&Hk&h/ they hurt
j,blm vtyz!
j,blmnt tuj!

/@!a&hc&l&H!I@/
/@!a&hs&9HiH!un/

Insult me!
Insult him!

Several common verbs have shifting stress in the past tense, while most of the end-stress
verbs that conjugate with suffixes that use the letter -/- have a masculine form that lacks a
suffix. Some examples:
/a0s&/

,snm
jy

,sk

to be
/nma04/

he was

jyf ,skf /@!m@a0!4@/ she was
yfxfnm

/m@!sR&`s&/

jyj ,skj /@!mn!a04U/ it was
jyb ,skb /@!Ih!a0k&h/

they were

to begin (perfective)

jy yfxfk /nm!m@sR&@4/ he began

jyj yfxfkj /@!mn!m@sR&@4U/ it began

jyf yfxfkf /@!m@mUsR&@!4@. she began jyb yfxfkb /@!Ih!m@sR&@k&h/
ytcnb
jy y/c

they began

/IH!r&s&h/ to carry
/nmInr/

he carried

jyf ytckf /@!m@IH!r4@/ she carried

jyj ytckj /@!mnIH!r4n/ it carried
jyb ytckb /@!IhIH!rk&h/ they carried
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In Deverbal Formations (Verbal Adjectives and Verbal Adverbs)
Determining the stress within the root of deverbal forms is less predicable, but verbal
adjectives add adjectival endings to a specially derived root form, and those endings are
never stressed. The special verbal adverb endings (which often look like the feminine
adjectival ending -fz) can either be stressed or unstressed.
yfxbyfnm /m@sR&h!m@s&/

to begin; to start (imperfective)

yfxbyf.obq

/m@sR&h!m@itR&R&hi/ (the person who is) starting

yfxbyftvsq

/m@sR&h!m@iHl0i/

(the thing that is) being started

yfxbyfdibq

/m@sR&h!m@eR0i/

(the person who was) starting

yfxbyfz

/m@sR&h!m@iH/*

While starting, (something happened) [v. adv.]

yfxfnm

/m@!sR&`s&/

to begin; to start (perfective)

yfxfdibq

/m@!sR&@eR0i/

(the person who) already started

yfxfnsq

/!m@sR&@s0i/

(the) begun (thing)

yfxfd

/m@!sR&@e/

Having begun, (something happened) [v. adv.]

,hjcfnm

/aq@!r@s&/

to throw; to toss (imperfective)

,hjcf.obq

/aq@!r@itR&R&hi/

(the person who is) throwing

,hjcftvsq

/aq@!r@iHl0i/

(the thing that is) being tossed

,hjcfdibq

/aq@!r@eR0i/

(the person who was) throwing

,hjcfz

/aq@!r@iH/*

While throwing, (something happened) [v. adv./

,hjcbnm /!aqnr&hs&/

to throw; to toss (perfective)

,hjcbdibq /!aqnr&heR0i/

(the person who has) thrown

,hjityysq /!aqnR0m˛m0i/

(the thing that has been) tossed

,hjcbd

/!aqnr&he/

Having thrown, (something happened) [v. adv.]

*This form, which ends with -z, follows the rules for unstressed /i@/.
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Considering words such as jryj /@j!mn/ (a window [nom. sing.]) and the verb
examples given, it is important to be able to recognize the declensional forms with their
accompanying stress shifts and the verb conjugation variations in order to properly
pronounce many Russian words. Ultimately, the best strategy is to acquire one or two
comprehensive Russian-English (or even an all-Russian) dictionaries and a verb conjugation
and deverbal formation text (of the 501 or 1001 verbs variety), and then take a good, Russian
language course.
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CHAPTER 8 –
Unusual Spelling and Grammatical Forms,
Common but Confusing Forms,
and
Some Common Pronunciation Exceptions
Russian opera and art song most often draw from the
works of the great poets and writers for their texts. Such
authors as Pushkin and Lomonosov utilize the largest palate of
grammatical forms in their writing including some rather
uncommon and complex constructions. Also, some of the most
commonly occurring words in the Russian language do not
follow the usual rules of pronunciation. Recognizing the more
confusing forms and exceptional words can help to make a
singer’s preparation more efficient310

310

All references in this chapter to grammar or grammatical rules and forms and examples are derived
from five sources: Sophia Lubensky, Gerard L. Ervin, and Donald K. Jarvis, Nachalo: When in Russia...
(Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1996); Olga Kagan and Frank Miller, V Puti [On the Way], (Upper Saddle River:
Prentice Hall, 1996); and Sandra F. Rosengrant and Elena D. Lifschitz, Focus on Russian: An Interactive
Approach to Communication, second ed. (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1996); Thomas R. Beyer, Jr.,
501 Russian Verbs: Fully Conjugated in All Tenses, (Hauppauge: Barron's Educational Series, Inc., 1992);
Katzner, English-Russian : Russian-English Dictionary.
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Section 1 – Looking up -/- or not
The Cyrillic letter -/- (/n/–/in/) is not unusual, but it usually looks the same as the
letter -t- (/D/–/iD/) when printed. Without a command of Russian vocabulary and grammar, a
singer will not know if a printed -t- in a stressed position is -t- or -/-, except by consulting a
Russian language dictionary. Fortunately, when looking up any word to establish its stressed
syllable, a singer also tends to discover if the word contains the letter -/- in its standard,
dictionary form. The monkey wrench in this practice is the potential shifting of stress through
the process of declension or conjugation, but most comprehensive Russian-English
dictionaries print such shifts after the Russian word, including, if the new form produces a -/in place of a -t- or vice versa. There are a few common words, word forms and endings that,
if memorized, can significantly reduce the need to run to the dictionary looking for -/-.
Common Pronouns (and Declined Forms) with Only a -/- Form
[Key: Cases: nom. = nominative; acc. = accusative; gen. = genitive; prep. = prepositional;
dat. = dative; instr. = instrumental. Pronouns: inter. = interrogative; pers. = personal;
reflx. = reflexive; demo. = demonstrative; deter. = determinative; poss. = possessive;
poss. inter. = possessive interrogative. Genders: masc. = masculine; neut. = neuter;
fem. = feminine]
t/ (her)

acc. and gen. of jyf (she)

printed tt

/iH!in/

y/v (him; it)

prep. of jy (he) or jyj (it)

printed ytv

/Inl/

vj/ (my)

nom. and acc. of neut. poss.

printed vjt

/l@!in/

vj/v (my)

prep. of masc. and neut. poss.

printed vjtv

/l@!inl/

ndj/ (your)

nom. and acc. of neut. poss.

printed ndjt

/su@!in/

ndj/v (your)

prep. of masc. and neut. poss.

printed ndjtv

/su@!inl/

cdj/ (my own)

nom. and acc. of neut. poss.

printed cdjt

/ru@!in/
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cdj/v (my own)

prep. of masc. and neut. poss.

printed cdjtv /ru@!inl/

xm/ (what’s?)

nom. and acc. of neut. poss. inter.

printed xmt

/sR&in/

printed xmtv

/sR&inl/*

xm/v (who’s/what’s?) prep. of masc. and neut. poss. inter.

*Do not confuse with the interrogative pronouns xtv and x/v, which do not have the
soft sign, -m-, in their spelling. See below.
Other than those listed above, the personal, reflexive, possessive and possessive
interrogative pronoun forms do not use -/-. Also, no demonstrative pronoun forms ['njn
(this) and njn (that)] use -/-. For a list of all the different Russian pronouns, see Appendix E,
under Pronouns.
Pronoun Problems: x/v, xtv, dc/, dct, dc/v and dctv
The inanimate interrogative pronoun xnj (what) has one case form, the prepositional,
that is spelled x/v /sR&nl/, and another, the instrumental, that is spelled xtv /sR&Dl/. These
will look the same in usual printing — xtv. Only context will determine which pronoun is
being used. The pronoun x/v requires a preposition to precede it, which in turn, has to be a
preposition that requires the prepositional case from its object. Xtv can stand alone or may
follow certain prepositions that require an object in the instrumental case. For a list of
prepositions and the cases which each requires, see Appendix E under Prepositions.
Two ubiquitous, determinative pronoun forms are dct (/e&r&D/) and dc/ (/e&r&n/). These
are forms of dtcm (/u&dr&/), which is the masculine, nominative pronoun that can mean all, the
whole, or every. Dc/ is the neuter version in the nominative and accusative cases, and is
generally used to mean everything or all, as a collective singular pronoun, as in dc/ [jhjij,
/e&r&nwUq@!Rn/, everything is fine. Dct is the plural form in the nominative case and, for
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inanimate objects, the accusative case. In the nominative case, dct is often used to mean
everyone, everybody, or all living things, as in Dct ujnjdsq?, /e&r&Df@!snu0i/, Is everybody
ready? In the accusative case (the direct object), the word tends to mean all things
(inanimate), as in jy lfk vyt dct, /nmc@4l&m&De&r&D/, he gave everything to me (literally:
he gave to me all the things). Once again, context will often be the only way to tell, in print,
which word is meant. The context to focus upon is whether the antecedents to the pronoun
are people or things. This may not easily be apparent, so it may end up being the first
question for a native Russian-speaking coach.
Another pair in this group is dc/v (/e&r&nl/) and dctv (/e&r&Dl/). Dc/v is the
prepositional case of the masculine and neuter pronouns, while dctv is the instrumental case
of the same, as well as the dative case of the plural form. Discerning the context of the dative
plural may not be too difficult, but sorting out the other conditions may be quite tricky, so,
once again, the final recourse may be to ask a Russian-speaker for help.
The Letter -/- in Declensional Endings, and Prefixes/Suffixes for Nouns and Adjectives
Fortunately, there are no declensional endings for nouns or adjectives that contain the
letter -/-. See Appendix E to learn more about declension and to see lists of the different
declensional endings (both noun and adjective) and their pronunciation. There are no prefixes
for nouns or adjectives that contain -/-, but suffixes are different. There is one noun suffix
which contains -/- that has no look-alike suffix which contains -t-. This suffix is -/yjr,
/-!&nmUj/. The suffix -/yjr refers to a young member of a species, such as ntk/yjr,
/s&h!k&nmUj/, a male calf, or ht,/yjr, /q&h!a&nmUj/, a baby boy. Two noun suffixes have
look-alikes — -/h (/-&nq/); -th (/-&Dq/) and -/; (/-&nY/); -t; (/-&DY/). The suffix -/h refers to
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an agent of an occupation, such as frn/h, /@j!s&nq/, an actor, or lbhb;/h, /c&hq&h!Ynq/, an
orchestra conductor, yet there are words of similar type that end in stressed -th, such as
by;tyth, /hmY0!IDq/, an engineer (one trained in engineering). The suffix -/; is used to
make nouns out of some verbs, such as uhf,/;, /fq@!a&nY/, robbery (from uhf,bnm,
/!fq@a&hs&/, to rob), but the suffix -t; also creates nouns from verbs (albeit more abstractly)
by denoting something which precedes the action, such as in the word he,t;, /qt!a&dY/, a
boundary line. He,t; is derived from the verb he,bnm, /qt!a&hs&/, to chop, and suggests the
idea of the point or line that precedes a dividing point. Adjective suffixes do not contain the
letter -/-, but they can be harder to discern from the root of an adjective.311
The Letter -/- in Verb Conjugations
Appendix E covers the different types of verb conjugation, but it is notable that the
verb conjugation forms that contain -/- are often end-stressed -nb or -cnb verbs (verbs where
the infinitives end with the letters -nb or -cnb, and where the last or end syllable is stressed).
There are verbs that have -/- in their conjugation that do not fit the above categories, but
verbs with the aforementioned, stressed, infinitive endings definitely contain -/- in
conjugational endings. Very few verbs have -/- in their infinitive form, so -/- does not often
show up in the root portion of the deverbal forms, since those forms are derived from the
infinitive. Some common examples are:

311

All information derived from Gribble, Russian Root List, 22–30.
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Table A
blnb

/hc&!s&h/

to walk:

z
ns
jyf
vs
ds
jyb

ble
bl/im
bl/n
bl/v
bl/nt
blen

/h!ct/
/s0h!c&nR/
/@!m@h!c&ns/
/l0h!c&nl/
/u0h!c&ns&H/
/@!mhh!cts/

I walk
you walk
she walks
we walk
you walk
they walk

ytcnb

/Ih!b&s&h/

to carry; bear:

z
ns
jyf
vs
ds
jyb

ytce
ytc/im
ytc/n
ytc/v
ytc/nt
ytcen

/i@IH!rt/
/s0Ih!r&nR/
/@!m@Ih!r&ns/
/l0Ih!r&nl/
/u0Ih!r&ns&H/
/@!mhIH!rts/

I carry
you carry
he carries
we carry
you carry
they carry

z
ns
jyf
vs
ds
jyb

dcnf.
dcnf/im
dcnf/n
dcnf/v
dcnf/nt
dcnf.n

/i@ers@!it/
/s0ers@!inR/
/@!m@ers@!ins/
/l0ers@!inl/
/u0ers@!ins&H/
/@!mhers@!its/

I stand up
you stand up
it stands up
we stand up
you stand up
they stand up

dcnfdfnm /ers@!u@s&/ to stand up:

,thtxm

/a&h!o&dsR&/ to save; keep: z
ns
jyf
vs
ds
jyb

l/hufnm /!c&nof@s&/ to pull; jerk:

z
ns
jyf
vs
ds
jyb

,thtue
,tht;/im
,tht;/n
,tht;/v
,tht;/nt
,thtuen

/i@a&hq&H!ft/
/s0a&hq&H!YnR/
/@!m@a&hq&H!Yns/
/l0a&hq&H!Ynl/
/u0a&hq&H!Yns&H/
/@!mha&hq&H!fts/

l/huf.
l/huftim
l/huftn
l/huftv
l/huftnt
l/huf.n

/i@!c&nof@it/
/s0!c&nof@iHR/
/@!m@!c&nof@iHs/
/l0!c&nof@iHl/
/u0!c&nof@ihs&H/
/@!mh!c&nof@its/

I save
you save
she saves
we save
you save
they save
I pull
you pull
she pulls
we pull
you pull
they pull
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The Deverbal Endings -tyys, and -/yys
One deverbal form, the past passive participle (a completed verb action used as an
adjective, such as the saved dollar – a dollar that had been saved), utilizes a suffix part that
can either contain -t- or -/-. These ending portions are -tyy- or -/yy-, creating adjectival
endings such as -tyys, -/yys, -tyyfz, and -/yyfz. The participles formed with -tyy- can
come from many verbs, but the participles formed with -/yy- come from the same verbs that
use -/- in their conjugation, for example, ,tht;/yysq ljkkfh, /a&hq&H!Ynm90i!cn4@q/, a
saved dollar.

Section 2 – The Deverbal Ending Forms: Verbal Adjectives and Adverbs
Appendix E discusses in some detail the formation of adjectives and adverbs from
verbs (the deverbals), but the look and pronunciation of the ending forms can be confusing.
The verbal adjectives are divided into four categories, but some categories have more than
one formation. Because the verb is being transformed into an adjective, adjectival suffixes
generally end the new formed words. All verbal adjectives are made of three or four parts: 1)
the verb root; 2) a special participle particle; 3) the adjectival suffix and, if applicable, 4) a
reflexive particle [-cz, or -cm].
Example:
xbnf.ofz ltdeirf

/sRh!s@itR&R&`i@!c&DutRjU/

1) xbnf.- [verb root: to read]

the reading girl

2) -o- [participle particle]

3) -fz [adj. suffix]
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The deverbal endings, including the adjectival extensions are:
Present Active:

Past Active:

-obq

-ofz

-ott

-obt

/R&R&Hi/

/R&R&`i@/

/R&R&hiH/

/R&R&hiH/

-dibq

-difz

-ditt

-dibt

/eR0i/

/eR@i@/

/eR0iH/

/eR0iH/

-ibq

-ifz

-itt

-ibt

/R0i/

/R@i@/

/R0iH/

/R0iH/

Present Passive:
Past Passive:

See Below
-nsq

-nfz

-njt

-nst

/s0i/

/s@i@/

/sUiH/

/s0iH/

-yysq

-yyfz

-yyjt

-yyst

/m90i/

/m9@i@/

/m9UiH/

/m90iH/

-tyysq

-tyyfz

-tyyjt

-tyyst

/&Hm˛m0i/ /&Hm˛m@i@/ /&Hm˛mUiH/ /&Hm˛m0iH/
-/yysq

-/yyfz

-/yyjt

-/yyst

/&nm˛m0i/ /&nm˛m@i@/ /&nm˛mUiH/ /&nm˛m0iH/
The adjectival endings of verbal adjectives are never stressed. They are declined the same
way as other adjectives, agreeing in case and gender/number with the modified nouns. The yy- cluster of the past passive participle ending is read as a double or elongated /m/ sound
(/mm/ or /m9/). Also, in the past passive -tyysq /&Hm90i/ endings, the -t- is unstressed, while in
the -/yysq /&nm90i/ form, the -/- must be in the stressed syllable. These endings add a
reflexive particle [-cz, or -cm], when the verb is reflexive. Even though modern pronunciation
urges that the reflexive particle -cz be read as soft, /r&H/, after indicator letters or -q- (/i/),
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when singing Russian, the ending -cz is read as /rU/, based upon Old Muscovite tradition. For
example: -/yysqcz /&nmm0irU/ or -/yystcz /&nmm0iHrU/.
The present passive participle is formed by adding the adjectival ending to the firstperson plural form [the vs (we) conjugation] of an imperfective verb. Graphically:
First-person plural verb + adjectival ending = present passive participle
k.,bv (we love) + -sq (masc. sing adj. ending) = k.,bvsq (favorite; beloved [m. s. adj.])
/!k&tahl/

/0i/

/k&t!ahl0i/

This means that the combined nominative endings would be:
Present Passive:

-vsq
/l0i/

-vfz

-vst

vjt

/l@i@/ /lUiH/

/l0iH/.

The changes of declensional endings follow the adjectival model.
When verbal adverbs are formed, the endings are different between imperfective and
perfective verbs. Imperfective verbs are time independent actions and perfective verbs are
time dependent. Imperfective and perfective are the verbal aspects. For more detail on
Russian verbs and aspect, see Appendix E. The imperfective verbal adverb can be confusing
because some verbs create adverbs that look like feminine adjectives with -fz (/@i@/)
endings, yet with verbal adverbs, the unstressed -z ending is read as [iH]. Verbal adverbs,
also, can have the reflexive particles [-cz, or -cm] added. Like all adverbs, Russian verbal
adverbs do not decline.
The imperfective verbal adverb form is:
verb root + -z (or -f, after hushers)
xbnf- + -z = xbnfz

/sR&h!s@iH/

while reading…

ujdjh- + -z = ujdjhz

/fUu@!q&@/

while speaking…

cgti- + -f = cgtif

/r&o&H!R@/

while rushing…
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The above formation is also used for the perfective verbal adverb forms of what are
categorized as prefixed forms of the verb blnb /hs&˛!s&h/ (to walk). For example:
ghbl- + -z = ghblz

/oq&h!c&@/

having arrived…

eql- + -z = eqlz

/ti!c&@/

having left…

Other than the special case above, there are two formations of perfective verbal
adverbs, one is non-reflexive and one is reflexive:
Non-Reflexive:

Reflexive:

verb root + -d
crfpf- + -d = crfpfd

/rj@!y@e/

having arrived…

yfgbcf- + -d = yfgbcfd

/mUo&h!r@e/

having written…

verb root + -dibcm
dthye- + -dibcm = dthyedibcm

/u&Hq!mteR0r&/ having come back…

eks,ye- + -dibcm = eks,yedibcm /t40a!mteR0r&/ having smiled…
It should be noted that the letter -d- in these endings is read as an unvoiced /e/-phoneme. The
ending of final -d could be read as voiced due to assimilation, but it would be unusual, as
such verbal adverbs are usually separated by punctuation or an implied phrase break.

Section 3 – The Suffixes -wbz and -wbjyysq with Palatalized -w- /s&˛r&/
Under the section discussing the unpalatalized consonant /sr/ (-w-), it has been
mentioned that the word wdtn (color; blossom; flower [obs.]) and its many derivatives are all
pronounced with a palatalized allophone of the consonant, that is [s&˛r&], as in /s&˛r&u&Ds/. There
are two suffixes where /sr/ is palatalized before a palatalizing agent. In fact, these endings not
only break the rule that /sr/ is not palatalized, but also the rule that forces a following /h/-
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phoneme to change to the [0]-allophone. These suffixes are 1) the noun-form ending -wbz,
/s&˛r&hiH/, only when it is analogous to the English suffixes -tion or -ence, and 2) the adjectival
form, -wbjyysq, /s&˛r&h!inm90i/, which is analogous to the English -tial, -tory, or -tionary.
Some examples are:
ltrkfvfwbz

/c&Hj4@!l@s&r&hiH/

declamation

ltrkfvfwbjyysq

/c&Hj4UlUs&r&h!nm90i/

declamatory

htdjk.wbz

/q&Hu@!k&ts&r&hiH/

revolution

htdjk.wbjyysq

/q&HuUk&ts&r&h!nm90i/

revolutionary

rfltywbz

/j@!c&dIs&r&hiH/

cadence

rfltywbjyysq

/jU!c&hIs&r&h!nm90i/

cadential

A very important note is that the Russian suffix -wbz can also be an analog to the English
suffix -ture, as in ktrwbz (lecture), but in this context the normal rules apply, and such word
forms use the pronunciation of /sr0iH/ for the suffix — /!k&Djsr0iH/.

Section 4 – Non-Reflexive -cz and -cmz read as /r&@/ or /r&H/
Throughout most of this guide the reflexive particle -cz has been discussed as being
read in unpalatalized form as /r@/ or /rU/. Most of the time, the particle is part of a verb form
that produces one of the two endings -ncz or -nmcz. In these endings, the clusters -nc- or -nmcfollow the rules of the Cyrillic letter -w-, and so are not read as palatalized even if followed,
in spelling, by an indicator letter, such as -z-. Also, whenever the combination -cz is
specifically a reflexive particle, it is read as /r@/ or /rU/, in Russian lyric diction (from the
Old Muscovite tradition). There are cases, though, where the combination -cz is not a
reflexive particle but is part of a noun form, a pronoun form or verbal adverb form of a non-
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reflexive verb. In these cases the letter combination is read as either /r&@/ or /r&H/ (stressed or
unstressed, respectively).
The noun form which ends in the combination -cz occurs in the genitive form of
masculine nouns that end in -cm in the nominative case. For example:
uecm

/ftr&/

a goose →

/!ftr&H/

uecz

the goose’s…312

There are few Russian nouns that end in -cm, and most are feminine nouns that are differently
declined from the above and do not create the -cz combination. Only the rarer, masculine
nouns ending in -cm can form a “look-alike” suffix. This form is rarely stressed, and so is
most often read as /r&H/ (unless the word is set in a slow or sustained musical line, and so
would be reconstituted to /r&@/). The pronoun that is spelled with the -cz combination is the
feminine, nominative form of the determinative pronoun dtcm, which means all, every,
everyone or everything, that is, dcz, which is read as /e&r&@/.
With verbal adverbs, such look-alike forms generally require the verb to be
imperfective (some perfective verbs form adverbs the same way as imperfective verbs), and
also that the verb-stem end with the Cyrillic letter -c-. Imperfective verbs (and some
perfective verbs) form their verbal adverb by removing the present tense conjugation suffix
from its root-stem and adding the suffix -z. For example:
ujdjh/bn ([he] speaks) → ujdjh- + -z = ujdjhz

/fUu@!q&@/

while speaking…

When the root-stem ends in -c-, then the end of the root combined with the suffix can look
like the reflexive particle -cz:
ghjc/bn ([he] asks) → ghjcz
312

/oq@!r&@/

while asking…

In present-day, Russian conversational speech, the stress of the genitive form of uecm has shifted to
the end. Therefore, today, uecz is pronounced as [ft!r&@].
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An example of a perfective verb with a look-alike verbal adverb is:
gjytc//n ([he] will carry) → gjytcz

/oUIH!r&@/

when [he] will be carrying…

In most cases, the verbal adverb form places the stress on the final -z. Since the reflexive
particle -cz is never stressed, this can help in differentiating the two pronunciations, but there
are several verbal adverb forms where the stress precedes the ending, such as:
pfdbc/bn ([he] depends on) → pfdbcz

/y@!u&hr&H/

while depending on…

Therefore, once again, Russian (-English) dictionaries and verb-form texts should be
consulted to resolve any question, absent a native-Russian speaker to ask.
Another possible confusing, Russian, word-form ending is the combination -cmz. This
grouping can occur as the plural form of a neuter noun ending in -cmt or -cm/, or in the
feminine nominative of an adjective where the masculine, nominative (dictionary) form ends
in -cbq. These words are fairly rare, but also, care must be taken to note that the combination
is -cmz, with a soft sign in between the -c- and the -z-. This ending is not the combination -cz
or even -mcz. If such care is taken, then the singer will recognize that the grouping must be
read as /r&@/ or /r&H/, depending upon stress.
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Section 5 – A Few Common Pronunciation Exceptions
Within the body of this guide many exceptions to the rules have been presented and
discussed. The following is a short list containing exceptions that seem to stand outside of the
Russian rules of pronunciation including the special case rules. Why these words are
different is most likely due to some long standing fashion or tradition, defying the usual
processes of phonological assimilation, centralization or mutation over the generations.
cxfcnmt

/!R&R&@r&s&iH/

happiness

(including derivatives)

By the rules, the letter cluster -cx-, read like the Cyrillic letter -o-, as /R&R&/, should
make the /@/-vowel interpalatal, and so be pronounced as fronted [a]. Thus, the academic
pronunciation should be /!R&R&`r&s&iH/. Yet, many Russian speakers insist that the vowel is
cardinal /@/. Why this is seems undiscoverable, but it may simply be aesthetic taste. For the
singer, though, the darker timbred phoneme does produce a less tense and more resonant
sound than the academically correct phoneme. Some Russian speakers even harden the /R&R&/
cluster to doubled /RR/, therefore, /!RR@r&s&iH/.
wthrjdm

/!srDq&jUe&/

church

There is no reason to palatalize the /r/ (-h-) in wthrjdm, using modern Russian
pronunciation rules. There are no palatalizing agents around the letter to cause such
assimilation, yet it is palatalized. Apparently, the pronunciation comes from a long-standing
tradition of the Old Muscovite accent.313

313

Derwing and Priestly. Reading Rules for Russian, 87.
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/!@If&H4/

fyutk

angel

Generally, dental sonorants do not get regressively palatalized by palatalized velar
consonants, making the expected pronunciation of this word to be [!@mf&H4]. This exception
may possibly derive from being a borrowed word. It applies to all derivative words, as well.
/@!g@/

fuf!

aha!

This exception is useful for a singer of Russian opera to know, as “Fuf!” is often
uttered by operatic characters. The IPA symbol for the consonant is actually aspirate -h-, just
as it is spoken in English, and not the velar /w/, as one might assume. The pronunciation of
/g/ for the Cyrillic letter -u- is very old and has been preserved in this interjection.
heccrbq

/!qtr&j&hi/

a male from Russia; Russian (adj.— any form)

See “Exception,” in Chap. 6, Sec. 2: Double Consonants — under the entry for -cc-.
/rh!sR&@r/ or /rd!sR&@r/

ctqxfc

now; right now

Normally the initial /r/-phoneme would be palatalized producing /r&h!sR&@r/ (the /i/
[-q-]) is deleted due to the preceding, closed /h/ and the subsequent, palatalized /sR&/), but in
this case, a strong tradition has depalatalized the /r/.
nfywtdfnm

/sUmsr@!u@s&/

to dance

The usual rules state that an unstressed /D/-vowel following an unpalatalized
consonant, such as /sr/ (-w-), would be reduced to the [0]-allophone, that is /sUmsr0!u@s&/. A
fairly strong Old Muscovite tradition, though, causes the /D/ to be pronounced as /@/ in this
word, and any derivatives where the -wt- spelling is in an unstressed position.
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CHAPTER 9:
History, Politics and the Russian Language:
Changes in Letters and Pronunciation
Russian social history and politics are closely intertwined with
the development of the Russian language. From how Cyrillic
became the form of writing to the different kinds of writing
styles to how native Russians can often tell another Russian’s
social and economic background by her/his speech, all reflect
this deep connection between Russian life and Russian
language. This chapter covers the aspects of Russian lyric
diction and the Cyrillic alphabet that have been influenced or
changed by Russian history and politics. Some of the changes
and controversies continue today and may be encountered by a
singer.
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Section 1 – Orthography
In Appendix K, an essay on the history of the Cyrillic alphabet makes clear that many
changes in the Russian written alphabet have occurred over the past 1,100 years. At first,
Russian writing was solely for the religious purpose of communicating Christian Orthodoxy
to the early Slavic people. When formal Greek print replaced the script used in Glagolitic,
official governmental and business correspondence became wide spread. This was the
beginning of Old Cyrillic, which still contained many more letters than the present Cyrillic
alphabet. It contained more letters because Old Russian (an off-shoot of Old Slavonic)
actually had more spoken sounds than modern Russian, including a set of French-like, nasal
vowels. As the Russian spoken language evolved, many of the sounds disappeared from
speech, yet the orthography remained. In time, many excess symbols were dropped, while
some symbols would change their phonetic meaning.314
Spelling Reforms and the Obsolete Letters
At different times in Russian history, the changes in the language were codified in
official government reforms of orthography and spelling. The reform that is considered to
have established modern Russian is that of Peter the Great, between 1708 and 1710. This
reform dropped redundant letters from all governmental correspondence, and attempted to
influence general publishing. It was not wholly successful, as many publishers continued to
use some of the redundant letters. These Russian publishers continued to use older

314

Vinokur, The Russian Language, 21–29; Vlasto, A Linguistic History of Russia, 6–41, 344–374;
Matthews, Structure and Development of Russian, 3–17, 109–144; Comrie, Stone, and Polinsky. The Russian
Language, 28–33.
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orthography until the Bolshevik Revolution and the Soviet orthography reform of 1917-18.315
The heyday of Russian art music was in the latter half of the 1800’s, long before the
Revolution, and so many publications of classic Russian opera and art song still use the
obsolete letter forms in their texts. Most of the letters affected by the Soviet reform were
alternate forms of letters more commonly used today. Two letters, -]- and -m-, had become
silent placeholders (though the myagkiĭ znak, -m-, maintains some power as an indicator of
palatalization). The letters that were dropped from the Russian Cyrillic alphabet in the Soviet
reform, yet still can be encountered in Russian music publications are:

which correspond to:

ѣ

і

ѵ

and

ѳ

t

b

b

and

a

A singer should simply substitute the modern letters for the defunct ones to decipher the oldfashioned printing.
Outmoded Spellings
Russian pre-revolutionary texts often contain outmoded spelling, as well, which
includes the defunct use of tvyordyĭ znak, -]-, at the end of all words that, today, just end in
consonants. As an example of the old use of the tvyordyĭ znak (-]-), here are the first lines of
Rakhmaninov’s Opus 26, Number 6, Christ is Risen ({hbcnjc Djcrhtc – Merezhkovsky,
poet):
^{hbcnjc] Djcrhtc]& gj.n] dj [hfvѣ; Yj uhecnyj vyѣ…leif vjkxbn].
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This would be written in modern Cyrillic as:
/wq&h!rsnru@r!jq&Dro@!itsu@!wq@l&Hmn!fqtrmUl&IDct!R@l@4sR&hs/
^{hbcnjc Djcrhtc&

gj.n

dj [hfvt;

Yj uhecnyj vyt…

leif

vjkxbn.

“Christ is Risen,” they sing in the cathedral; But it is sad for me…[my] soul keeps silent.
The next most common old-fashioned spellings that a singer may experience involve
a few of the forms of feminine, personal pronouns:
tz

=

t/

vz

=

vtyz

nz

=

nt,z

[more unusual is t. for the accusative case of t/]

In the cases of tz (/iH!i@/) or t. (/iH!it/), it is acceptable, if not expected, for the singer to
change these to the modern form of t/ (/iH!in/). Since vz (/l&@/) and nz (/s&@/) are single
syllable words, changing them to the modern two syllable form only works if the musical
setting allows. Decoding the historical Russian printing style is fairly simple, once one
knows what must be ignored or changed.
Contractions of the Words ,s, ;t, kb, and xnj,s
Though not a historical issue, there are three, short, Russian words that are often
written as contractions of just single letters. These words are are ,s, ;t and kb. <s is used in
conjunction with the past tense of a verb to express the conditional or subjunctive mood, and
so can be translated as would, should, or could. This particle can be printed as a single,
freestanding, ,, as in these examples:
Z ,s ei/k /i@a0t!Rn4/

or

Z , ei/k /i@at!Rn4/

I should have left.
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Tckb ,s ns pf,jktk, z ,s ei/k /!idr&k&ha0s0yUa@!k&D4i@a0t!Rn4/ or
Tckb , ns pf,jktk, z , ei/k /!idr&k&hos0yUa@!k&D4i@at!Rn4/
If you had been sick, I would have left.
The particle contraction, ,, remains read as /a/, when the following word begins with a
vowel, a sonorant or a voiced consonant. It is unvoiced and pronounced as /o/, when the
following word begins with an unvoiced consonant.
:t may be shortened to ; and can be used to express contrast (it is considered a
conjunction in this case), being roughly translated as though, or for emphasis, similarly to the
English word indeed. For example:
Z e[j;e, jyf ;t jcnf/ncz

/i@tw@!Yt@!m@Y0@rs@!ins9rU/ or

Z e[j;e, jyf ; jcnf/ncz

/i@tw@!Yt@!m@Y@rs@!ins9rU/
I am leaving; she, though, is staying.

Jyf ;t ndjz vfnm

/@!m@Y0su@!i@l@s&/

Jyf ; ndjz vfnm

or

/@!m@Rsu@!i@l@s&/
She, indeed, is your mother.

The particle contraction, ;, is also affected by regressive assimilation of voice, and so can be
read as either /Y/ or /R/, depending upon the subsequent word.
Kb may be shortened to km and is either the conjunction whether; if, or is an
interrogative particle, with no direct translation, that produces a polite form of question. The
contraction spelled km is read as a palatalized sonorant, so it is not devoiced in singing. For
example:
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Z yt pyf., cvjue kb z gjqnb

/i@IH!ym@itrl@!ftk&hi@o@i!s&h/

Z yt pyf., cvjue km z gjqnb

or

/i@IH!ym@itrl@!ftk&i@o@i!s&h/
I don’t know; whether I’ll be able to go.

Yhfdbncz kb dfv 'nj?

/!mq@u&hs9rUk&hu@l!DsU/

Yhfdbncz km dfv 'nj?

or

/!mq@u&hs9rUk&u@l!DsU/
Do you like this?

Finally, xnj,s has a few idiomatic usages, but as a conjunction it means in order to,
so that or in order that. Its contraction is xnj, and is read either as /Rsna/ or /Rsno/, depending
upon the influence of regressive assimilation of voice.
Dct vs hf,jnftv, xnj,s ;bnm.

/e&r&Dl0q@!ans@iHl!Rsna0Y0s&/ or

Dct vs hf,jnftv, xnj, ;bnm. /e&r&Dl0q@!ans@iHlRsnaY0s&/
We all work, in order to live.
Jy gji/k d ,ekjxye., xnj,s regbnm [kt,f /nmo@!Rn4!uat4URmtit
!Rsna0!jto&hs&!wk&Da@/ or
Jy gji/k d ,ekjxye., xnj, regbnm [kt,f

/nmo@!Rn4!uat4URmtit
Rsno!jto&hs&!wk&Da@/

He went to the bakery, in order to buy bread.

Section 2 – Issues of Pronunciation Style
What is Old Muscovite?
Throughout this text the Old Muscovite (OM) tradition of pronunciation has often
been mentioned. OM tradition includes the phonological practices of akanye and ikanye, as
well as, what I will coin as shshokanye versus shchokanye (neither of which term actually
exists in Slavic linguistics). Also, the translated terms of Church pronunciation, Literary
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pronunciation, Stage pronunciation, and Conversational pronunciation have been used to
describe other types of traditions of Russian pronunciation. Each of these phonological
traditions has a strong social and political meaning attached to it, yet in recent times, such
traditions have lost value, and a modern, more eclectic form of diction is emerging. Both
Russian Stage pronunciation and Literary pronunciation stand upon the foundation of Old
Muscovite. The Russian Stage tradition historically has preserved the Muscovite
pronunciation style more faithfully, while the Russian Literary style has been slowly
adjusting to modern Russian speech norms. Within the last generation or so, though, the
Stage tradition has also been modernizing and incorporating more conversational
pronunciation.316
Old Muscovite is “Old” because the term refers to a style of regional pronunciation
that emerged in the seventeenth century and grew in popularity through the eighteenth
century, and was very common during the nineteenth and early twentieth century up to and a
bit past the Bolshevik Revolution (1917). It is an older tradition of speaking. The accent is
“Muscovite,” because it was the style of speech dominant amongst those born and bred in
Moscow or the surrounding region,317 and became the norm due to Moscow’s political
centrality and power for many centuries.318
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Moscow Politically Speaking
The moniker of “Old Muscovite” refers both to the period in Russian history when
the seat of political power shifted from Kiev (the Ukraine) to Moscow (Russia, known at the
time as Rus’), and the specific idiosyncrasies of the Russian accent spoken in the central
region of Russia that encompasses Moscow. Politically, the power shift began in the
fourteenth century CE but did not solidify until the establishment of Imperial Moscow
around 1500, during the reign of Ivan III (“the Great” — ruled 1462–1505). The term Wfhm
([sr@q&] — Tsar) had been growing in use since the mid-1400s but was not the official term
for the imperial crown of Russia until Ivan IV (“The Terrible” — ruled 1533–1584). In other
words, the reign of the Tsars started in Moscow.319 As is often the case today, fashion is set
by the most famous, richest and/or most powerful in a society. Essentially, since Moscow
was established as the home to the Tsars (pun intended), Russian social fashion has
continued to spread from that center, including regional affectations of speech.
Old Muscovite (OM) as a Regional Accent: Akanye and Ikanye vs. Ekanye
Russian linguists divide the Russian language into broad regional accents: the North,
the South, and a narrow belt between called the Central or Transitional region. There are
eastern and western subgroups within the larger categories, but those accents remain quite
localized. Moscow is located in the Central zone, but what is interesting is that before
Moscow became the center of the Russian monarchy and power, the accent was quite
idiosyncratic and localized.
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The largest phonological divide of North and South Russian is between the accents of
okanye and akanye. Okanye applies to Russians who keep /n/ (-j-) in an unstressed position
as an /n/-phoneme, while akanye speakers reduce unstressed /n/ to /@/ or [U] (or schwa, /?/).
Muscovites decidedly speak with akanye, but another phonological characteristic depends
upon whether unstressed /@/–/i@/ (-z-) and /D/–/iD/ (-t-) are reduced or not, and this is where
Moscow shows an unusual idiosyncrasy. Five hundred years ago, most Russians outside of
Moscow were yakanye, meaning that unstressed /@/–/i@/ (-z-) remained unreduced, and
yekanye (usually spelled ekanye), as unstressed /D/–/iD/ (-t-) went unreduced, as well.
Muscovites, though, were ekanye and yikanye (spelled ikanye), as they reduced unstressed
/@/–/i@/ (-z-) to /D/–/iD/ (or [d]–[id]) and unstressed /D/–/iD/ (-t-) to [H]–[iH] (or /h/–/ih/).320 By
the time Russian Literary pronunciation began to develop, well over a century later,
Muscovites had become almost wholly ikanye, reducing both unstressed /@/–/i@/ and /D/–/iD/
to [H]–[iH] or /h/–/ih/ (as well as [0], in certain cases). Though the accent was almost unique to
Moscow, political power translated into the power of fashion so that both akanye and ikanye
became the literary norm.321 Though this guide abides by the ikanye standard, it must be
noted, that the present ekanye accent (reducing unstressed /@/–/i@/ and /D/–/iD/ to /D/–/iD/ or
[d]–[id], respectively) is still well represented in Russia, including in Moscow, and can be
held as equally correct by many Russian singers, coaches, and conductors.
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One Way to Determine Historical Pronunciation
How can details of pronunciation be known about people and fashions centuries old?
In short, it is found in the writing — often poetic. As was true for English, Russian spelling
was not codified or crystallized until rather recently (mostly over the last three hundred years
or so), so early writers often spelled in a way that symbolized more regional pronunciation.
As an example, the Russian word xnj (what or that) is spelled with the letter -x- (normally
read as /sR/ yet, in this case, as /R/), but because the word has long been pronounced as /Rsn/,
some Russians historically spelled it inj, reflecting colloquial pronunciation.
Sometimes the historical pronunciation of vowels in certain Russian accents has been
suggested by the same replacement error principle in writing (an -f- being written in an
unstressed position where an -j- would be correct, for example).322 More often,
understanding how vowels may have been pronounced has come from the rhymes in poetry,
especially in forms that favor exact rhyme over half-rhyme. As an English example, in the
nursery rhyme Little Miss Muffet, the name Muffet rhymes with the word tuffet, so if we
know that tuffet is pronounced as /!sUeDs/, then we may assume that the unusual name of
Muffet might rhyme and be pronounced as /!lUeDs/ (as opposed to, say, /lx!ed/). What is
interesting, though, is that some historical, literary sources use the name Moffet, suggesting
that perhaps some English accents may pronounce an -o- in this condition as /U/ or that the
-u- in tuffet might be pronounced as /@/, /N/, or perhaps a rounded /?/. Similar ambiguities
exist when linguists study the possible historical pronunciation of most any language, so
greater certainty comes from comparing large volumes of writing.
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Other Traditions of Old Muscovite (OM) affecting Russian Lyric Diction
O : /R&R&/ versus /R&sR&/ (shshokanye vs. shchokanye)
As already discussed, the strongest characteristics of Old Muscovite are the vowel
pronunciation phenomena of akanye and ikanye. The next most idiosyncratic practice is what
has been coined above as shshokanye. Shshokanye, per say, is when the Cyrillic letter -o- is
read as if it were a palatalized and doubled /R/. Historically, outside of Moscow, the letter -owas read as /R&sR&/ (termed in this guide as shchokanye). Moscow, on the other hand, almost
uniquely pronounced it as the palatalized cluster /R&R&/. Slavic linguists have determined that
the oldest pronunciation of this letter, going back to Russian Church Slavonic, was as
/R&sR&/,323 yet, as Moscow grew in power so did the Muscovite accent begin to infiltrate
society and culture beyond the walls of the Kremlin (see earlier discussion). The
pronunciation of the cluster as /R&R&/ became the fashion, especially amongst the aristocracy,
the educated, and by extension (through patronage and involvement with high society), artists
of all disciplines, including performers.324 It is this Old Muscovite tradition that is preserved
in Russian lyric diction, mostly due to the connection to Russian Stage diction, which
preserves the same.
Old Muscovite and Russian Stage Diction
The Russian theatre tradition is relatively young compared with much of Europe and
Asia. Its organized, professional roots span only to the mid-1700s in St. Petersburg, and even
then, Russian theatre did not achieve a strong cultural status until the mid- to late-1800s. St.
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Petersburg was the dominant center until a later period (mid-nineteenth c.), when Moscow
began to equal and then to surpass the quality and reputation of the Petersburg theatre.325 One
might assume, then, that the other prominent style of speech, appropriately called Old
Petersburg, would be preferred in the theatre (Old Petersburg accent is akanye, but then it is
yakanye/ekanye, and decidedly shchokanye).326 Yet, the power of fashion is expectation, so
when someone goes to the theatre to hear native works, it is expected that the fashionable
speech-style of the day would be heard. The early patrons of the Russian theatre, as with
most art before modern times, were royalty, aristocracy, and others of wealth and fashion.
For these patrons Muscovite would most likely have been the popular speech style, and the
theatre would have obliged. Much of this is conjecture, of course, but some proof lies in a
number of sources on Russian linguistic history that discuss the prominence of the Old
Muscovite accent in the theatre and in the academic world (where the literary style
predominates).327
On an interesting point, Russian opera, as an institution, actually has a longer and
stronger history in Russian culture than Russian theatre. The only issue is that Russian opera
was originally borrowed whole-cloth from Italy, and so Italian operas were the first to be
performed by Russian singers who had learned their vocal technique directly from some of
the great Italian Bel Canto singers and teachers. The truly Russian operas by Russian
composers did not emerge until the mid-1800s (with Glinka and Serov), along with the rise to
prominence of the theatre in Moscow (see: “A Note on Style…” further on).
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The Adjective Ending -bq : /0i/ versus /Ui/
It is the connection between Russian Stage pronunciation and the parallel tradition of
Russian Literary pronunciation that produces an option in pronunciation related to the
Cyrillic letter -b-. Normally the letter -b- is read as /h/, stressed or unstressed, in all positions
within a word and indicates palatalization of any preceding consonants [except /sR&/ (-x-) and
/R&R&/ (-o-)]. The usual exception is generally that the only allophone of /h/ that can follow
any of the consonants /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), or /sr/ (-w-) is the [0]-allophone (for exceptions to
this rule, see Chapter 8). In modern Russian conversational pronunciation, there are no more
exceptions than those referenced above, yet there is one more exception (with two versions)
that affects Russian lyric diction. This exception is drawn from either the tradition of stage
diction or the oldest examples of literary pronunciation found in the poetry of Lomonosov
and Pushkin.
The adjectival suffix -bq generally fits the standard reading rules for -b-, indeed, in
modern Russian conversational pronunciation, the /i/-phoneme completely follows the
normal rules. In Stage pronunciation, though, the velar consonants /j/, /f/, and /x/ (spelled
-r-, -u-, and -[-, respectively) in an unstressed syllable cannot be followed by the /h/phoneme (similarly to /Y/, /R/, and /sr/). Therefore, the [0]-allophone must follow when the /h/phoneme normally would (Russians palatalize the velars and use the /h/-phoneme, in modern
conversation). In Stage pronunciation, this special rule applies to any unstressed /h/-phoneme
following a velar consonant, but the most usual situation is that of the unstressed, adjectival
suffix -bq. The most common examples occured earlier in this text:
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dtkbrbq

/u&h!k&hj0i/

great

ljkubq

/!do4 g0i/

long

nb[bq

/!t&i x0i/

quiet

The second version applies to the more academic, Russian Literary style. In older
Russian poetry, such as Pushkin’s works (the kind of texts most often used as Russian art
song lyrics or opera libretti), rhymes were made between unstressed, adjectival endings
written as -jq and those written as -bq, when following letters for velar consonants. Since
there is little evidence that unstressed -jq suffixes in such cases were read as [0i], it is
assumed that the unstressed -bq suffix was read as [Ui] (or /?i/) after letters for velar
consonants. Therefore, if the rhyme scheme of the poetry includes such a pairing, then the
singer must read the -bq suffix as [Ui]. For example [lines from Pushkin’s Ruslan and
Ludmila]:
/oq&H!c@IHrsUq&h!m0f4t!anjUi.
…ghtlfymz cnfhbys

uke,jrjq…

…[the] legends of old times extreme… [the legends of truly ancient times…]
/y@!u&hc&Hmc@qo&He!sr@u0!rnjUi/
…Pfdblty

lfh

gtdwf

dscjrbq.

Enviable is [the] gift of the singer sublime. [The sublime gift of the singer is enviable]
In the end, the rhyme takes precedence.328 If the -bq suffix is written clearly to rhyme with
the suffix -sq then the singer should make the rhyme, and the same goes for the -bq/-jq
pairing. If, though, there is no such rhyme scheme in place, then the singer could decide
328

There are actually many examples in songs and arias in which the suffix -bq is paired in a rhyme
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between the Stage pronunciation of [0j] or the more contemporary, pronunciation of /ij/,
under which our earlier examples would be sung as:
dtkbrbq

/u&h!k&hj&hi/

great

ljkubq

/!do4 g&hi/

long

nb[bq

/!t&i x&hi/

quiet

Strictly, the [0j] pronunciation is more appropriate for Russian lyric diction, but the modern,
version (/ij/) would not be considered unacceptable.
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A Note on Style, Vocal Technique, and Russian Lyric Diction
There is a fact about the so-called Russian School of singing that is little known in the
West: classical vocal technique was first taught to the Russians by some of the great Bel
Canto singers, composers, and teachers of Italy in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. Italian opera troupes were brought in by the Tsarinas (first Anna, then Catherine
the Great) to perform. Many Italian musicians stayed in Russia (encouraged by the patronage
of the Imperial Court) and trained Russian singers, composers and other musicians in the
Italian traditions.329 A major characteristic of “Italianate” singing truly pervades the Russian
approach; sound (especially legato sound) is paramount, even over pure diction. This
translates into spending more time on vowels than consonants (including large clusters), and
altering vowels, particularly in the uppermost portion of the vocal range, for the sake of the
evenness and beauty of tone.
In practice, this means that Russian singers use the /@/-phoneme, rather than fronted
/`/, which is normal to Russian speech. In Russian speech, interpalatal /@/ is pronounced as
[z\ (as in cat), but this allophone is not used in singing. Russian singers shift only to the
fronted [`]. Also, Russian /n/ is allowed to open up on higher notes, first to /N/ then towards a
slightly more rounded /@/, much the way that an Italian singer might make the adjustment.
The /i/-vowel is often rounded and lowered a bit, while the velar [0]-allophone is also
rounded a little, but then is brought more forward than in Russian speech. This latter
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allophone ([0]) is velarized in singing, rather than pharyngealized, as some Russian speakers
might produce it, and it is brought forward by shifting the back of the tongue toward the front
of the soft palate (in front of the uvula) from the back of the throat. A similar adjustment is
made to the velar /4/-consonant. All plosive consonants (/a/, /o/, /c/, /s/, /f/, /j/, etc.) are
unreleased, meaning that they are efficient and release little air. Legato line is “Tsar,” so all
consonants are “pushed to the right” as far as possible and are as quick and light as possible
(large clusters, as well), giving the greatest time for vowels. One of the most telling diction
errors that a non-Russian singer can make when singing Russian is to over-pronounce and
dwell on the consonants.
A good motto: Sing Russian like an Italian to sound really Russian.
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A Note for the Chorus Master: On the Choral Singing of Modern Russian
Since this guide covers only modern, Russian lyric diction, liturgical Russian
pronunciation, such as Russian Church Slavonic (RCS), is not discussed. In the case of
Russian opera, essentially all pronunciation is that of modern Russian diction. A conductor
might wish the Old Believers in Musorgsky’s Khovanshchina or the Monks during the Death
of Boris scene in Boris Godunov to use RCS pronunciation, when singing any liturgy-like
music, but that generally is not done. Also, there are many, well-known, Russian choral
works from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that are not liturgical and so
should use modern Russian diction.
The special challenge of choral singing is vowel matching. Many voices singing the
same words at the same time must shape their vowels in the same way to produce a unified
sound. Therefore, the most important question to ask is, what is the exact vowel shape/color
that must be sustained when the vowel is really a diphthong, such as Russian, stressed /n/, or
when regional variations cause confusion? Another major issue is the great variance of
training, experience, skill, and innate talent that a large group of people presents when
entering into such a communal project. Add to these issues the usual lack of scheduled time
and the chorus master is faced with a tremendous challenge. Under such circumstances, some
decisions, adjustments and compromises must be made. This essay will try to cover the most
common issues.
Russian, stressed /n/, as covered in the guide, is at least a diphthong, /n9U/, if not a
triphthong, /tn9U/. Labialization (rounding the lips as for /t/) is most prominent when the /o/phoneme is preceded by a labial consonant sound such as /o/, /a/, /e/, /u/, or one of their
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palatalized versions. Also, the Russian /n/-phoneme combines the lower and flatter tongue
position of /N/ with the well-rounded lips of /n/. For choral homogeny, some adjustments can
be made. First, use labialization only for the labial consonants listed above, as it is more
natural. When a stressed /n/ begins a word or stands alone, there is still some labialization in
speech, but it is much less important in singing. Therefore, just shape and sustain the
combination /n/-phoneme with well-rounded lips. Second, if the formation of Russian /n/ is
too difficult to get matched up have the members sing a nice round, Italian /n/, remembering
that Italian /n/ is neither as closed nor as rounded as the German or French /n/. If the
choristers must sing higher in their range, allow them to open up toward (even all the way to)
/N/. Since there is only one form of /n/ in Russian, it is perfectly fine to drop the jaw and open
the mouth for the sake of good tone quality in the upper registers. Make sure there is enough
rounding to sound like some form of /n/, though, because singing a pure /@/ for stressed /n/
can change the meaning of the word. Third, don’t worry about the /U/ off-glide. When a large
group is singing, it is almost indiscernible. If the off-glide is desired, though, simply treat it
as a relaxing of the lips at the very end of the sustained /n/-phoneme.
Next is [0] or velar -i-. This is a hard one, and most of the encountered tricks, such as
substituting an /x/-phoneme, don’t really work. What is important is that the vowel should
not be a guttural or pharyngeal /h/ (or [H]) but should be a velarized /h/- (or [H]-) vowel. This
keeps the back of the tongue out of the throat. Using the image of singing an [H]-vowel while
sending the air stream under the tongue or through the floor of the mouth, instead of over the
top of the tongue, may also get the color without causing pharyngeal tension. For [0], there
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are no shortcuts, just practice, practice, practice. With most of the other primary vowels in
Russian, the Italianate model works best.
In the case of the secondary allophones [a] and [e], the more important one is [d]. If a
singer sings /@/ instead of [`] in an interpalatal position, little is lost, if even heard, but
singing an open /D/ in place of a closed [d], can often change the meaning of a word (e.g.
itcn /RDrs/ = a pole, but itcnm /Rdr&s&/ = six). Remember the [d]-allophone in Russian is
like the French or German /d/-phoneme, though a bit more relaxed. Also, opening up to a
more Italianate /d/ is acceptable, if the more closed /d/ sounds vocally tense. The reduced
vowel sounds [U] and [H], can also be tricky, so a decision may be made not to use them. This
would mean that 1) spelled -f- and -j- in all unstressed positions would be sung as /@/, 2) the
letter -z- would always be sung as /@/–/i@/ (or [`]–[i`] when followed by a palatalized
consonant, -m-, or -q-), and 3) spelled -t-, in an unstressed position, would be sung as /D/–/iD/
(or [d]–[id]+ when fronted). An exception to number 2, above, may be the letter combination
-xfq-, when in a pre-stress position (as in the composer’s name, Xfqrjdcrbq
/sR&h!jne&r&j&hi/ Tchaikovsky). This should be sung as /sRh-/ under most circumstances, even
though /sR`i-/ is considered an option. Luckily, the three-letter combination is rare. The rule
is that, if one does not choose to reduce these vowels, then they must be sung as the
appropriate primary or secondary vowels. Therefore, in such cases, /@/ can never be allowed
to slip into [U], just as when singing in Italian, and the difference between /D/ and /d/ must be
maintained.
On the subject of consonants, the greatest difficulties usually occur in 1) producing
the Russian velar -l- (/4/), 2) proper palatalization, and 3) articulating long, complex,
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consonant clusters. In the case of /4/, like [0], forming it as a velarized, rather than
pharyngealized, consonant is the key to a more forward and free sound. The best formation
exercise, as discussed in the guide, is to place the tongue in the dental /k/ position and then
raise the back of the tongue to meet the front of the soft palate or, even the transition point
between the soft and hard palate. This keeps the tongue out of the pharynx, so that the air and
sound can vibrate freely, but produces a perfectly acceptable /4/-phoneme. Borrowing from
the [0]-allophone, again, the image of the air stream passing under the tongue or through the
bottom of the mouth may help to keep the sound from feeling and sounding bound up in the
throat.
The main point on palatalization is that this process reflects the position of the tongue
in forming a consonant, not a separate phonetic sound, such as /h/ (with vowels or
consonants), or /i/ (with consonants only). In other words, the tongue being arched toward
the hard palate is part and parcel of the consonant as a whole. The tongue must be in the
arched position before speaking the core consonant and must remain in this shape throughout
the utterance of the main phoneme. All the palatalized consonants (and /i/+vowel clusters,
for that matter) can and should be practiced in isolation, perhaps on vocalizes, as well as in
clusters. As for situations when /i/+vowel clusters are sung [e. g. z /i@/ (I), t/ /iH!in/ (her),
tckb /!idr&k&h/ (if), yjde. /!mnutit/ (new [fem. acc.]), like the consonants, the arched
tongue must be in place before the vowel voicing occurs. These vowels are preceded by /i/,
not /h/, making the arched tongue shape integral to the entire articulation. Remember that -qrepresents the separate phoneme of /j/, and that the soft sign, -m-, after a consonant can
indicate extra aspiration (unvoiced or voiced), while the tongue remains in the arched shape.
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As for regressive palatalizing of consonantal clusters, the easiest and most formal choice is to
palatalize the entire cluster, except for the consonants /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), or /sr/ (-w-) (or /4/
(-k-), if it is not the original, influencing consonant). Simply place the tongue into the arched
position and speak/sing the cluster. The more recent practice of palatalizing only certain
consonants regressively can rarely be discerned from the more historical practice, while
singing over an orchestra. In contrast, singing without regressive palatalization in consonant
clusters, when it should be present, is not only difficult, it is noticeably incorrect.
The several special consonant clusters that are covered in the guide (ones that sound
very different from their spelling and ones that delete one or more of their letter readings
when sung) should be carefully studied and heeded, as they are much easier to pronounce
than they look orthographically. In all other cases of complex consonantal clusters, it can be
helpful to divide the cluster syllabically. If the cluster is internal, one may place the first
consonant(s) on the end of the preceding syllable and the rest on the beginning of the next
(e. g., Xfqrjdcrbq (Tchaikovsky) /sR&h!jne&r&j&hi/, rather than /sR&h!jne&r&j&hi/). If the
cluster is initial and more complex (usually unfamiliar to English speakers), the singer might
first practice by artificially syllabifying the cluster, placing a vowel before the consonants
(e.g. dp,htlfnm – to occur to somebody – /u&y&a&q&H!c@s&/ might be practiced as
/hu&y&a&q&H!c@s&/, as if the first portion was the English word eaves). Once well practiced,
singers should work towards pronouncing consonantal clusters quickly and lightly. Also, as
in Italian, Russian consonants, including clusters should be “pushed to the right” as far as
possible, and given just enough time to sound clearly without disrupting legato line. Russians
will even accept slightly unclear consonants for vowel oriented, legato line, over choppy
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sound due to over pronounced consonants. Sing Russian consonants as light and forward,
even if formed in the back of the mouth.
Finally, preparation is imperative for the chorus master. One must know exactly
which syllable is stressed in each of the printed words. Even though the music often may
follow the spoken stresses, it will not always. Proper stress is necessary to implement the
akanye and ikanye reductions correctly and to phrase the music in a more idiomatically
Russian fashion. Also, related to knowing the correct stresses, knowing when a printed -t- is
actually a -/-, and so is read /in/ or /n/, obviously should rank high on a chorus master’s
preparatory checklist, as well as correctly applying the rules of assimilation. Russian is a
language of advanced diction (as English is for non-native speakers), and should be respected
with thorough preparation.
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APPENDIX A
Review Chart of the International Phonetic Alphabet*
IPA
@
`
z
a
c
d
D
e
f
F
g
w
h
H
0
i
j
k
4
l
m
n
N
8
?
o
q
?_ _
r
R
s
sr
sR


English Italian French German Russian IPA
t
cnfk
father
âme
T
vznm
alma aller
Vater
U
cat
u
,fyz
box bocca bas
bitte
lj,hj v
dad
duca
du
dich
y
dhtvz
parlé
Seele
taper
Y
'nj
bet
petto mais
wenn
abkv
far
furore frais
Vogl
i@
ujhf
gone gobba gard
gaben
jukj[ ,s i`
iD
happy
Haus
[jntn id
Bach
blnb in
beet
figli
dite
ihr
it
xfcs
sit
bitte
iH
,sk
xfq
feuille Jung
boy
a&
rfr
kite
caldo
qui
König
c&
leap
ladro loup
Liebe
e&
cnjk
milk
mama mama maman Mutter vfvf f&
j&
yj
not
nel
non
nicht
k&
djn
Rose
open colori l’eau
l&
ought sotto sortir Wonne
I
fleur könnte
o&
je
tragen
broken
q&
gfgf
papa
papa papa
Paar
hf,jnf r&
ridere
R&R&
liver
s&
cnjk
see
sotto sucre faßen
bie sR&
shoe sciutti chou schön
u&
nj
top
tutto temp
Tot
w&
wfhm
Zeit
zitto
y&
Deutsch
chauk
Y&Y&

English Italian French German Russian
euke
tu
tout
Ruh
too
Mutter
book
vjkjrj
but
dfv
vice
viva
vie
weg
oui
wall
guai
pyfnm
zip
rosa
rose
Rose
;bnm
je
azure
The /j/+vowel clusters
zk
aria
yacht
ja
vznm
royal
vyt
ieri
tienne
yes
tcnm
yea
pietà
vj/
yo-yo
ndj.
Jugend
fiume
you
Jiddisch zlhj
yippie
Palatalized consonants
,m/n
lzlz
rhjdm
fjord fiume
yjut
hert
cnjkm
vznm
yzyz
onion gnocchi agneau

gmtcf

ujhmrj
c/k

ob
vfnm
tuile
xfq
cheese città
dm/n
e[t
ptvkz
lj;lm ,s

* Some symbols and sounds are not pertinent to Russian; some only to Russian. The IPA
symbols that relate to Russian reflect singing pronunciation only.
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APPENDIX B
The Russian Cyrillic Alphabet in Print Form
Russian letter names are in IPA, except for -q-, -]-, and -m-, which names are transliterated
from the Russian.
Cyrillic
Ff
<,
Dd
Uu
Ll
Tt
?/
:;
Pp
Bb
Qq
Rr
Kk
Vv
Yy
Jj
Gg

Name
/`/
/aD/
/uD/
/fD/
/cD/
/iD/
/in/
/YD/
/yD/
/h/
/h/ kratkoye
/j`/
/D4/
/Dl/
/Dm/
/n/
/oD/

Cyrillic
Name
/Dq/
Hh
/Dr/
Cc
/sD/
Nn
/t/
Ee
/De/
Aa
/w`/
{[
/srD/
Ww
/sR&d/
Xx
/R`/
Ii
/R&R&`/
Oo
tvyordyĭ znak
}]
/0/
Ss
myagkiĭ znak
Mm
/D/
"'
/it/
>.
/i`/
Zz

Obsolete Letters Still Encountered in Russian Opera Scores and Art Song Music

ѣ = t
і

= b

ѵ = b
ѳ = a
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APPENDIX C
Russian Phonetic Transcription Stylistic Conversion Chart
Comparison of this text with the four major Russian diction systems:
Piatak/Avrashov: Russian Songs & Arias; Belov: Libretti of Russian Operas;
Richter: Complete Song Text Series; and Sheils (Walters): A Singer’s Manual
Grayson
Cyrillic
IPA
Ff

<,
Dd
Uu
Ll
Tt

?/
:;
Pp
Bb

Qq
Rr

P/A
IPA

Belov
Mod. IPA

/@/

[blank

[U]
[`]
[H]
/a/
/a&/

/?/
/@/
/h/

[a]
/@/
[a]

/@/
/@/
/@/

/?/
[`]
[H]

/ᶀ/

/ᶀ/

/a⁄/

/ᶀ/

/u/
/u&/

/ᶌ/

/ᶌ/

/u⁄/

/ᶌ/

/f/
/f&/

/ᶃ/

/ᶃ/

/f/⁄

/ᶃ/

/c/
/c&/

/ᶁ/

/ᶁ/

/c⁄/

/ᶁ/

/iD/
/ih/
/ih/
[0]

[id]
/iD/
[id]
[0]

[id]
/iD/
[id]
/x/

[id]
[iH]
/ih/
[0]

/Y/

/Y/

/ž/

/Y/

/ᶎ/

/ᶎ/

/y⁄/

/ᶎ/

/h/
/h/
/h/

[0]
/?/
/i/

/x/
/?/
/i/

[0]
/h/
/i/

/ᶄ/

/ᶄ/

/j⁄/

/ᶄ/

/iD/
[id]
[iH]
/ih/
[0]
/in/
/Y/
/Y&/
/y/
/y&/
/h/
[0]
/U/
/i/
/j/
/j&/

line

=

Richter Sheil (Walters)
Slav. PA
IPA
same for

all]
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Grayson
IPA

P/A
IPA

Kk

/4/
/k&/

Vv

/l/
/l&/

/k/
/ᶅ/
[blank
/ᶆ/

Cyrillic

Yy
Jj

Gg
Hh
Cc
Nnn
Ee
Aa
{[

/m/
/I/

Belov
Mod. IPA

Richter
Slav. PA

/°/
/k/
/k⁄/
/ᶅ/
line = same for
/l⁄/
/ᶆ/
/m⁄/

Sheil (Walters)
IPA
/J/
/ᶅ/
all]
/ᶆ/

/ᶇ/
/n/
/@/
/?/

/ᶇ/
/N/
/@/
[a]

/n/
/@/
/@/ (/?/)

/ᶇ/
/N/
/@/
/?/

/ᶈ/

/ᶈ/

/o⁄/

/ᶈ/

/q/
/q&/

/ᶉ/

/ᶉ/

/q⁄/

/ᶉ/

/r/
/r&/

/ᶊ/

/ᶊ/

/r⁄/

/ᶊ/

/ƫ/

/ƫ/

/s⁄/

/ƫ/

/ᶂ/

/ᶂ/

/e⁄/

/ᶂ/

/B/

/w⁄/

[F]
/sr/

/ᶍ/
/w/
/sr/

/n/
/@/
[U]
/o/
/o&/

/s/
/s&/
/u/
/e/
/e&/
/w/
/w&/

Ww

[F]
/sr/

/ᶍ/
/w/
/sr/

Xx

[cy]
/sR&/

/sr/
/sR/

[cy]
/sR/

[F\
/c/
[cy]
/č⁄ /

[cY&]

/sR/

[cY]

[c⁄ž]

Ii

/R/

/R/

/R/

/š/

/sᶋ/
/R/

Oo

/R&R&/

/RsR/

/ᶋ9/

/š⁄š⁄/

/ᶋᶋ/

/Y&Y&/

/RsR/

/9/

/ž⁄ž⁄/

/ᶋᶋ/

No IPA
[0]
[&]

[0]
[ ⁄]

[0]
[ ⁄]

/x/
[ ⁄]

[0]
[ ⁄]

]
Ss

m

/sr/
/sᶋ/
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Cyrillic
"'

>.
Zz

Grayson
IPA

P/A
IPA

Belov
Mod. IPA

/D/
[d]
[H]
/it/
/i@/
[i`]
[iH]
[U]

[blank
/D/
/D/

line
[d]
/D/

/i@/
/ih/

/i@/
[ia]
/?/

[j?]

Richter
Slav. PA

= same for
[d]
/D/

/i@/
/i@/
/@/

Sheil (Walters)
IPA
all]
[d]
[H]

[i`]
[iH]
[?]
[j?]
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APPENDIX D
Phoneme to Cyrillic Index
/@/

f

stressed, immediate pre- or post-stress, or initial (stressed or not)

j

immediate pre-stress or unstressed initial letter only

z

stressed not followed by palatalized consonant or -q-; unstressed,
feminine adjective endings -fz and -zz

[`]

f

only when stressed, after /sR&/ (-x-) or /R&R&/ (-o-), and followed by
a palatalized consonant or -q-

[U]

z

stressed only and followed by palatalized consonant or -q-

f

remote pre- or post-stress, not initial

b

ending -bq, Old Muscovite tradition

j

penultimate and remote pre-stress not initial; all post-stress

z

in reflexive, verbal endings -nmcz or -ncz, no preceding
palatalization

/i@/

z

only when stressed; initial or following a vowel, and followed by
by an unpalatalized consonant or final

[i`]

z

only when stressed; initial or following a vowel, and followed by
a palatalized consonant

/a/; /a&/

,,

g g when voiced due to assimilation

/v/; /v&/

dd

a a when voiced in rare cases of assimilation

/f/; /f&/

uu

r r when voiced due to assimilation

/c/; /c&/

l l g n n when voiced due to assimilation

/D/

t (ѣ)

stressed only (except certain foreign words) after any consonant,
only when followed by an unpalatalized consonant or final

'

stressed only (except certain foreign words) and followed by
an unpalatalized consonant

[d]

t

stressed only, after any consonant, only when followed by a
palatalized consonant

'

initial, stressed, and followed by a palatalized consonant or -q-
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Phoneme to Cyrillic Index (cont’d)
/iD/

t

only when stressed, initial or following a vowel, and followed by
an unpalatalized consonant

[id]

t

only when stressed, initial or following a vowel, and followed by a
palatalized consonant

/in/

/

only when stressed, initial or following a vowel; dieresis rare

/n/

/

stressed only (except in some compound words)

/Y/ ([Y&])

;;

i i voiced due to assimilation; unpalatalized only (one exception)

p

before voiced -;-

c

before voiced -;-

oo

voiced due to assimilation (rare within words)

;;

in rare cases of cluster -;;- in Old Muscovite accent

p;

in rare cases of cluster -p;-

/y/; /y&/

pp

c c voiced due to assimilation

/h/

b (і,ѵ) almost always (see [0] below)

/Y&Y&/

[H]

t

only unstressed and interpalatal

f

only after -x- or -o- ,when pre-stress and interpalatal

f

only unstressed after -x- or -o-, pre-stress not interpalatal;
post-stress all cases, including interpalatal

t

unstressed, preceded by a palatalized consonant only, and when
followed by an unpalatalized consonant or final

'

unstressed, not preceded by a /i/-glide

z

all unstressed positions (except fem. adj. endings-fz and -zz)
preceded by a palatalized consonant, when followed by an
unpalatalized consonant or final

/ih/

t

unstressed, only initial or following a vowel, and followed by a
palatalized consonant

z

unstressed (except fem. adj. endings-fz and -zz), only initial or
following a vowel, and followed by a palatalized consonant
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Phoneme to Cyrillic Index (cont’d)
[iH]

t

unstressed, only initial or following a vowel, and followed by
an unpalatalized consonant or final

z

unstressed (except fem. adj. endings -fz and -zz), initial or
following a vowel, and followed by an unpalatalized consonant
or final

/i/

q

when spelled out (sometimes deleted due to assimilation); also part
of /i/+vowel clusters

/j/; /j&/

rr

/4/; /k&/

kk

u u as unvoiced when final or due to regressive assimilation

/l/; /l&/ v v
/m/; /I/

yy

/n/

j

stressed, mostly; unstressed only in certain foreign words

/o/; /o&/

gg

, , unvoiced when final or due to regressive assimilation

/q/; /q&/

hp

/r/; /r&/

cc

p p unvoiced when final or due to regressive assimilation

/s/; /s&/

nn

l l unvoiced when final or due to regressive assimilation

/u/

e

stressed or unstressed, any position

.

stressed or unstressed after a palatalized consonant; in certain
foreign words without preceding palatalization

/it/

.

stressed or unstressed, initial or following a vowel only

/f/; /f&/

a a (ѳ) d d unvoiced when final or due to regressive assimilation

/x/; /x&/

[[

u u in the clusters -ur- and -ux- only

[F]

[

voiced across word boundary due to assimilation

/sr/

ww

-nc-, -nmc- under very specific conditions

/s&˛r&/

ww

very rare

[cy]

ww

voiced due to assimilation, usually across word boundary
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Phoneme to Cyrillic Index (cont’d)
/sR&/

xx

/sR/
[cY&]

unpalatalized in clusters ni; li; xi
xx

[cY]
/R/ (/R&/)

also clusters ni; li; xi
voiced due to assimilation (rare internally); and clusters n;; l;
unpalatalized in clusters n;; l;

ii

; ; unvoiced when final and due to assimilation;
unpalatalized only (one obsolete exception)

p

before unvoiced -i-

c

before unvoiced -i-

x

clusters -xn- and -xy- in only a few words

/R&R&/

oo

also clusters -;x-; -cx-; -ix-

[No IPA]

]

the hard sign or tvyordyĭ znak

[0]

s

stressed or unstressed, all positions

b

after /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), or /sr/ (-w-) [with rare exceptions]; across
word boundary after hard consonants; ending -bq using Stage
Pronunciation

[&]

t

unstressed after /Y/ (-;-), /R/ (-i-), or /sr/ (-w-)

m

the soft sign or myagkiĭ znak
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APPENDIX E

Common Russian Grammatical Forms with Pronunciations330

Declension
Declension is the representation of case, gender and number in nouns, adjectives, and
pronouns through added or changing word endings or forms. For those unfamiliar, cases
relate to the syntactical organization of a sentence. The cases in Russian are the nominative,
the accusative, the genitive, the dative, the prepositional, and the instrumental. Those
familiar with ancient Greek and Latin know that, in the larger scope of language, there are
more cases, but only six are employed in Russian.
Nouns:
A Russian noun generally has a root that is then declined by a set of suffixes
signifying the different cases. The declensional endings also incorporate gender (masculine,
feminine, and neuter) and number (singular or plural). Often, the syllabic stress of a word
shifts as the form changes, affecting pronunciation. Also, Russians decline nouns that move
around under their own power, or are animate (people and animals), slightly differently from
nouns that do not (plants, things), which are considered inanimate (Table 1).
Table 1
Masculine, singular (inanimate):
cnjk (table):
Nom. cnjk
Acc. cnjk
Gen. cnjkf

330

/rsn4/
/rsn4/
/rs@!4@/

Prep. cnjkt
Dat. cnjke
Inst. cnjkjv

/rs@!k&D/
/rs@!4t/
/rs@!4nl/

The grammatical rules and information in this appendix are derived from three sources: Lubensky,
Ervin, and Jarvis, Nachalo: When in Russia...; Kagan and Miller, V Puti [On the Way]; and Rosengrant and
Lifschitz, Focus on Russian.
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Table 1 (cont’d)
Masculine, singular (animate):
cneltyn (student):
Nom. cneltyn /rst!c&Dms/
Acc. cneltynf /rst!c&Dms@/
Gen. cneltynf /rst!c&Dms@/

Prep. cneltynt
/rst!c&Dms&H/
Dat. cneltyne /rst!c&Dmst/
Inst. cneltynjv /rst!c&DmsUl/

Masculine, plural (inanimate):
cnjks (tables):
Nom. cnjks
Acc. cnjks
Gen. cnjkjd

/rs@!40/
/rs@!40/
/rs@!4ne/

Prep. cnjkf[
Dat. cnjkfv
Inst. cnjkfvb

/rs@!4@w/
/rs@!4@l/
/rs@!4@l&h/

Masculine, plural (animate):
cneltyns (student):
Nom. cneltyns /rst!c&Dms0/
Acc. cneltynjd /rst!c&DmsUe/
Gen. cneltynjd /rst!c&DmsUe/

Prep. cneltynf[ /rst!c&Dms@w/
Dat. cneltynfv /rst!c&Dms@l/
Inst. cneltynfvb /rst!c&Dms@l&h/

Feminine, singular (inanimate):
gj'vf (poem):
Nom. gj'vf
Acc. gj've
Gen. gj'vs

/o@!Dl@/
/o@!Dlt/
/o@!Dl0/

Prep. gj'vt
Dat. gj'vt
Inst. gj'vjq

/o@!Dl&H/
/o@!Dl&H/
/o@!DlUi/

Prep. ;tyt
Dat. ;tyt
Inst. ;tyjq

/Y0!ID/
/Y0!ID/
/Y0!mni/

Prep. gj'vf[
Dat. gj'vfv
Inst. gj'vfvb

/o@!Dl@w/
/o@!Dl@l/
/o@!Dl@l&h/

Feminine, singular (animate):
;tyf (wife):
Nom. ;tyf
Acc. ;tye
Gen. ;tys

/Y0!m@/
/Y0!mt/
/Y0!m0/

Feminine, plural (inanimate):
gj'vs (poems):
Nom. gj'vs
Acc. gj'vs
Gen. gj'v

/o@!Dl0/
/o@!Dl0/
/o@!Dl/
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Table 1 (cont’d)
Feminine, plural (animate):
;/ys (wives):
Nom. ;/ys
Acc. ;/y
Gen. ;/y

/!Ynm0/
/Ynm/
/Ynm/

Prep. ;/yf[
Dat. ;/yfv
Inst. ;/yfvb

/!Ynm@w/
/!Ynm@l/
/!Ynm@l&h/

Prep. ltkt
Dat. ltke
Inst. ltkjv

/!c&Dk&H/
/!c&D4t/
/!c&D4Ul/

Prep. ltkf[
Dat. ltkfv
Inst. ltkfvb

/c&H!4@w/
/c&H!4@l/
/c&H!4@l&h/

Neuter, singular (always considered inanimate):
ltkj (thing, matter, deed):
Nom. ltkj
/!c&D4U/
Acc. ltkj
/!c&D4U/
Gen. ltkf
/!c&D4@/
Neuter, plural:
ltkf (things, matters, deeds):
Nom. ltkf
/c&H!4@/
Acc. ltkf
/c&H!4@/
Gen. ltk
/c&D4/
Two examples of shifting stress are:
ltnb (children):
Nom. ltnb
Acc. ltntq
Gen. ltntq

/!c&ds&h/
/c&H!s&di/
/c&H!s&di/

Prep. ltnz[
Dat. ltnzv
Inst. ltnmvb

/!c&ds&Hw/
/!c&ds&Hl/
/c&H!s&l&h/

ldthb (doors):
Nom. ldthb
Acc. ldthb
Gen. ldthtq

/!cu&Dq&h/
/!cu&Dq&h/
/cu&H!q&Di/

Prep. ldthz[
Dat. ldthzv
Inst. ldthzvb

/cu&H!q&@w/
/cu&H!q&@l/
/cu&H!q&@l&h/

These are just a few examples of the declension of common Russian nouns. Of
course, there are some unusual declension forms and special exceptions, but these present the
basic idea for nouns. It should be noted that the spelling of declensional endings is affected
by some Russian spelling rules, but since a singer only sings words that are already written,
understanding exactly how and why the endings are changed is of lesser importance. The
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goal of this appendix is to help the singer recognize the grammatical forms and aid in
decoding the overall structure of a sentence as to its subject(s), object(s) and modifier(s), thus
aiding in phrasing and interpretation. It should be noted that several forms of differing cases
look alike, so attention must be paid to this, when attempting translation.
Adjectives:
Adjectives agree with the nouns they modify in gender and number. The adjectival
declensions consist of basic endings that follow either unpalatalized or palatalized root finals
and (in the masculine only) are affected by whether the particular ending is the stressed
syllable or not (Table 2).
Table 2
Masculine Adjective Endings:
Case
Nom.
Acc.
Gen.
Prep.
Dat.
Inst.

Unstressed/Stressed Unpalatalized Root
-sq/-jq
/0i/ /!ni/
-sq/-jq or -juj /0i/ /!ni/ or /UuU/ /!nuU/*
-juj
/UuU/ /!nuU/
-jv
/Ul/ /!nl/
-jve
/Ult/ /!nlt/
-sv
/0l/

Palatalized Root (always unstressed)
-bq
/hi/
-bq or -tuj
/hi/ or /iHuU/*
-tuj
/iHuU/
-tv
/iHl/
-tve
/iHlt/
-bv
/hl/

*As with nouns, the nominative and accusative case endings are the same with
inanimate things, while the accusative and genitive case endings are the same with people
and animals (animate entities). Also, remember that although -juj and -tuj are spelled with a
-u-, the -u- is read as /u/.
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Feminine Adjective Endings:
Case Unpalatalized Root (unstressed/stressed)
Nom.
-fz
/@i@/ /!@i@/
Acc.
-e. /tit/ /!tit/
Gen.
-jq /Ui/ /!ni/
Prep.
-jq /Ui/ /!ni/
Dat.
-jq /Ui/ /!ni/
Inst.
-jq /Ui/ /!ni/

Palatalized Root (always unstressed)
-zz /&@i@/*
-.. /&tit/*
-tq /&hi/
-tq /&hi/
-tq /&hi/
-tq /&hi/

*In the feminine form, the nominative and the accusative case endings are read in full
standard form, whether or not the ending is stressed. The second syllable of these endings is
never stressed and the first syllables indicate palatalization, so that a preceding consonant
will be palatalized. Examples: kbiyzz /!k&hRI@i@/; kbiytq /!k&hRIhi/. The initial
superscript-j indicates the palatalized root final.
Neuter Adjective Endings:
Case Unpalatalized Root (unstressed/stressed)
Nom.
-jt
/UiH/ /!niH/
Acc.
-jt
/UiH/ /!niH/
Gen.
-juj /UuU/ /!nuU/
Prep.
-jv
/Ul/ /!nl/
Dat.
-jve /Ult/ /!nlt/
Inst.
-sv
/0l/

Palatalized Root (always unstressed)
-tt
/&hiH/
-tt
/&hiH/
-tuj /&HuU/
-tv
/&Hl/
-tve /&Hlt/
-bv
/hl/

Plural Adjective Endings:
Case Unpalatalized Root (unstressed/stressed)
Nom.
-st
/0iH/
Acc.
-st or -s/ /0iH/ or /0w/*
Gen.
-s/
/0w/
Prep.
-s/
/0w/
Dat.
-sv
/0l/
Inst.
-svb
/0l&h/

Palatalized Root (always unstressed)
-bt
/hiH/
-bt or -b/ /hiH/ or /hw/*
-b/
/hw/
-b/
/hw/
-bv
/hl/
-bvb
/hl&h/

*As with nouns, the nominative and accusative case endings are the same with
inanimate things, while the accusative and genitive case endings are the same with people
and animals (animate entities).
An unusual set of adjectival case endings occur only with roots ending in -,-, -d-, -p-,
-k-, or -c-, producing nominative endings such as -,bq, -dbq, -pbq, etc. The root finals are all
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palatalized, and the endings are never stressed. The declension endings for these forms are
(Table 3):
Table 3
Case
Nom.
Acc.
Gen.
Prep.
Dat.
Inst.

Masculine
-bq
-bq or -mtuj
-mtuj
-mtv
-mtve
-mbv

Case
Nom.
Acc.
Gen.
Prep.
Dat.
Inst.

Neuter
-mt
-mt
-mtuj
-mtv
-mtve
-mbv

/hi/
/hi/ or /&iHuU/*
/&iHuU/
/&iHl/
/&iHlt/
/&hl/

Feminine
-mz
-m.
-mtq
-mtq
-mtq
-mtq

/&i@/
/&it/
/&iHi/
/&iHi/
/&iHi/
/&iHi/

/&jH/
/&jH/
/&jHuU/
/&jHl/
/&jHlt/
/&hl/

Plural
-mb
-mb or -mb/
-mb/
-mb/
-mbv
-mbvb

/&h/
/&h/ or /&hw/*
/&hw/
/&hw/
/&hl/
/&hl&h/

*Nominative and accusative case endings are the same with inanimate things, while the
accusative and genitive case endings are the same with people and animals (animate entities).
The myagkiĭ znak beginning most of these endings and preceding the vowels indicates
that the preceding consonant is palatalized, but also that a prominent, voiced aspiration is
produced between the palatalized consonant and the vowel.
Short Form Adjectives:
The preceding charts pertained to the long form of adjectives used to modify nouns
directly. Adjectives in the predicate position referring back to a subject often use a short
form, though either short or long forms are acceptable. Whether long form or short form, an
adjective agrees with the noun it modifies in gender and number. As examples:
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When an adjective directly modifies a noun, then the long form must be used (Table 4):
Table 4
Jy dscjrbq xtkjdtr.
Jyf dscjrfz ;tyobyf.
"nj dscjrjt lthtdj.
Djn, nfrbt dscjrbt cjcys!

/nmu0!rnj&hisRH4@!u&Dj/
/@!m@u0!rnj@i@!YDmR&R&hmU/
/DsUu0!rnjUiH!c&dq&HuU/
/unss@!j&hiHu0!rnj&hiH!rnrm0/

He is a tall man.
She is a tall woman.
That is a tall tree.
Look, such tall pines!

When a predicate adjective reflects backwards onto the subject, then the short form of the
adjective may be used (Table 5):
Table 5
Jy dscjr.
Jyf dscjrf.
"nj lthtdj dscjrj.
Djn, cjcys nfr dscjrb.

/nmu0!rnj/
/@!m@u0r@!j@/
/DsU!c&dq&HuUu0!rnjU/
/uns!rnrm0s@ju0r@!j&h/

He is tall.
She is tall.
That tree is tall.
Look, the pines are so tall.

Therefore, the common short adjectival endings are spelled as (Table 6):
Table 6
No preceding
Preceding
palatalization
palatalization
indicated
indicated
Masculine – null [no ending]
m
Feminine – f
z
Neuter
– j
t
Plural
– s or b*
b
*Spelling rules apply.
Adjectives can be constructed from verbs (deverbal forms). Those forms are discussed under
the section on verbs.
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Adverbs:
Adverbs can be derived from either adjectives or verbs. Adverbs derived from
adjectives, whether modifying adjectives or verbs, have essentially one declensional ending
of -j. Adverbs do not agree in gender or number. Most of the time adverbs are derived from
adjectives (Table 7).
Table 7
nhelysq /!sqtcm0i/ – difficult
ghjcnjq /oq@!rsni/ – simple
/jhjibq /w@!qnR0i/ – good

nhelyj /!sqtcmU/ – difficult; with difficultly
ghjcnj /!oqnrsU/ – simple; simply
/jhjij /wUq@!Rn/ – good; well

Adverbs can be derived from verbs, as well, and are covered in the section on verbs.
Pronouns:
Pronouns at times act like nouns and at times like adjectives, so they have forms
similar to each. Many pronouns decline by changing form completely, while others decline
using the root + suffix style. There are specific categories of pronouns which are based upon
grammatical usage. These categories are: interrogative/relative; personal; reflexive;
demonstrative; determinative; possessive – singular and reflexive; possessive – plural; and
possessive interrogative.
Table 8
Interrogative/Relative
Case

Pronoun /pronunciation/
who/whom
what/which/that

Nominative:
Accusative:
Genitive:
Prepositional:
Dative:
Instrumental:

rnj /jsn/
rjuj /j@!un/
rjuj /j@!un/
rjv /jnl/
rjve /j@!lt/
rtv /j&Dl/

xnj /Rsn/ (note the pronunciation of -x- for the
xnj /Rsn/
nominative and accusative forms of xnj)
xtuj /sR&H!un/
x/v /sR&nl/
xtve /sR&H!lt/
xtv /sR&Dl/
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Table 9
Personal
Case
Nominative:
Accusative:
Genitive:
Prepositional:
Dative:
Instrumental:

Singular Pronoun /pronunciation/
I/me/of mine you/of yours he/him/of his

it/of it

z /i@/
vtyz /l&h!I@/
vtyz /l&h!I@/
vyt /l&ID/
vyt /l&ID/
vyjq /lmni/

jyj /@!mn/
(y)tuj /iH!un/
(y)tuj /iH!un/
y/v /Inl/
(y)tve /iH!lt/
(y)bv /hl/

ns /s0/
nt,z /s&h!a&@/
nt,z /s&h!a&@/
nt,t /s&h!a&D/
nt,t /s&h!a&D/
nj,jq /s@!ani/

jy /nm/
(y)tuj /iH!un/*
(y)tuj /iH!un/
y/v /Inl/
(y)tve /iH!lt/
(y)bv /hl/

she/her/of hers
jyf /@!m@/
(y)t/ /iH!in/
(y)t/ /iH!in/
ytq /Idi/
(y)tq /jdi/
(y)tq /idi/

* If the preceding preposition ends in a vowel, then the above pronouns begin
with an added palatalized -y- (/I/). For example: e ytuj, /tID!un/, at his place.

Case
Nominative:
Accusative:
Genitive:
Prepositional:
Dative:
Instrumental:

Plural Pronoun /pronunciation/
we/us/of ours
you/of yours

they/them/of theirs

vs /l0/
yfc /m@r/
yfc /m@r/
yfc /m@r/
yfv /m@l/
yfvb /!m@l&h/

jyb /@!m&h/
(y)b[ /hw/
(y)b[ /hw/
yb[ /Ihw/
(y)bv /hl/*
(y)bvb /!hl&h/

ds /v0/
dfc /u@r/
dfc /u@r/
dfc /u@r/
dfv /u@l/
dfvb /!u@l&h/

*There are many forms that look alike, but one may be overlooked: the Dative form of them
looks the same as the Instrumental form of him/it. Be careful of look-alikes when translating.
Table 10
Reflexive
Case

Pronoun /pronunciation/
myself/yourself /his own/herself/itself/ourselves/yourselves/themselves

Nominative:
Accusative:
Genitive:
Prepositional:
Dative:
Instrumental:

n/a
ct,z /r&h!a&@/
ct,z /r&h!a&@/
ct,t /r&h!a&D/
ct,t /r&h!a&D/
cj,jq /r@!ani/
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Table 11
Demonstrative
Case

Nominative:
Accusative:
Genitive:
Prepositional:
Dative:
Instrumental:

Pronoun /pronunciation/
'njn = this
masculine

neuter

feminine

plural

'njn /!DsUs/
'njn /!DsUs/*
'njuj /!DsUuU/
'njv /!DsUl/
'njve /!DsUlt/
'nbv /!Ds&hl/**

'nj /!DsU/
'nj /!DsU/
'njuj /!DsUuU/
'njv /!DsUl/
'njve /!DsUlt/
'nbv /!Ds&hl/**

'nf /!Ds@/
'ne /!Dst/
'njq /!DsUi/
'njq /!DsUi/
'njq /!DsUi/
'njq /!DsUi/

'nb /!Ds&h/
'nb /!Ds&h/*
'nb[ /!Ds&hw/
'nb[ /!Ds&hw/
'nbv /!Ds&hl/**
'nbvb /!Ds&hl&h/

* For masculine and plural forms, inanimate antecedents use the nominative form and
animate antecedents use the genitive form.
** Many forms look alike, but do not overlook that the singular masc./neut. Instrumental
forms and the plural Dative form look alike. Be careful about look-alikes when translating.
Case

Nominative:
Accusative:
Genitive:
Prepositional:
Dative:
Instrumental:

Pronoun /pronunciation/
njn = that
masculine

neuter

feminine

plural

njn /sns/
njn /sns/*
njuj /s@!un/
njv /snl/
njve /s@!lt/
ntv /s&Dl/**

nj /sn/
nj /sn/
njuj /s@!un/
njv /snl/
njve /s@!lt/
ntv /s&Dl/**

nf /s@/
ne /st/
njq /sni/
njq /sni/
njq /sni/
njq /sni/

nt /s&D/
nt /s&D\*
nt[ /s&Dw/
nt[ /s&Dw/
ntv /s&Dl/**
ntvb /!s&Dl&h/

* For masculine and plural forms, inanimate antecedents use the nominative form and
animate antecedents use the genitive form.
** Many forms look alike, but do not overlook these look-alikes. Always be careful when
translating.
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Table 12
Determinative
Case

Nominative:
Accusative:
Genitive:
Prepositional:
Dative:
Instrumental:

Pronoun /pronunciation/
all, every, everyone, everything, the entire
masculine

neuter

feminine

plural

dtcm /u&dr&/
dtcm /u&dr&/*
dctuj /e&r&H!un/
dc/v /e&r&nl/
dctve /e&r&H!lt/
dctv /e&r&Dl/**

dc/ /e&r&n/
dc/ /e&r&n/
dctuj /e&r&H!un/
dc/v /e&r&nl/
dctve /e&r&D!lt/
dctv /e&r&Dl))/

dcz /e&r&@/
dc. /e&r&t/
dctq /e&r&di/
dctq /e&r&di/
dctq /e&r&di/
dctq /e&r&di/

dct /e&r&D/
dct /e&r&D/*
dct[ /e&r&Dw/
dct[ /e&r&Dw/
dctv /e&r&Dl/**
dctvb /!e&r&dl&h/

* For masculine and plural forms, inanimate antecedents use the nominative form and
animate antecedents use the genitive form.
** Many forms look alike, but do not overlook these look-alikes. Always be careful when
translating.
Table 13
Possessive (singular, reflexive)
Case

Pronoun /pronunciation/
my/mine
masculine

Nominative: vjq /lni/
Accusative: vjq /lni/*
Genitive:
vjtuj /lUiH!un/
Prepositional: vj/v /l@!inl/
Dative:
vjtve /lUiH!lt/
Instrumental: vjbv /l@!hl/**

neuter

feminine

plural

vj/ /l@!in/
vj/ /l@!in/
vjtuj /lUiH!un/
vj/v /l@!inl/
vjtve /lUiH!lt/
vjbv /l@!hl/**

vjz /l@!i@/
vj. /l@!it/
vjtq /l@!idi/
vjtq /l@!idi/
vjtq /l@!idi/
vjtq /l@!idi/

vjb /ln!h/
vjb /l@!h/*
vjb[ /l@!hw/
vjb[ /l@!hw/
vjbv /l@!hl/**
vjbvb /l@!hl&h/

neuter

feminine

plural

ndj/ /su@!in/
ndj/ /su@!in/
ndjtuj /su@iD!un/
ndj/v /su@!inl/
ndjtve /tv@iD!lt/
ndjbv /su@!hl/**

ndjz /su@!i@/
ndj. /su@!it/
ndjtq /su@!idi/
ndjtq /su@!idi/
ndjtq /su@!idi/
ndjtq /su@!idi/

ndjb /su@!h/
ndjb /su@!h/*
ndjb[ /tv@!hw/
ndjb[ /tv@!hw/
ndjbv .su@!hl/**
ndjbvb .su@!hl&h/

your/yours
masculine
Nominative: ndjq /suni/
Accusative: ndjq /suni/*
Genitive:
ndjtuj /suUiH!un/
Prepositional: ndj/v /su@!inl/
Dative:
ndjtve /suUiH!lt/
Instrumental: ndjbv /su@!hl/**
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Table 13 (cont’d)
Possessive (singular, reflexive) [cont’d]
Case

Pronoun /pronunciation/
one’s own
masculine

Nominative: cdjq /runi/
Accusative: cdjq /runi/*
Genitive:
cdjtuj /ruUiH!un/
Prepositional: cdj/v /ru@!inl/
Dative:
cdjtve /ruUiH!lt/
Instrumental: cdjbv /ru@!hl/**

neuter

feminine

plural

cdj/ /ru@!in/
cdj/ /ru@!in/
cdjtuj /ruUiH!un/
cdj/v /ru@!inl/
cdjtve /svUiH!lt/
cdjbv /ru@!hl/**

cdjz /ru@!i@/
cdj. /ru@!it/
cdjtq /ru@!idi/
cdjtq /ru@!idi/
cdjtq /ru@!idi/
cdjtq /ru@!idi/

cdjb /ru@!h/
cdjb /ru@!h/*
cdjb[ /sv@!hw/
cdjb[ /sv@!hw/
cdjbv /ru@!hl/**
cdjbvb /ru@!hlh/

* For masculine and plural forms, inanimate antecedents use the nominative form and
animate antecedents use the genitive form.
** Many forms look alike, but do not overlook these look-alikes. Always be careful when
translating.
Table 14
Possessive (plural)
Case

Pronoun /pronunciation/
our/ours
masculine

Nominative: yfi /m@R/
Accusative: yfi /m@R/*
Genitive:
yfituj /!m@R0uU/
Prepositional: yfitv /!m@R0l/
Dative:
yfitve /!m@R0lt/
Instrumental: yfibv /!m@R0l/**

neuter

feminine

plural

yfit /!m@R0/
yfif /!m@R@/
yfit /!m@R0/
yfie /!m@Rt/
yfituj /!m@R0uU/ yfitq /!m@R0i/
yfitv /!m@R0l/
yfitq /!m@R0i/
yfitve /!m@R0lt/ yfitq /!m@R0i/
yfibv /!m@R0l/** yfitq /!m@R0i/

yfib /!m@R0/
yfib /!m@R0/*
yfib[ /!m@R0w/
yfib[ /!m@R0w/
yfibv /!m@R0l/**
yfibvb /!m@R0l&h/

neuter

feminine

plural

dfif /!u@R@/
dfie /!u@Rt/
dfitq /!u@R0i/
dfitq /!u@R0i/
dfitq /!u@R0i/
dfitq /!u@R0i/

dfib /!u@R0/
dfib /!u@R0/*
dfib[ /!u@R0w/
dfib[ /!u@R0w/
dfibv /!u@R0l/**
dfibvb /!u@R0l&h/

your/yours
masculine

Nominative: dfi /u@R/
dfit /!u@R0/
Accusative: dfi /u@R/*
dfit /!u@R0/
Genitive:
dfituj /!u@R0uU/ dfituj /!u@R0uU/
Prepositional: dfitv /!u@R0l/
dfitv /!u@R0l/
Dative:
dfitve /!u@R0lt/ dfitve /!u@R0lt/
Instrumental: dfibv /!u@R0l/** dfibv /!u@R0l/**
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Table 15
Possessive Interrogative
Pronoun /pronunciation/
who’s/of which/what’s

Case

masculine
Nominative: xtq /sR&di/
Accusative: xtq /sR&di/*
Genitive:
xmtuj /sR&iH!un/
Prepositional: xm/v /sR&inl/
Dative:
xmtve /sR&iH!lt/
Instrumental: xmbv /sR&hl/**

neuter

feminine

plural

xm/ /sR&in/
xm/ /sR&in/
xmtuj /sR&iH!un/
xm/v /sR&inl/
xmtve /sR&iH!lt/
xmbv /sR&hl/**

xmz /sR&i@/
xm. /sR&it/
xmtq /sR&idi/
xmtq /sR&idi/
xmtq /sR&idi/
xmtq /sR&idi/

xmb /sR&h/
xmb /sR&h/*
xmb[ /sR&hw/
xmb[ /sR&hw/
xmbv /sR&hl/**
xmbvb /sR&hl&h/

* For masculine and plural forms, inanimate antecedents use the nominative form and
animate antecedents use the genitive form.
** Many forms look alike, but do not overlook these look-alikes. Always be careful when
translating.
Prepositions:
Recognizing the prepositions and knowing their meanings can be helpful. When
prepositions are used in prepositional phrases, some prepositions require the object noun to
be declined in a different case from the prepositional. Some prepositions take more than one
case, changing meaning, depending upon which case follows. When paired with an object, a
pronoun often is read as if it were an unstressed prefix to the object word, that is the two
words are read as one larger word. In such cases, the rules of vowel reduction apply. The
following chart gives pronunciation for the prepositions first when standing alone and then
when spoken as part of a prepositional phrase.
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Table 16
Preposition
(Normal; Other Forms)
,tp; ,tpj
lkz
lj
pf
bp
bp-pf
bp-gjl
r; rj
vt;le
yf
yfl; yflj

Pronunciation
(Alone/In Context)

Meaning

/a&Dy; !a&DyU/, /a&Hy; a&Hy@/ or /a&HyU/*
/ck&@/, /ck&H/
/cn/, /c@/ or /cU/*
/y@/, /y@/ or /yU/*
/hy/, /hy/ sometimes /0y/**
/hy˛!y@/; /hy˛y@/, /-yU/ or /0y˛y@/, /-yU/***
/hr!ons/; /hro@s/, /-o@c/, /-oUs/, /-oUc/†
/j; jn/, /j; j@/ or /jU/*
/!l&DYct/, /!l&DYct/
/m@/, /m@/ or /mU/*
/m@s; !m@cU/ see note †† for variants

without
for; for the purpose of
up to
behind; for (to get)
out of; from
from behind
from under
without
between; amidst
on; onto
above

*
The reading pronunciation of -j- is determined by its relative position to the object
word’s stressed syllable, as if the whole prepositional phrase was a single word. If
immediately pre-stress, the pronunciation will be /@/, if more remote, it will be /U/.
** The -b- is read as /0/, if the preceding word ends in a hard consonant.
*** Combination of notes * and **
†
The pronunciation of /n/ follows the rules of the note (*), while the pronunciation of the
final /c/ is affected by the rules of regressive assimilation of voicing.
††
/m@s/, /m@c/, /mUs/, or /mUc/; /mUc@/, or /mUcU/; stress position and voice assimilation
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Table 16 (cont’d)
Preposition
(Normal; Other Forms)
jrjkj
j; j,; j,j
jn; jnj
gthtl; gthtlj
gj
gjl; gjlj
ghb
ghj
hflb
c; cj
e
xthtp

Pronunciation
(Alone/In Context)

Meaning

/!njU4U/, /!njU4U/
/n; no; !naU/, /@/; /@o:@a/; /!@a@:,aU/*
/n; !nsU/, /@s.@c/; /!@s@.,sU/*
/!o&dq&Hs; !o&dq&HcU/, /!o&dq&Hs; !o&dq&Hc/†
/on/, /o@/ or /oU/**
/ons; !oncU/; see note †† for variants
/oq&h/, /oq&h/
/oqn/, /oq@/ or /oqU/**
/!q@c&h/, /qUc&h/**
/r:rn/, /s/; /r@/ or /rU/**
/t/, /t/
/!sRdq&Hr/, /sRhq&Hr/ or /sRhq&Hy/

close, near to
about
from; from the side of
in front of
along; around; to‡
under; close to
during; by; at‡
about‡
for the sake of
with; from; off of‡
nearby; at the home of‡
through; across; over

* First -j- will always read as /@/, as initial -j- in a word. /a/ affected by voice assimilation.
Final /n/ ruled by relative position to stress of object word.
†
gthtl and gthtlj maintain the first syllable stress, so the first /d/ is not reduced. Final
/c/ is affected by voice assimilation. Final -j of gthtlj is considered post-stress in
preposition rather than pre-stress to object word, so it remains read as /U/ in prepositional
phrase.
** Pronunciation determined by relative stress position in prep. phrase.
‡
has many more meanings based upon idiomatic expressions. Refer to dictionary.
††
/o@s/, /o@c/, /oUs/, or /oUc/; /oUc@/, or /oUcU/; stress position and voice assimilation.
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Verbs: Aspect, Infinitive Types, Conjugational Endings, Past Tense Endings, Adjectival
Forms and Declension Endings, Adverb Forms, Imperative Forms, and the Reflexive Particle
-cz (-cm)
Russian verbs reflect what is called aspect, and most verbs have two aspects, the
imperfective and the perfective. The perfective verb is often an imperfective verb form with
added prefixes or altered spellings, but some perfectives are completely different verbs. Each
of these verbs are normally conjugated in the present, past, and future tense forms, as well as
conditional forms and imperative forms, and each verb has several deverbal forms that create
adjectives, adverbs, and the imperative. The adjectival forms are declinable, and can have
short forms. Though the subject will not be discussed in any detail here, it should be noted
that several verbs of motion (to walk, to wander, to run, and related verbs) group together
three related verbs: two imperfective verbs, reflecting whether the motion has no specific
direction or destination (multidirectional) or has one specific destination or direction
(unidirectional), and one perfective verb (direction is irrelevant). Tables of the basic
formations and endings are found below.
Aspect
Labeled the imperfective and the perfective, aspect denotes whether an action is timelimited or not. Logically, the imperfective reflects no time limitation or the on-going state of
a verb. “I throw the ball,” “I am throwing the ball,” and “I was throwing the ball, when…” all
reflect a state of action where time does not matter. The perfective expresses a time-limited
or time-placed action, as in: “I threw…,” “I have thrown…” and “After I threw the ball….”
While English verbs combine changes in the verb form with the use of helper verbs to denote
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aspect, in Russian, the verb form, itself, reflects whether it is imperfective or perfective. As
examples, here are some verb pairs that show a variety of differences presented as
imperfective/perfective (Table 17):
Table 17
ujnjdbnm; ghbujnjdbnm
ldbufnm; ldbyenm
ljcnfdfnm; ljcnfnm
,hfnm; dpznm

/f@!snuhs&/; /oq&hf@!snuhs&/
/!c&u&hf@s&/; /!c&u&hmts&/
/cUrs@!u@s&/; /c@!rs@s&/
/aq@s&/; /u&y&`s&/

to prepare (food)
to move forward
to obtain (or reach)
to take

Because most Russian verbs can be paired as imperfective and perfective (a few verbs are
only imperfect), it is best for the singer who is serious about adding Russian to their song
repertoire to obtain a reference book of conjugated Russian verbs (see Appendix H for
recommendations).
The Types of Infinitive Endings
Russian verb infinitives have three basic types of ending: -nm, -nb, and -xm. The
infinitive ending -nb is generally associated with verbs of motion, bringing, or carrying.
Though the basic infinitive endings are only three, there are a limited number of letter
combinations which, when immediately preceding these endings, create expanded endings of
that can be grouped by similar characteristics of conjugation. These expanded endings
include: -fnm (-znm), -fdfnm, -jdfnm, -tdfnm, -sdfnm (-bdfnm), -bnm, -tnm, -(y)enm, (rare) -cnm
(-pnm), and (also rare) -snm. As an example, Russian verbs ending in -fnm (-znm), dfnm, -tnm, or
-(y)enm, are conjugated in what is called the first conjugation, but most all of the verbs with
the -bnm ending are conjugated in the second conjugation (see below). Some examples of
common verbs in their infinitive forms are (imperfective / perfective) (Table 18):
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Table 18
dcnfdfnm; dcnfnm
uekznm; gjuekznm
hfljdfnm; j,hfljdfnm
jltdfnm; jltnm
dspsdfnm; dspfnm
yfcnfbdfnm; yfcnjznm
ujdjhbnm; crfpfnm
evtnm; cevtnm
nzyenm; gjnzyenm
ghbyjcbnm; ghbytcnb
vjxm; cvjxm
rkfcnm; gjkj;bnm
uhspnm; hfpuhspnm
evsdfnm; evsnm

/ers@!u@s&/; /ers@s&/
/ft!k&`s&/; /oUft!k&`s&/
/!q@c@u@s&/; /@!aq@c@u@s&/
/@c&H!u@s&/; /@c&ds&/
/u0y0!u@s&/; /!u0y@s&/
/m@!rs@hu@s&/; /mUrs@!i`s&/
/fUu@!q&hs&/; /rj@y@s&/
/t!l&ds&/; /rt!l&ds&/
/s&@!mts&/; /oUs&@!mts&/
/oq&hm@!rhs&/; /oq&hm&H!r&s&h/
/lnsR&/; /rlnsR&/
/j4@r&s&/; /oU4@!Y0s&/
/fq0r&s&/; /q@y!fq0r&s&/
/tl0!u@s&/; /t!l0s&/

to stand up
to stroll
to make happy
to dress someone
to call (send for)
to insist
to speak; to tell
to be able (know how)
to pull (draw)
to bring to (carry to)
to be able
to place (put)
to gnaw (nibble)
to wash up

[jlbnm – blnb; gjqnb

/w@!c&hs&/ – /hs!s&h/; /o@i!s&h/

to walk*

*Presented as multidirectional – unidirectional (imperfective); perfective
Generally, Russian verbs that share the same form of expanded infinitive ending (-fnm,
-jdfnm, -tdfnm, -bnm, -tnm, -(y)enm, etc.) tend to be conjugated the same way.
The Basic Conjugational Endings
There are two types of conjugation (first and second). Russian verbs are conjugated
by removing the basic ending (-nm, -nb, or -xm) and adding the appropriate conjugational
ending. Thus: dcnfdf(nm) becomes dcnfdf., dcnfdftim, dcnfdftn, etc. The endings are as
follows (Table 19):
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Table 19
First Conjugation
Person
1st sing.
2nd sing.
3rd sing.
1st plural
2nd plural
3rd plural

Ending*
-. (-e)
-tim (-/im)
-tn (-/n)
-tv (-/v)
-tnt (-/nt)
-.n (-en)

Pronunciation
/it/'/t/)
/iHR/'/inR/)
/iHs/'/ins/)
/iHl/'/inl/)
/iHs&H/'/ins&H/)
/its/'/ts/)

*-.(n) after a vowel; -e(n) after a consonant. -/- is used when the syllable is stressed.
Second Conjugation
Person
1st sing.
2nd sing.
3rd sing.
1st plural
2nd plural
3rd plural

Ending**
-. (-e)
-bim
-bn
-bv
-bnt
-zn (-fn)

Pronunciation†
/it/'/t/)
/&hR/
/&hs/
/&hl/
/&hs&H/
/iHs/'/@s/ or /Us/)

**-e and -fn follow the consonants -u-, -r-, -;-, -i-, -x-, and -o-.
†The [&] represents the palatalization of any preceding consonant, other than the
consonants that remain unpalatalized. If preceded by a vowel, retain the full /i/-glide with
/it/ and /iHs/, but not before the /h/-phoneme. For example: jyb ecnhjzn… /@!Iht!rsqniHs/
(They will arrange…), but jy ecnhjbn… /$nmt!rsqnhs/ (He will arrange…). If the
preceding consonant is one that does not palatalize, the /h/-phoneme is replaced with the [0]allophone. For example: jy cke;bn… /$nm!r4tY0s/ (He serves as…).
Past Tense Endings
The past tense of a Russian verb is generally formed by taking the infinitive form,
removing the basic ending (-nm, -nb, or -xm) and adding an ending from the list in Table 20
(below) depending upon the gender or number of the subject. For example: jltdf(nm)
becomes jltdfk, jltdfkf, jltdfkj, etc. There are some exceptional cases of formation, but
comprehensive Russian-English dictionaries usually provide these exceptions, as do verb
conjugation reference texts (Table 20).
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Table 20
Subject
Masculine
Feminine
Neuter
Plural

Ending
-k
-kf
-kj
-kb

Pronunciation
/4/
/4@/
/4n/nq/4U/*
/k&h/

*depending upon whether the syllable is stressed or unstressed, respectively.
Verbal Adjectives
Forming adjectives from Russian verbs is the most literary of grammatical actions.
Such complicated forms are rarely used in conversation, but mostly occur in formal, educated
writing. This writing, of course, includes the kind of poetic versification found in operas and
art songs, so singers will have to sing these forms far more often than they might encounter
them in Russian conversation. Forming Russian verbal adjectives is complicated by three
factors: 1) there are four, separate grammatical forms; 2) each form launches from a different
conjugational form of the verb, rather than from the infinitive; and 3) once the root is formed,
the new adjective is fully declinable and so can use any of the adjectival declensional
endings, which have to agree in gender or number with the modified noun. The four forms
are Present Active, Past Active, Present Passive, and Past Passive.
Forming the Verbal Adjectives
Present Active: forms from the imperfective only, using the 3rd person plural
conjugation of the verb. The final -n is replaced by -o- and then the adjectival endings are
added to that root (Table 21 [→ = changes to] ):
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Table 21
,tuf.n → ,tuf.o- → ,tuf.obq, therefore, ,tuf.obq xtkjdtr (a running man).
,tuf.obq xtkjdtr
cnhtkz.ofz ,jkm
gflf.ott lthtdj

/!a&Df@itR&R&hisRH4@!u&Dj/
/r&s&q&h!k&@itR&R&`i@ank&/
/!o@c@itR&R&hiH!c&dq&HuU/

a running man
a shooting pain
a falling tree

Past Active: forms from past-tense of either an imperfective or perfective verb;
generally the final -k of the masculine form is replaced by the cluster -di- and then the
adjectival endings are added. Some verbs end with a consonant other than -k in the masculine
form. For these verbs, only the -i- is added after the full, masculine past form, and then the
adjective ending is added (Table 22):
Table 22
gflfk → gflfdi- → gflfditt, therefore, gflfditt lthtdj (a tree that was falling).
bcg/r → bcg/ri- → bcg/ribt, therefore, bcg/ribt ,ekrb (rolls that were baked).
gkfrfdibq vfkmxbr
pfcvtzdifzcz ;tyobyf
gflfditt lthtdj
bcg/ribtcz ,ekrb

/!o4@j@uR&R&hi!l@k&sRhj/
/yUr&l&h!i@uR@i@rU!YDmR&R&hmU/
/!o@c@uR0iH!c&dq&HuU/
/h!r&o&njR0iHrU!at4j&h/

a boy who was crying
a lady who began laughing
a tree that was falling
rolls that were baked

Present Passive: forms from the present-tense, 1st person plural (we) form of a
transitive imperfective verb; simply take the full verb form and add the adjectival endings
(Table 23 [→ = changes to]):
Table 23
jnrhsdftv → jnrhsdftvfz, therefore, jnrhsdftvfz ldthm (the door being opened).
,hjcftvsq vzx
/aq@!r@iHl0i!l&`sR/
a tossed ball
jnrhsdftvfz ldthm /@sjq0!u@iDl@i@c&u&dq&/
the door being opened
ghjkbdftvjt vjkjrj /oq@k&h!u@iHlUiHlU4@!jn/ the milk being spilled
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Past Passive: is the most involved formation, as there are three forms that are based
upon either an infinitive or individual conjugational form and the conjugation type (first or
second). Rather than explain exactly how these verbal adjectives are created, here is a list of
examples that reflect the variations one might encounter (Table 24):
Table 24
dpznsq dtkjcbgtl
jnrhsnfz ldthm

/!u&˛y&@s0iu&H4Urh!o&Ds/
/@s!jq0s@i@c&u&dq&/

the bicycle that was taken
a door that had been opened

yfgbcfyyjt gbcmvj
lfyyst ghfdbkf

/m@!o&hr@mUiHo&hr&!ln/
/!c@mm0iH!oq@u&h4U/

the written letter
the given rules

pfrfk/yysq djby
hti/yyfz celm,f

/yUj@!k&nmm0i!unhm/
/q&D!Rnmm@i@rtc&!a@/

a hardened warrior
determined fate

gjkextyyjt ,jufncndj /o@!4tsRDmmUiHa@!f@srsuU/ received wealth
regktyybt vbkjcnb /!jtok&hIIhiH!l&h4Ur&s&h/
bought favors/mercies
As usual, since the dieresis of -/- (/in/) is rarely printed, only a comprehensive dictionary
and/or verb form reference helps to determine whether an -tyy- form is read as /-&Dmm-/ or
/-&nmm-/.
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Verbal Adverbs
Perhaps the best way to describe Russian verbal adverbs (adverbs made from verbs)
is to say that one action is happening or has happened while another action occurs. Therefore,
a first verb modifies a second verb. Like adverbs in general, Russian verbal adverbs do not
reflect gender or number, but, like Russian verbs, they do reflect aspect. The forms of verbal
adverbs are as follows (Table 25):
Table 25
Imperfective Form (→ = changes to)*:
xbnfnm
→ xbnf.n
→ xbnfujdjhbnm → ujdjhzn
→ ujdjhcgtibnm → cgtifn
→ cgtidcnfdfnm → dcnfdf.n → dcnfdfpfybvfnmcz → pfybvf.ncz → pfybvf-cm

→
→
→
→
→

xbnfz
/sRh!s@iH/*
ujdjhz
/fUu@!q&@/
cgtif
/r&o&H!R@/
dcnfdfz
/ers@!u@iH/*
pfybvfzcm /y@mh!l@ihr&/*

(while) reading.
(“) speaking.
(“) rushing.
(“) getting up.
(“) occupied with.

*Reminder: the verbal adverb form has an orthographic similarity to feminine
adjectives, but do not mistake these words for feminine adjectives. Therefore,
when the verbal adverb ending is -z, the usual rules for unstressed /i@/ apply
and the letter is read as /-iH/ (or /-ih/ , if interpalatal). Also, while the usual
ending for this form is -z (/i@/), if the final letter of the verb root is -;-, -i-,
-x- , or -o-, the ending must be written with the letter -f (/@/) instead. Finally,
for reflexive verbs which end in the particle -cz, the added particle is always
-cm (/-r&/), rather than -cz (/-r@/).
Perfective Form (→ = changes to)**:
yfgbcfnm
crfpfnm
ceyenmcz
gthtqnb

→ yfgbcfk
→ crfpfk
→ ceyekcz
→ gthtqlen

→ yfgbcf→ crfpf→ ceye→ gthtql-

→
→
→
→

yfgbcfd
crfpfd
ceyedibcm
gthtqlz

/mUo&h!r@e/
/rj@!y@e/
/rt!mteR0r&/
/o&hq&hi!c&@/

(after) writing.
(after) telling.
(after) shoving.
(after) crossing.

**The basic ending is -d, but reflexive verbs end in -dibcm. The verb blnb (to
walk) serves as a root to several verbs that are formed by adding a prefix, such
as gtht- in the example above. These “prefixed blnb,” perfective, verbal
adverbs are formed like an imperfective, verbal adverb and so, end in -z.
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APPENDIX F
Lexicon of Some Pronunciation Exceptions to Orthography
Though not comprehensive, the following is a lexicon of exceptions that a singer
might encounter while preparing Russian vocal works. Many of the words of French origin
are obsolete in modern speech, but are found in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century poetry
and plays by such authors as Lomonosov and Pushkin. Some of the more common technical
vocabulary might be found in modern Russian operas by composers such as Shostakovich or
Prokofiev. The transcriptions in this section reflect lyric diction, not speech pronunciation.
A singer would probably be safe to assume that if a Russian word is encountered that
is not in a comprehensive Russian-English dictionary and is clearly recognizable as borrowed
(especially, if it seems technical or specialized), it most likely will retain some form of its
original pronunciation and so will contain similar phonetic exceptions to those listed below.
Some technical and scientific words, though, have reached more common usage, and so have
been Slavicized to the point of following standard Russian pronunciation rules. Such words
are usually found in comprehensive Russian-English dictionaries without any special
pronunciation noted. Conversely, many borrowed words (especially French) that are
colloquially ubiquitous may still retain much or all of their foreign pronunciation, similarly to
what happens in English when using words like protégé, résumé, or malaise.
One of the most comprehensive Russian dictionaries of pronunciation is
Orfoepicheskii Slovar' Russkogo Yazyka: Proiznoshenie, Udarenie, Grammaticheskie Formy
[An Orthoepical Dictionary of the Russian Language: Pronunciation, Stress, Grammatical
Forms] by S. N. Borunova, V. L. Vorontsova and N. A. Yes'kova and edited by R. I.
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Avanesov and N. A. Yes'kova (Moscow: Russkii Yazyk, 1988). Although it is slightly dated,
it contains a great number of obsolete and poetic words that have been removed from the
most recent pronunciation dictionaries. It is strongly recommended that the serious student of
Russian vocal literature obtain a copy of this work, as well as one of the more recent
offerings, such as Novyi Orfoepicheskii Slovar' Russkogo Yazyka: Proiznoshenie, Udarenie,
Grammaticheskie Formy [A New Orthoepical Dictionary of the Russian Language:
Pronunciation, Stress, and Grammatical Forms] by T. F. Ivanova and edited by A. N.
Tikhonov (Moscow: Russkii Yazyk Media, 2004). These dictionaries are, obviously, for
Russians, so they use the Russian system of Cyrillic phonetic symbols. Also, they assume
that the reader understands the standard rules of pronunciation, so the phonetic symbols are
used only to show the exceptions, variations, and/or unacceptable pronunciations. It takes a
little getting used to decoding the system, but once one understands it, the source will
become invaluable.
As a preface to the lexicon, other than the conjunction f [meaning: and or but], no
Russian word beginning with the letter -F- is of native Russian origin. Therefore, the largest
set of exceptional words tends to be that beginning with -F-. Other large sets tend to come
from the densest groups of words in Russian including those beginning with -V-, -G-, -C-,
and -N-.
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t = /D/ not /iD/ or [iH]
f,bnehbtyn

/@a&hstq&h!Dms/

secondary school graduate (Ger. – Abiturient)

f,ctyn

/@o!rDms/

absinthe (French – absinthe)

f,ctyntbcn

/@orDmsD!hrs/

absinthe user (French)

flfgnth

/@!c@osDq/

adapter (technical English)

fltrdfnysq

/@cD!ju@sm0i/

appropriate (French – adéquat; < German?)

fltgn

/@!cDos/

a follower, adherent (French – adepte)

fl.kmnth

/@c&tk&!sDq/

adultery (French – adultère)

fkmnthyfnbdf

/`k&sDqm@!s&hu@/

an alternative (French – alternative)

fv,ht

/@l!aqD/

strong scent (French – ambré: perfume of amber gris)

fylfynt

/@m!c@msD/

andante (music; Italian; transliteration)

fytcntpbz

/@mDrsD!y&hiH/

anesthesia (medical; Greek; plus derivatives)

fyytrcbz

/@m!mDjr&hiH/

annexation (plus derives.; Greek)

fyntyyf

/@m!sDm@/

antenna (Latin scientific term; transliteration)

fynbctgnbr

/@ms&h!rDos&hj/

antiseptic (derivs.; medical Latin < German?)

fynbntpf

/@ms&h!sDy@/

antithesis (plus derivs; French – antithèse)

fynht

/@m!sqD/

entrée (transliteration of French – entrée)

fhbtnnf

/@q&h!Ds@/

arietta (transliteration of Italian)

fcnthjbl

/@rsD!qnhs/

asteroid (scientific French – astéroïde)

fntbpv

/@sD!hyl/

Atheism (plus derivatives; French – athéisme)

fntkmt

/@sD!k&D/

artist studio; dress shop (French – atelier)

felbtywbz

/@tc&h!Dmsr0iH/

audience; formal meeting (derivs.; from Latin)

fentynbxysq

/@tsDm!s&hsRm0i/

authentic (plus derivatives; from French)

fencfqlth

/@t!sr@icDq/

outsider (transliteration of English)

,fufntkm

/aUf@!sDk&/

Bagatelle (music; French; phonetic)

,fhjytccf

/aUq@!mDr@/

baroness (probably from German)

,tkmdtlth

/a&hk&u&H!cDq/

belvedere; gazebo (French – belvédère)

347
,tkmrfynj

/aDk&!j@msn/

Bel canto (music; Italian)

,b;enthbz

/a&hYt!sDq&HiH/

costume jewelry (French – bijouterie)

,bpytc

/!a&hymDr/

business (plus derivs.; English; transliteration)

,enth,hjl

/atsDq!aqns/

sandwich (from German)

dtyltnnf

/u&Hm!cDs@/

vendetta (transliteration of Italian)

Djkmnth

/u@k&!sDq/

Voltaire (plus derivs.; translit. of French name)

utkbrjgnth

/f&Hk&hj@o!sDq/

helicopter (translit. of French – hélicoptère;
-g- for -h- is a common Russian substitution)

Utytpbc

/!f&DmDy&hr/

genesis; origin (from Latin via Greek)

uhtqgahen

/fqDio!eqts/

grapefruit (phonetic transliteration of English)

uhjntcr

/fq@!sDrj/

grotesque (plus derivs.; French transliteration)

uekmlty

/!ftk&cDm/

a guilder (German – Gulden)

ltuhflfwbz

/cDfq@!c@sr0iH/

deterioration (Latin; changed meaning)

ltbpv

/cD!hyl/

Deism (plus derivatives; French – Déisme)

lth,b

/!cDqa&h/

derby (plus derivatives; English via French?)

lthdbi

/!cDqu&hR/

dervish (Turkish or Persian)

ltntrnjh

/cD!sDjsUq/

detector (German – Detektor)

ltajhvfwbz

/cDe@q!l@sr0iH/

deformation (derives.; French – déformation)

ltwb-

/cDsr0/

deci- (scientific prefix = one tenth; Ger. – dezi-)

ljltrfajybz

/cUcDj@!enIhiH/

dodecaphony (music; twelve tone music; Greek)

lhbanth

/!cq&hesDq/

drifter (English)

Lekmwbytz

/ctk&sr0!mDiH/

Dulcinée (French)

pthj

/yD!qn/

zero (French – zéro)

Bpf,tkkf

/hy@!aD4@/

Isabella (Spanish/Italian; orthographic translit.)

byltrc

/!hmcDjr/

index (English)
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by;ty.

/hmYD!It/

ingénue (French – ingénu)

bynthdfk

/hmsDq!u@4/

interval; a space (French – intervalle; phonetic)

bynthk.lbz

/hmsDq!k&tc&hiH/

interlude (music; Greek)

bynthvtwwj

/hmsDq!liDsrU/

intermezzo (Italian; ortho-phonetic transcript.)

Bynthyfwbjyfk

/hmsDq$m@sr0U!m@4/ International (institutional usage; French)

bynthmth

/hmsD!q&Dq/

interior (of a building; Fr. – intérieur; phonetic)

rf,fht

/jUa@!qD/

cabaret (French)

rfltywbz

/j@!cDmsr0iH/

cadence; cadenza (music; Latin)

rfat

/j@!eD/

café (French)

rfgtkkf

/j@!oD4@/

choir; chapel (German - Kapelle)

rjltrc

/!jncDjr/

code (of law or principle; German – Kodex)

rjrntqkm

/j@j!sDik&/

cocktail (English; phonetic transliteration)

rjycnt,km

/j@m!rsDak&/

constable (English; phonetic transliteration)

rjhlt,fktn

/jUqcDa@!k&Ds/

corps de ballet (French)

repty

/jt!yDm/

male cousin (French – cousin; altered phonetic)

regt

/jt!oD/

compartment (as on a train; French – coupé)

vfltvefptkm

/lUclt@!yDk&/

mademoiselle (French – ortho-phonetic translit.)

vflthf

/l`!cDqU/

Madeira wine (French – Madére)

vtqcnthpbyuth

/l&hrsDq!yhmf&Hq/

Meistersinger (German; ortho-phonetic translit.)

vtnh

/lDsq/

poetic meter (French – métre; phonetic)

vbpththt

/l&hyD!qDqD/

Miserere (music; Latin; ortho-phonetic translit.)

vbyytpbyuth

/l&hmD!yhmf&Hq/

Minnesinger (German; ortho-phonetic translit.)

vjltkm

/l@!cDk&/

model (derives.; French – modèle; phonetic)

vjlthfnj

/lUcD!q@sn/

Moderato (music; Italian; orthographic translit.)

vjlthy

/l@!cDqm/

modern (derivs.; French – moderne; phonetic)

vjyjntbpv

/lUmUsD!hyl/

monotheism (derivs.; French – monothéism)
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ytj-

/mDn/

neo- (prefix = new – only; Greek)*

yjyctyc

/!mnmrDmr/

nonsense (English; phonetic transliteration)

Jltjy

/@cD!nm/

Odeon (French – Odéon)

jntkm

/n!sDk&/

hotel (French hôtel)

gflht

/!o@cqD/

padre; priest; monk (Italian – padre)

gfyntjy

/oUmsD!nm/

pantheon (Latin - pantheon)

gfhnth

/o@q!sDq/

theatre or pit orchestra (French – parterre)

gfcntkm

/o@!rsDk&/

pastel (French – pastel)

gfcnthyfr

/oUrsDq!m@j/

parsnip (German – Pastinak)

gfntnbrf

/o@!sDs&hjU/

pathos (plus derivatives; French – pathétique)

gjhnvjyt

/oUqsl@!mD/

purse (Fr. – porte-monnaie) /obs.; in Pushkin/

gjntywbfk

/oUsDmsr0!@4/

potential (plus derives.; German – Potential)

gj'ntccf

/o@D!sDrU/

poetess (French – poétesse)

ghtcnj

/!oqDrsn/

Presto (music; Italian – presto)

ghtntywbjpysq

/oq&HsDmsr0!nym0i/

pretentious (French – prétentieux)

ghjl.cth

/oq@!c&trDq/

producer (as in movies; American English)

ghjnt;t

/oqUsD!YD/

protégé (French)

htu,b

/!qDfa&h/

rugby (English; unknown origin of /U/ to /D/)

htp.vt

/q&hy&t!lD/

résumé (French)

htrdbtv

/!qDj&u&hDl/

requiem (Latin; via German)

hbnehytkm

/q&hstq!mDk&/

ritornello (music; French – ritournelle)

cdbnth

/!ru&hsDq/

sweater (English via German)

ctrhtnth

/r&hj&q&H!sDq/

writing desk (French – secrétaire)

ctyntywbz

/rDm!sDmsr0iH/

maxim; adage /archaic/ (German – Sentenz)

ctynbvtynfkmysq /rDms&hl&Hm!s@k&m0i/ sentimental (French)
ctgnbvf

/!rDos&hlU/

musical interval - seventh (German – Septime)
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ctn

/rDs/

a set in tennis (transliteration of English)

ctnnth

/!rDsDq/

setter (transliteration of English)

cjytn

/r@!mDs/

sonnet (French via German)

cjkbnth

/rUk&h!sDq/

solitaire diamond (Fr.; ortho-phonetic trans.)

cjcntyenj

/rnrsD!mtsn/

sostenuto (music; Italian; orthographic translit.)

cgjyltq

/ro@m!cDi/

spondee (poetry; derivs.; French – spondée)

nfhfyntkkf

/sUq@m!sD4@/

tarantella (music; Italian)

ntbpv

/sD!hyl/

theism (plus derivs.; French – théisme)

ntv,h

/!sDlaq/

timbre (music; Fr. – timbre; phonetic translit.)

ntvg

/sDlo/

tempo (music; Italian; unknown origin of trunc.)

ntyltywbz

/sDm!cDmsr0iH/

tendency; trend; bias (German – Tendenz)

ntyybc

/!sDIhr/

tennis (plus dervis.; prob. from French)

ntjkjubz

/sD@!4nf&hiH/

theology (derivs.; phonetic translit. of Greek)

nthhfrjnf

/sDq@!jns@/

terra cotta (Italian)

nthwtn

/sDq!srDs/

trio; terzetto (music; German – Terzett)

nthwbz

/!sDqsr0iH/

third (music; Greek)

ntcbnehf

/sDr&h!stq@/

tessitura (music; Italian)

ntcn

/sDrs/

psychological test (scientific; German)

ntn-f-ntn

/sDs@!sDs/

tête-à-tête (French; phonetic transliteration)

njyytkm

/s@!mDk&/

tunnel (French)

nhtvjkj

/!sqDlnkn/

tremolo (Italian; phonetic transliteration)

abkjltylhjy

/e&h4@!cDmcqUm/

philodendron (bot. Greek; ortho-phonetic trans.)

akfvtyrj

/e4@!lDmjn/

Flamenco (music; Spanish)

ajhtkm

/e@!qDk&/

trout (Ger.-Forelle; truncation origin unknown)

ajhnt

/!enqsD/

forte (music; Italian)

ajhntgmzyj

/eUqsD!o&@mU/

fortepiano (music; Italian)
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[f,fythf

/wUa@!mDqU/

Habanera (Spanish – Habañera)

wbnfltkm

/sr0s@!cDk&/

citadel (French – citadelle)

ibvgfypt

/R0lo@m!yD/

chimpanzee (Fr. – chimpanzé; ortho-phonetic)

ijcct

/R@!rD/

highway (French – chaussée)

intvgtkm

/!RsDlo&hk&/

rubber stamp; (plus derivs.; German – Stempel)

'ltkmdtqc

/DcDk&!u&dir/

edelweiss (botanical German - Edelweiß)

"ltv

/D!cDl/

Eden (Biblical; -n- to -m- origin unknown)

'ythubz

/D!mDqf&hiH/

energy (derivs.; scientific German – Energie)

'cntn

/D!rsDs/

aesthete (derivs.; German – Ästhet; phonetic)

'cct

/D!rD/

essay (derivs.; French – essai; ortho-phonetic)

.vjhtcrf

/itl@!qDrj@/

humoresque (Polish – humoreska, < French)

*Do not confuse the negative, Russian prefix ‘yt-’ that might precede a root that
begins with -o-, such as in the case of “ytjrjyxtyysq” [unfinished] (yt-jrjyxtyysq not ytjrjyxtyysq), with the Greek-based prefix ‘ytj-’ (meaning ‘neo-’ [new]). There are exceptions
to this convention, so when in doubt, check a pronunciation dictionary.
_______________________________________________________

Unstressed .n.=/n/ not /@/ or [U]
fhgtl;bj

/@q!o&DcYhn.

arpeggio (music; Italian; ortho-phonetic)

fhgtl;j

/@q!o&DcYn/

arpeggio (music; Italian; phonetic)

,jf

/an!@/

boa constrictor; boa (long scarf) (French)

,jvjyl

/an!lnms/

beau monde /fashionable society/ (French)

,jydbdfy

/anmu&h!u@m/

bon vivant (French)

,jyvj

/anm!ln/

bon mot /clever saying/ (French)
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,jynjy

/anm!snm/

bon ton /high style; high society/ (French)

rfghbxxbj

/j@!oq&hsRhn/

capriccio (music; Italian; ortho-phonetic)

rfghbxxj

/j@!oq&hsRn/

capriccio (music; Italian; phonetic)

vf;jhljv

/lUYnq!cnl/

major-domo (French – majordome; phonetic)

gfkfwwj

/o@!4@s9rn/

palazzo /palace/ (Italian; ortho-phonetic)

gfnbj

/!o@s&hn/

patio (Spanish via French; orthographic translit.)

hflbj

/!q@c&hn/

radio (derivs.; English; orthographic translit.)

cjkmatl;bj

/r@k&!e&DcYhn/

solfeggio (music; Italian; ortho-phonetic)

cjkmatl;j

/r@k&!e&DcYn/

solfeggio (music; Italian; phonetic)

ajkbj

/!enk&hn/

folio (Latin via French; orthographic translit.)

ajhnbccbvj

/e@q!s&hr&hln/

fortissimo (music; Italian; orthographic translit.)

_______________________________________________________

i. = ie = /Rt/;
;. = ;e = /Yt/
-i.- and -;.- are actually orthographic exceptions to the Russian spelling rule that states
that -.- never follows -;-, -x-, -i-, or -o-. Although the orthographic rule is broken, the
phonetic rule for the consonants /R/ and /Y/ is not: /R/ (-;-) or /Y/ (-i-) [and /sr/ (-w-)] are
generally not palatalized. Understanding this prevents the mistake of singing -i.- as /R&t/ or
-;.- as /Y&t/.
fv,ei.h

/@lat!Rtq/

embouchure (music; French; phonetic)

,hji.hf

/aq@!Rto@/

brochure; pamphlet (derivs.; French; phonetic)

gfhfi.n

/oUq@!Rts/

parachute (French; phonetic)

;.hb

/Yt!qh/

jury (French; phonetic)*
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*In the most recent dictionaries, ;.hb follows the phonetic rules, as presented here,
but in older editions of Russian pronunciation dictionaries, notably those edited by the
Russian linguist, R. I. Avanesov, .Yt!qh. is noted as being incorrect, implying that the word
should be pronounced as .Y&t!qh.- If a singer actually encounters this word, the modern
pronunciation of .Yt!qh., following the standard rule, should be fine. If a conductor wants the
older version, then the singer can make the accommodation.

Borrowed Words producing Alternate Spellings of Palatalized Vowels

/jo/ = mj not /
,fnfkmjy

/a@s@!k&nm/

battalion (French)

,ekmjy

/at!k&nm/

broth, boullion (French)

rfymjy

/j@!Inm/

canyon (Spanish)

rdflhbkmjy

/juUcq&h!k&nm/

quadrillion (French)

rjvgfymjy

/jUlo@!Inm/

companion (French)

rjnbkmjy

/jUs&h!k&nm/

cotillion (French)

kjcmjy

/k@!r&nm/

face lotion (French)

vtlfkmjy

/l&Hc@!k&nm/

medallion (French)

cfylhbkmjyf

/rUmcq&h!k&nm@/

Cinderella (French - Cendrillon)

ctymjh/cbymjh

/r&h!Inq/

señor (Spanish); plus all derivatives

amjhl

/e&nqs/

fjord (Norwegian)

ifvgbymjy

/RUlo&h!Inm/

champion (French); obsolete poetic

ibymjy

/R0!Inm/

chignon (French)
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APPENDIX H
Suggested Reference Books to Aid in Russian Phonetic Transcription and Pronunciation
Russian Language Dictionaries and Related Texts
Katzner, Kenneth, ed. English-Russian : Russian-English Dictionary Revised and Expanded
Edition. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1994.
Golovinsky, M. A New English-Russian and Russian-English Dictionary. Philadelphia:
David McKay Co., 1936.
Beyer, Thomas R., Jr. 501 Russian Verbs: Fully Conjugated in All Tenses, Alphabetically
Arranged by Imperfective Infinitives. Hauppauge: Barron's Educational Series, Inc.,
1992.
Gribble, Charles E. Russian Root List with a Sketch of Word Formation. 2nd ed. Columbus:
Slavica Publishers, Inc., 1981.
Borunova, S. N., V. L. Vorontsova and N. A. Yes'kova. Orfoepicheskii Slovar' Russkogo
Yazyka: Proiznoshenie, Udarenie, Grammaticheskie Formy [An Orthoepical
Dictionary of the Russian Language: Pronunciation, Stress, Grammatical Forms].
Edited by R. I. Avanesov and N. A. Yes'kova. Moscow: Russkii Yazyk, 1988.
Ivanova, T. F. Novyi Orfoepicheskii Slovar' Russkogo Yazyka: Proiznoshenie, Udarenie,
Grammaticheskie Formy [A New Orthoepical Dictionary of the Russian Language:
Pronunciation, Stress, and Grammatical Forms]. Edited by A. N. Tikhonov. Moscow:
Russkii Yazyk Media, 2004.
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Russian Spoken Pronunciation

Jones, Daniel, and Dennis Ward. The Phonetics of Russian. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1969.

Russian Song Transcriptions with Diction Guides
Belov, Anton. Libretti of Russian Operas. Vol. 1: Operas Based on the Poetry and Prose of
Alexander Pushkin. Edited by Ann Brash and Valeria Konstantinovskaya. Genesco:
Leyerle Publications, 2004.
Richter, Laurence R. Any of the Series: [Name of Russian Composer]’s Complete Song
Texts: Russian Texts of the Complete Songs of [Composer’s Name] with Phonetic
Transcriptions, Literal and Idiomatic English Translations. Mt. Morris: Leyerle
Publications, 1999-2008.
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APPENDIX I
Roman Letter Transliteration for Cyrillic Letter Conversion Chart with Style Variations
Roman letter transliteration is the direct conversion from Cyrillic letters to Roman
letters, usually without any concern for phonetics such as voicing/devoicing, assimilation, or
special phonetic cases. Some phonetic adjustments might be made, such as “shto” for xnj,
rather than “chto,” while others are not (the possessive endings -tuj and -juj are more often
transliterated as “-ego” and “-ogo,” rather than “-evo” and “ovo”). Often palatalizing vowels
are transliterated to reflect palatalization (prefixing the vowel with the letter -y- or -j-), but
not always. The following chart presents the most common transliteration conversion with
some often used alternatives.

a = f

m = v

shch = o

b = ,

n = y

(ignored) = ]

v = d

o = j

y, ï = s

g = u

p = g

’ = m

d = l

r = h

e = '

e, ye, je = t

s = c

yu, ju = .

o, yo, jo = /

t = n

ya, ja = z

zh = ;

u = e

z = p

f = a

i = b

kh, x = [

j, i, ï, ĭ = q

ts = w

k = r

ch = x

l = k

sh = i, x (see paragraph above)
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APPENDIX J
Suggested Shorthand when Phonetically Transcribing Russian
One of the more cumbersome forms of symbolism in the phonetic transcription of
Russian is the use of the [&] for palatalization. As exemplified by the transcriptions printed in
this text, the [&] can create much clutter, especially in palatalized consonant clusters. My
suggestion for personal, informal transcription is to borrow another symbol that generally
means to tie together the pronunciation of a cluster of consonants as if one. That is the
ligature or tie symbol [ ˛ ]. The symbol may be reassigned to mean that a cluster is all
palatalized by using the [&] only on the critical consonant in a cluster and then binding the
affected sounds (including the preceding vowel, if appropriate) with the tie symbol, as
follows:
Formal:

ghb ,tplyt

/oq&h!a&dy&c&IH/

Informal: ghb ,tplyt

/oq&h!a&dy˛cIH/*

Formal:

cbvvtnhbxtcrbq /r&hl&l&h!s&q&hsR&hr&j&hi/

Informal: cbvvtnhbxtcrbq /r&hl˛l&h!s˛q&hsR&hr˛j&hi/
*note the -p- is not palatalized

at the abyss (prep. case)

symmetrical
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APPENDIX K
Essays on Interesting Topics of Russian Diction
The Story of /n/: Is Russian /n/ open or closed?
It would seem that there should not be a question as to whether the Russian /n/ is
closed or open, but there are interesting difficulties to be discovered in trying to answer this
question conclusively. I discuss the issues here, as they pertain to the previous guide, but it
must be understood that this subject continues to be open for discussion. Two points
complicating the issue are 1) that the Russian /n/ sound is not a “pure” vowel but can be
considered a diphthong, at least, and 2) that many native Russian speakers are not aware that
they sound a diphthong (even a triphthong after certain labialized consonants) and may insist
that it is an unchanging vowel throughout its articulation.331 Those native speakers, who
believe they are speaking a monothong, still conflict over whether it should be closed or
open. In spoken Russian, this variance is most likely attributable to the many regional accents
of native Russian speakers.332 In the case of lyric diction, a decision must be made as to what
the sung vowel is when sustained, no matter whether on- or off-vowels are involved.
Of the four commonly available guides to Russian lyric diction, two of them use the
IPA symbol /n/ for the pronunciation of Russian /n/, and the two others use /N/. The authors
happen to divide into two pairings of a native Russian-speaking author and an Anglophone
author: Piatak/Avrashov and Richter prefer /n/, while Belov and Sheil/Walters prefer /N/.

331

Bryzgunova, Prakticheskaya Fonetika [Practical Phonetics], 34; Avanesov, Russkoe Literaturnoe
Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], 31–32; and, Jones and Ward, Phonetics of Russian, 57.
332
Jones and Ward, 55.
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Piatak and Avrashov do not directly describe the quality of /o/. They only make a
generalization that is relative to /n/ in English:
There are only seven vowel sounds in Russian, and all but one [0]…, are
similar to English vowel sounds: [@], [D], [h], [n], [t], [?]. However,
Russian vowel sounds are read slightly more open than in English. You
may recall that the German… [d] is more closed that in English or
Italian. Russian vowels are read approximately the same degree more
open than in English.333
Though the English /n/ is not quite as closed as the German, it is generally considered to be
more closed than in Italian, and the degree of openness of the English /n/ from the German is
about the same as the Italian /n/ is from the English. Therefore, if one follows the above
suggestion, the Russian /n/ should be about the same as the Italian /n/. Piatak and Avrashov
never suggest that the Russian /n/ is open like the /N/ in the English word dog. Similarly,
Richter does not describe the specific formation of /n/ in Russian, but he uses direct
comparison to Italian vowels: “The vowels of Russian are read essentially like Italian
vowels…”334
Since the above comparisons point to the Italian closed /o/ as their model, exactly
what that is needs to be defined. American singers are generally trained to believe that the
Italian /n/ lies between the IPA’s Cardinal Vowel No. 7, /n/, and Cardinal Vowel No. 6, /N/.
Cardinal /n/ is that of the German or the French (lips very round with the tongue quite high in
back), and cardinal /N/ is that of the open /N/ in Italian, as in the word, core (from cuore),
meaning heart. The American open /N/, as in dog, is even more open than the Italian, with the
lips less rounded and the tongue much lower. The most common source of the more relaxed,
333
334

Piatak and Regina Avrashov, Russian Songs and Arias, 7.
Richter, Tchaikovsky's Complete Song Texts, ix.
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Italian closed /n/ is John Moriarty’s Diction: Italian, Latin, French, German…the sounds and
81 exercises for singing them (1975). The Italian /n/ was different enough from the German
or French for Moriarty, that he felt the need to differentiate the transcription symbol of the
sound by adding a superscript 2, that is /n2/, in his influential book.335 If Moriarty’s /n2/ was
placed on the IPA quadrilateral vowel diagram, it would land about one-third of the way up
the distance between Cardinal Vowels No. 7, /n/, and No. 6, /N/, that is, nearer to /N/, but with
the lips more rounded and the tongue a little higher, that is, more closed (Fig. 2):

/n2/

Vowel chart of the IPA (revised)336
/n2/ superimposed by author

Figure 2
In strict IPA symbolism, Moriarty’s Italian /n2/ would be narrowly (allophonically)
transcribed as [N⁄ “], which can be described as a more rounded, half-closed, open /N/. Another


creative, non-IPA symbol for half-closed /N/, suggested by Luciano Canepari, is /σ/.
Moriarty’s use of an altered closed /n/ symbol essentially keeps the singer in touch with the
closed element of the vowel, while warning the singer of the difference between it and
cardinal /o/. The superscript 2 is less complicated than the official IPA diacritics, as well.
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Moriarty, Diction, 15, 114, 151.
International Phonetics Association, “Reproduction of The International Phonetic Alphabet
(Revised to 2005)” [Association website], cited July 11, 2009, available at
http://www.langsci.ucl.ac.uk/ipa/vowels.html.
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Evelina Colorni (Singers’ Italian: A Manual of Diction and Phonetics, 1970) and
Luciano Canepari (A Handbook of Pronunciation, 2005), both native Italian speakers, stand
in contradiction to Moriarty. They say that the Italian closed /n/ is Cardinal Vowel No. 7, the
well-rounded, quite closed /o/. Colorni, in fact, states that the Italian closed /o/ is the same as
the French and German,337 while Canepari suggests that the French and Italian /o/’s are
nearly the same, but the German /o/ is a more closed and rounded variant that deviates from
the Italian model.338 This variable understanding of how closed is Italian /o/ further clouds
the issue, but in spite of the above opinions, the Italian /o/ is clearly more closed and rounded
than Cardinal Vowel No. 6 (/N/). As for the cited authors of Russian diction, none of them
likens the Russian /n/ to the highly closed and rounded /o/ found in German or French.
Conversely, there are the two texts of Belov and Sheil/Walters. These authors choose
not only to use the IPA symbol of /N/ for the pronunciation of Russian /n/, but they both
strongly espouse the idea that this symbol means what it says, that Russian /n/ is not closed at
all, but rather, is open — as open as the Italian, open /N/. In Sheil’s text, A Singer’s Manual
of Foreign Language Dictions (2004), Christine Walters (Komatsu), a specialist in Russian
vocal literature and the author of the Russian diction chapter,339 describes the sound of
stressed Russian /n/ this way:
When stressed, o has the typical European pronunciation of the open o.
It has the equivalent in German, French, Italian and Spanish, but our
English form of this sound, as in the word law, is formed farther back in
the mouth. The Russian [N] has a forward, bright sound, with the lips
337

Evelina Colorni, Singers' Italian: A Manual of Diction and Phonetics (New York: Schirmer Books,

1996), 24.
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Luciano Canepari, A Handbook of Pronunciation: English, Italian, French, German, Spanish,
Portuguese, Russian, Arabic, Hindi, Chinese, Japanese, Esperanto (Muenchen: Lincom Europa, 2005), 126,
152, 171, 185.
339
Walters-Komatsu, “Biography” [personal website]; at http://christinekomatsu.tripod.com/Bio.htm.
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loosely rounded and slightly protruded for its formation. It should be
noted that there is no closed o in the Russian language.340
The last statement refers to the fact that there are not two phonemes of stressed Russian /n/,
as there are in the other languages common to singing, including English. The others have a
closed /n/ and an open /N/ phoneme, which can change the meaning of a word when
exchanged for each other. In English, this difference is exemplified by coat and caught,
which are /jnTs/ and /jNs/, respectively. More will be discussed later in this essay about
Russian having only one /n/-phoneme.
Beyond her Russian vocal coach, Ms. Davidovich, the other Russian language
sources cited by Walters are: Modern Russian by Clayton Dawson, Charles Bidwell, and A.
Humesky (1964); The Structure and Development of Russian by W. K. Matthews (1953);
Living Russian by Aron Pressman (1958); Russian On Your Own by E Vasilenko and E.
Lamm (1978); The Russian Language Today by Dennis Ward (1965); and the Russian
language dictionaries — Langenscheidt’s Taschenwörterbuch. Russisch-Deutsch, DeutschRussisch, Karl Battner, ed. (1964); Romanov’s Russian-English, English-Russian Dictionary,
E. Wedel and A. S. Romanov, eds. (1964) and the Russian to English Dictionary by A. I.
Smirnitsky (1991).341
Within this group of sources, there are some contradicting and confusing views as to
the quality of the Russian /n/. Dennis Ward, a collaborating colleague of the renowned,
Russian phonetic specialist, Daniel Jones, preferred using the symbol of /n/ and described the
quality, as did his teacher, in such a way as to suggest the more rounded, half-closed open

340
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Sheil, A Singer's Manual, 117.
Sheil, 177–178.
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/N/.342 This would be similar to Moriarty’s /n2/. Whereas, in A. S. Romanov’s dictionary, the
phonetic table given in the introduction clearly defines the Russian letter -j-, when stressed,
as “ = o in ‘cost’…” or /N/.343 W. K. Matthews first defines, in The Structure and
Development of Russian, “n as in Fr. ‘chose’” and “N as in Ger. ‘Kost’”344 and then states
that, “Normal Russian j is intermediate between n and N-”345 Later, Matthews presents a
more detailed discussion:
Russian n, the only exclusively stressed vowel in the language, is another
sound about which there is not a consensus of opinion. Ščerba and Miss M. I.
Matusevič think that it resembles the distinctly open French N in note and
Italian N of notte, whereas V. A. Bogorodickij and the Serbian R Košutić, who
reproduce Henry Sweet’s…classification of vowels into high, mid, and low,
consider it to be a medium vowel, and Jones places it between his half-closed
and half-open types, but nearer the latter. Comparison with the closely related
Polish again shows Russian n to be a closer [more closed] sound than Polish N
and accordingly closer [more closed] than cardinal N…Russian n to my ear is
a medium sound with a tendency to closeness [being more closed], which is
proved by the admitted ‘disintegration’ into tn.346
Though he clearly presents the varying opinions, Matthews, himself, stands in slight
opposition with Daniel Jones, believing that, while Russian /o/ does sit between cardinal /n/
and /N/, it is a little closer to /n/. In fact, throughout the rest of his text, Matthews uses the
phonetic symbol of /o/ (albeit without the virgules) for Russian /n/. In Modern Russian,
Dawson, Bidwell, and Humesky also use the IPA symbol for a closed /n/ for Russian /n/, but
they only give “the very approximate English vowels…for…a rough comparison…” and
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Jones and Ward, Phonetics of Russian, 55–56.
A. S. Romanov and E. Wedel, eds., Romanov's Russian-English: English-Russian Dictionary, (New
York: Pocket Books, 1963), 22.
344
Matthews, Structure and Development of Russian, chart, viii.
345
Ibid., ix.
346
Ibid., 27.
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provide the word port to guide the student in making the Russian /n/-phoneme.347 This
causes more problems than benefits. First, the /n/-vowel in port is not at all “pure.” In
phonological parlance, it is rhotacized, that is, r-colored (IPA diacritical mark / _ /).348
Americans are very familiar with rhoticity in words such as sure, Earth, or and tar. Speakers
of educated, British English [so called, Received Pronunciation (RP)], on the other hand, will
not rhotacize these vowels, but will use unaltered vowels. For example, the American
pronunciation for Earth is /8_ S /, but the RP is /8S/, while the two different versions of far
are /e@_ / and /e@/, respectively.349 The other problem is that the quality of the /n/-phoneme in
port is highly dependent upon regional accent. I am from New Jersey and pronounce port
with an /n/-vowel that is decidedly midway between those in row and dog — a half-open,
closed /n/, [n¤] (similar to the vowel described by Matthews, above), so I say, /pn¤_ s /. Yet, the
American Heritage Dictionary, 3rd ed. (AHD) prefers that all -or- related words, such as for,
port and horse are read with an open /N/ (the AHD uses the symbol -ô-), though it allows for
the secondary pronunciation of /o/ (symbolized as -ō-). The AHD’s preferred pronunciation
of port would then be /oN_ s /.350 This seems a bit strange to this northeasterner, especially
when the rule is applied to the word horse, but such is the problem at hand. If you say /oN_ s /,
and I say /pn¤_ s /, which one is meant by Dawson and company? Without an audio example,
one cannot know for sure. Aron Pressman comes down on the side of /N/, in his concise text,
Living Language Conversation Manual: Russian [also known as Living Russian] (1958):
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2.

The letter J
a. When stressed, it is read like the aw as in law…351

It is possible, though, that the head of the Russian department at New York University in
New York City, might pronounce the word law with a stereotypical New Yorker accent,
making the vowel more rounded and closed than the neutral, mid-western accent, and
perhaps, as a triphthong, like [lnN?]. Though I am being facetious about the latter part, I know
from personal experience, that even after being well-trained, speakers from the New
York/New Jersey area may produce certain open sounds as more rounded and closed than
their mid-western counterparts. In light of the above variances within her sources, it could be
fair to say that Walters’ decision to use /N/ for the sound of the Russian /n/ is personal
opinion, perhaps based upon personal experience and ear, rather than definitive.
Anton Belov, of course, has the authority of being a native Russian speaker and
singer, and so his choice carries some weight. In his introduction to Russian lyric diction,
under a section entitled, “The Sounds of Russian,” Belov presents a chart that seems to be
derivative of a similar chart in John Moriarty’s Diction (Fig. 3).
Belov

Moriarty

From Libretti of Russian Operas352

From Diction353

Figure 3
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In his chart, Belov uses the IPA symbol of /N/ for the sound of the Russian /n/ and places that
sound exactly midway between /t/ and /@/. Technically, in such a chart, the IPA cardinal
vowels would divide the lip-rounding line into equal thirds with /t/ at the top, /@/ at the
bottom, /n/ one third the way down from /t/, and /N/ one third the way up from /@/, similarly
to the Jones quadrilateral in Figure 4. Therefore, a vowel that bisects the line would fall
exactly midway between /n/ and /N/, making it more closed than /N/ and more open than /n/,
that is, half-closed or half-open. Yet, Belov unequivocally defines the sound as: “[N] —
approximates its Italian counterpart as in occhi.”354 He clearly feels that Russian /n/ is open.
With authorities in Russian lyric diction standing at odds, how else might the issue be
approached? Perhaps a thorough investigation would cover three areas of analysis: 1)
comparison of prosaic descriptions by phonetic specialists; 2) objective, physical analysis
and 3) direct, acoustical comparison. Within the area of objective, physical analysis, the
various approaches could include tongue position analysis (mostly represented by drawings
based upon x-rays), and articulator analysis via photographs of the lips, tongue and palate
(using occlusion-indicator paint). The direct acoustical comparisons might be done through
acoustical formant analysis (using a Fast Fourier Transform) or spectrogram visualization of
the various open and closed /n/’s and Russian /n/.
Prosaic Descriptions
I have attempted to find several, varying pronunciation guides on spoken Russian to
compare. The most respected name in modern phonetics could arguably be that of Daniel
Jones. One of his earliest publications on Russian pronunciation was as co-author with M. V.
354
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Trofimov on The Pronunciation of Russian (1923), which was a revision of Trofimov’s work
with J. P. Scott, Handbook of Russian (1918). Trofimov with Jones describes Russian /n/ as:
7. Russian Normal o
198. The following is a description of the formation of the
principal member of the Russian o-phoneme:
(i) height of tongue: nearer to ‘half-open’ than to ‘halfclosed’;
(ii) point of tongue which is highest: centre of ‘back’;
(iii) position of lips: medium lip-rounding.
199. Some Russian speakers substitute for the o above
described an opener sound in which the tongue-position is
lower than that of Cardinal Vowel No. 6 [/N/].355
Paragraph 198 describes the more rounded, slightly more closed, open /N/ that has already
been discussed above. Paragraph 199, then, describes a variant similar to that mentioned by
Matthews and possibly by Belov and Walters. An interesting detail in this variant, though,
suggests that the lip-rounding is not different from the first formation (198), that is the lips
are more rounded than for the cardinal vowel /N/, while only the tongue changes, and thus, is
lower than cardinal /N/. This makes the variant vowel sound darker and more hollow in
timbre than the standard example. A few pages earlier, Trofimov and Jones provide a
superimposition of the Russian vowels onto the quadrilateral of cardinal vowels. The original
chart prints the Russian vowels in red ink, but due to limitations in this printing, the Russian
vowels appear as lighter gray in the reproduction below (Fig. 4).
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Russian vowels compared to the cardinal vowels
from The Pronunciation of Russian356

Figure 4
In Trofimov and Jones’s chart, the Russian /n/ lies at about the same point as Moriarty’s /n2/
(See Figure 2). A second chart found in the Trofimov and Jones text is quite helpful in
making another important distinction. This chart compares the cardinal vowels with English
spoken vowels (again, lighter gray in color) (Fig. 5).

English vowels compared to the cardinal vowels
from The Pronunciation of Russian357

Figure 5
Here, one can see that the English closed /n/ has far more lip-rounding and is much higher
than the Russian /n/, while the English open /N/ (shown as N9) is less round and lower than
cardinal /N/, making it much less rounded, more open, and more back than the Russian /n/.
In the 1960’s, Daniel Jones set out to revise and expand the work he had done with
Trofimov, so working with a colleague in Russian language (Jones was a professor of
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phonetics), Dennis Ward, he began work on The Phonetics of Russian (University Press,
1969). Sadly, Jones died in 1967, and Ward had to complete the work and shepherd it
through its publication.358 The revised description of Russian /n/ is nearly the same as
Trofimov’s, but there is greater detail in the attempt to help the English speaker learn how to
form the sound properly:
The Russian o-phoneme
j
12.120 Formation of the Russian sound o
(1) height of tongue: between half-open and half-close
but nearer to half-open than to half-close;
(2) point of tongue which is highest: centre of back;
(3) position of lips: medium lip-rounding.
12.121 o is a back vowel, slightly less than half-open, with
medium lip-rounding.
12.122 Some Russian speakers use an opener sound than the
one described above, the tongue-position being slightly lower
than that of Cardinal Vowel no. 6 (Fig 8). Learners would do
better however to aim at the closer variety of o.
12.123 The principal member of the Russian o-phoneme
cannot be identified with any English vowel. The nearest is the
sound of aw (as in saw), but the difference is considerable. The
most usual English sound of aw (N9) has a tongue-position
somewhat lower that that of Cardinal Vowel no. 6 (Fig 8).
~~~~~
12.125 The opener o-sound used by some Russian speakers (as
mentioned in § 12.122) is not far removed from the ‘average’
English vowel in hot.
12.126 Many English speakers find difficulty in learning the
produce the Russian o-sound. One method of acquiring this
sound is as follows. If the learner has his pronunciation of the
word saw (rN9) a vowel somewhat more open than Cardinal
Vowel no. 6, he should try to make the vowel closer, i.e. raise
the tongue slightly in the direction of o (Cardinal Vowel no. 7),
at the same time making the lips slightly more rounded.
358
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12.127 If the learner has already learnt to make o (Cardinal
Vowel no. 7), he may be able to acquire the Russian o by
aiming at a sound intermediate between cardinal o and his
English vowel in saw.359
These paragraphs make it ever clearer that Trofimov, Jones, Ward and authorities that
descend from them believe that Russian /n/ is more closed and rounded than the cardinal /N/
to a degree that is similar to Moriarty’s /n2/. They also prefer the IPA symbol of /n/.
Simon C. Boyanus, Professor of English Philology at the Leningrad Institute of
Philology, History and Linguistics, as well as Lecturer in Russian and Phonetics in the
University of London, published A Manual of Russian Pronunciation in 1935. This was then
revised, expanded and published as Russian Pronunciation: The Russian System of Speech
Habits in Sounds, Stress, Rhythm, and Intonation together with a Russian Phonetic Reader in
1955 (reprinted in 1967). For Boyanus, the Russian /n/ is in a more closed and rounded
position on the vowel quadrilateral than cardinal, open /N/. It is in a similar place to what has
been established above as /n2/. I refer to his chart from the 1967 reprint, here (Fig. 6):

from S. C. Boyanus, Russian Pronunciation360

Figure 6
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Further more Boyanus writes:
In order that the student should know the value of the Russian
stressed vowels used in this chapter, their approximate
equivalents in Southern English speech are given below.
Russian `=the first element of the diphthong ai in I.
“ n=the vowel in or.
“ D=in the direction of the vowel in air.
“ d=the first element of the diphthong in eight.
“ h=sound represented with ee (but closer in quality).
“ t=the vowel in rude.361
It should be noted that the /n/ in “Southern English,” meaning southern England, is of a more
closed quality. Jones and Ward say this about it:
12.129 Some Southern speakers of English, especially in
London…have a vowel in such words as saw which is closer
and more rounded than described above (§ 12.120). It is
somewhat closer than Russian o.362
In the chapter entitled “Pronunciation of Russian Vowels,” Boyanus makes his final
statement on the subject:
§ 10. Russian o with its ?-off glide is almost identical with the
Southern English or.
The lips are protruded and rounded:

363

This conclusively places Boyanus in the /n2/ camp with Trofimov, Jones and Ward.
Two of the most prominent and renowned, native Russian phoneticists are Elena A.
Bryzgunova and Ruben I. Avanesov. In her Prakticheskaya Fonetika i Intonatsiya Russkogo
Yazyka [Practical Phonetics and Intonation of the Russian Language] (1963) Bryzgunova
writes:
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In the Russian language, the phonological characteristics of the
phoneme /n/ are: 1) the raising of the back of the tongue toward the
mid-palate and 2) the rounding and extending of the lips. The phoneme
/n/ is read with a small opening of the oral cavity.364
This description suggests, perhaps, an even more rounded sound than the previous
descriptions, but certainly, it does not describe an open /N/ formation. Bryzgunova then
relates some common errors in the pronunciation of the phoneme which also imply that a
more rounded form is preferred:
In the production of pronouncing the phoneme /n/ by speakers
of various languages, the following deviations have been
noted:
1. Confusion of the phoneme /n/ and /t/ (pronouncing
/!nsqU/ for /!tsqU/ [enhj]; /!4tYjU/ for /!4nYjU/ [kj;rf])
2. Pronouncing /n/ with a more back or front articulation
[of the tongue].
3. Pronouncing /n/ with lax [unrounded] labial
articulation.365
“Confusion of the phoneme /n/ and /t/” would suggest that the /n/ must be rounded enough
to cause such a confusion, and being concerned about lax or unrounded lips, also points to a
more rounded pronunciation. Avanesov’s description in Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie:
Uchebnoe Posobne dlya Studentov Pedagogicheskikh Institutov [Russian Literary
Pronunciation: An Educational Textbook for Students of Pedagogical Institutes] (revised,
1972) is more open to interpretation:
In the formation of the vowel /n/, the lower jaw descent is greater
than for /t/, the opening of the mouth for /n/ is wider than for /t/, but
narrower than for /`/; the tongue for the formation of /n/ draws
backward and raises in its back toward the soft palate, however to a
lesser degree, than for /t/. The lowered tip of the tongue draws back
364
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from the lower teeth (also to a lesser degree, than for /t/); [while] the
root of the tongue is drawn toward the wall of the pharynx, but
somewhat less, than for /t/. The lips are elongated forward and rounded,
however to a lesser degree, than for /t/, in connection with that, the
opening, formed by the lips and also being the boundary of the
resonating cavity, is somewhat wider [larger], than for /t/.
One ought to note…the vowel /n/ is not entirely uniform
throughout its duration: it begins with an /t/-colored onset, [and so] is
read as if /tn/.
This way, the vowel /o/ as a phoneme is defined as labialized, midhigh.366
By describing the opening of the mouth as “wider than for /t/, but narrower than for /`/,”
Avanesov seems to be establishing the roundness of the lips as halfway between Cardinal
Vowel No. 4, /`/ (this is the fronted, less rounded, French /`/ vowel, as opposed to Cardinal
Vowel No. 5, /@/) and Cardinal Vowel No. 8, /u/. This would make the lips slightly less
rounded than exactly halfway between cardinal /n/ and /N/, similar to /n2/. The tongue
description of mid-high is like /n2/, but is a bit lower, making Avanesov’s Russian /n/ sound
a bit darker or more hollow in timbre than /n2/.
It is rather obvious that a majority of these prominent authorities on Russian
phonetics, both foreign and native Russian, agree upon a similar formation and quality of
Russian /n/. It also can be inferred from their descriptions that Russian /n/ is quite similar to
/n2/, and that the Russian phoneme is not as open as English, open /N/ or cardinal /N/.
Comparing a broad sampling of other Russian pronunciation guides, most do not go
into detail about forming Russian vowels. Here is how some other authors describe Russian
/o/:
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M Golovinsky (Eng-Rus; Rus-Eng Dictionary, 1936): J, j – has the sound of
“o” in the English word “not” when short [unstressed], or as in the word
“pole” when long [stressed].
Leon Stilman (Russian Alphabet and Phonetics, 1949): J, j all or awe, but
with the lips more rounded.
James St. Clair-Sobell (Pronunciation of Russian, 1959): The five basic
Russian vowels (a, e, i, o, u) are of the usual continental (Italian) type.
Tania Bobrinskoy, Irina Gsovskaya (Pronounce Russian Correctly, 1961):
The stressed Russian j sounds like the aw in fault or law, but it is crisper.
Munir Sendich (An Undergrad. Course in Transcriptional Phonetics of
Russian, 1988): Russian -- J…remember that the Russian--J sound is a
completely rounded vowel and not half-rounded as in English…
Thomas R. Beyer, Jr. (Pronounce it Perfectly in Russian, 1994): When
stressed, the sound O (as in hello) is represented by the Russian letter j.
The Russian sound is read with the back of the tongue slightly raised and
the lips extended and rounded.
Kasia M. Bernecka-Urban (Russian Intonation and Pronunciation for the
Beginners, 2001): The Russian J, j positioned in a one-syllable word or
in the stressed syllable of a two- or multi-syllable word, is read as a
diphthong resembling the English “wa” or “wo” in “war,” “wall,” “wore,”
or “swore.”367
These descriptions quite literally span the spectrum from less rounded (Bobrinskoy/
Gsovskaya) to very rounded (Sendich) and from definite (St. Clair-Sobell) to ambiguous,
even confusing (Bernecka-Urban). This may reflect some of the regionalisms mentioned by
Matthews, Trofimov, Jones, and Ward, but it should also be noted that the majority of the
descriptions above suggest sounds that are more rounded (“lips more rounded,” “lips
367
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extended and rounded,” “well rounded and protruded lips,” “completely rounded”), much
like /n2/ or even cardinal /n/, rather than the less rounded, cardinal /N/. The tentative
conclusion from the above prosaic descriptions may be that, though some Russians use the
more open and less rounded form of /N/, the preference seems to be for the half-closed, more
rounded, style similar to Moriarty’s /n2/.
Physical Analysis
Many Russian pronunciation texts use drawings called schematic radiograms, also
referred to as orograms, which are derived from x-ray photographs of the tongue shape as
seen from the side. This is due to the fact that the Jones/IPA vowel quadrilateral is a
representation of the correlation between a vowel and the tongue formation in the mouth,
also as seen from the side (Fig. 7).
Palate

Teeth

Tongue

Front Vowels
/h/
/d/
/D/
/`/

Back Vowels
/t/
/n/
/N/
/@/

Jones/IPA vowel quadrilateral superimposed upon side-view tongue positions
for front vowels (top) and back vowels (bottom).

Figure 7368

Some texts also show photos or drawings of the lip formation from the front (labiograms), at
least for the Cardinal Vowels, while one text has stop-action photos, regular photos, x-rays
and orograms of those x-rays showing tongue position, lip formation and changing action in
368
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the formation of each Russian speech sound. This last text, Kálmán Bolla’s A Conspectus of
Russian Speech Sounds (1981), also includes palato-lingual occlusion photos, as well as
acoustical FFT and spectrogram charts.
Another recent and unique contributor to phonetics has been Luciano Canepari,
professor of Phonetic and Phonology in the department of Speech Sciences at the University
of Venice in Italy. Founder of an expanded phonetic approach he calls natural phonetics,
Professor Canepari has been attempting to create a system that represents all the sounds of
many of the world’s languages in great detail, as to their “articulatory, auditory, and
functional phonetics.”369 Canepari’s set of phonetic transcription symbols (he calls canIPA,
for Canepari IPA, as opposed to the official IPA, or offIPA) expands the official IPA from
109 symbols for vowel and consonant articulations alone (53 other symbols cover intonation
and modifying diacritical markings) to an imposing 824 unique symbols. Canepari nearly
doubles the official IPA vowels from 28 to 52.370 Therefore, Canepari uses a 30 space,
rhomboid checkerboard to chart his vowel phonemes rather than the 6-space (sometimes
expanded to 11-space), upside-down trapezoid of Jones and used by the IPA. To compare,
here are both types of vowel charts (Fig. 8):
IPA Vowel Charts (28 symbols)

Unrounded

Canepari Vowel Charts (52 + 8 symbols)

Rounded
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From Pullum/Ladusaw: Phonetic Symbol Guide

Unrounded

From Canepari: A Handbook of Phonetics372

Figure 8
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Canepari also produces orograms and labiograms for each of his vowel phonemes.373
His orogram of the half-closed /N/ is used in this essay, since no other source provides it.
Canepari symbolizes the half-closed /N/ with /σ/, and it is essentially the same phoneme as
Moriarty’s /n2/. For efficiency, the symbol /σ/ is used for half-closed /N/ rather than /n2/.
This section begins with a comparison of the orograms and labiograms of the liprounding cardinal vowels, then the orograms of half-closed /N/ (/σ/) and pertinent Russian
vowels are compared. Trofimov and Jones present labiograms of the cardinal vowels in the
form of photographs. They show the differences of lip formations for each vowel. Here are
the cardinal, lip-rounding vowels: No. 5, /@/; No. 6, /N/; No. 7, /n/; and No. 8, /t/ as set out by
Jones in partnership with Trofimov (Fig. 9):

/@/

/N/
/n/
Trofimov and Jones374

/t/

Figure 9
Canepari’s A Handbook of Phonetics (2005) uses abstracted labio- and orograms derived
from photos and x-rays. Here are Canepari’s combined labio-orograms of the same vowels as
above (Fig. 10):

Canepari

Figure 10375
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While the labiograms show the changes in lip formation, similarly to the Trofimov/Jones
photos, the orograms show the changing articulation of the tongue and jaw, as well. One can
see a closing up of the oral cavity by the combination of the tongue arching more and more
toward the back part of the hard palate and the slight raising of the jaw, bringing the teeth
closer together. The small rhombus superimposed upon the orograms represents Canepari’s
vowel quadrilateral of tongue positions, as pictured in Figure 8.
The following are the three Russian lip-rounding vowels. The first images are from
Bryzgunova’s Prakticheskaya Fonetika I Intonatsiya Russkogo Yazyka. These images have
been slightly edited (removing secondary positions of the tongue) for greater clarity. (Fig.
11):

/@/

/n/
From Bryzgunova376

/t/

Figure 11
These somewhat imperfect orograms show the tongue significantly farther back toward the
pharynx in spoken Russian than for the spoken cardinal vowels shown earlier. Avanesov’s
orograms from Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie are reproduced here. (Fig. 12):
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/@/

/n/
From Avanesov377

/t/

Figure 12
These are somewhat more accurate orograms than Bryzgunova’s, showing the closing of the
lips, as well as a more detailed representation of the changes in tongue formation. Finally,
Kálmán Bolla’s work, A Conspectus of Russian Speech Sounds, is one of the most
comprehensive and objective studies of Russian phonemes. Here is an example of an entire
plate for the Russian /n/ phoneme (Fig. 13):

The Russian phoneme /o/ from Bolla, A Conspectus of Russian Speech Sounds378

Figure 13
Bolla’s plates contain stop-action photos, still photos (posed), palato-lingual occlusion
photos, acoustical FFT charts, four-channel oscillograms, x-rays, schematic radiograms
[orograms] and spectrogram charts pertaining to a labeled phoneme, along with the word
spoken to produce the phoneme in context. The following are views of the formation of
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Russian /@/, /n/, and /t/, as well as a so-called short /n/-allophone, [n·], from Bolla. These
orograms have been directly derived from oral x-rays. (Fig. 14):

/@/

/n/

From Bolla379

/t/

[n·]

Figure 14
Though difficult to see in reduced size, there is a slight shift of the root of the tongue during
the formation of /n/, and the dotted line in the /t/-orogram represents an even greater shift
during that vowel’s formation. Bolla’s examples are of a single individual not a theoretical
norm, so the orograms reflect the idiosyncrasies of the subject. It is difficult to see all of the
tongue in the x-rays in Bolla’s text, but the following is an example of how the orogram is
derived. The corresponding orogram of /n/ is overlaid on its x-ray (Fig. 15):

Figure 15380
Bolla also took still photos and strobe films (stop-action photos) of lip articulations.
Here are lip formations corresponding to the previously referenced vowels — still photos
above and excerpted (central position) stop-action photos below. (Fig. 16):
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/@/

/n/

Figure 16381

/t/

[n·]

One can readily see the difference in the intensity of lip formation shown between the still
photographs and the strobe excerpts. The excerpted strobe photos are used for later
comparisons, as they seem to represent a more accurate reality of vowel formation in context.
The following illustration compares Canepari’s orograms of the four cardinal liprounded vowels and /σ/ [half-closed /n/] (Fig. 17):

/@/

/N/

/σ/
From Canepari382

/n/

/t/

Figure 17
It can easily be seen how the lips gradually become more rounded, while the tongue arches
higher toward the hard palate, and the jaw gradually closes down the oral cavity from /@/
through /t/. One can also see more similarity of openness between cardinal /@/ and /N/ than
between cardinal /N/ and the other /n/-forms or cardinal /t/. (Fig. 18)

Figure 18383
381
382

Bolla, Conspectus, plates 2, 6, 19, 24.
Canepari, Handbook of Phonetics, 125.

383
Though the lip rounding seems gradual from /@/ to /t/, the tongue shape significantly
changes between /N/ to /σ/. (Fig. 19)

Figure 19384
Other than the lip rounding, the flatness of the blade of the tongue for /N/ as compared to the
arched curving of /σ/ (as well as /n/) will become a defining element for Russian /n/.
Here are the three orograms of Russian /o/ from Bryzgunova, Avanesov, and Bolla
(Fig. 20):

From Bryzgunova, p. 35

From Avanesov, p. 31

Figure 20

385

From Bolla, plate 6

These orograms depict rather different formations, perhaps reflecting the idiosyncrasies of
the subjects. The lips seem similar in their closure across the examples (reflecting rounding),
though Bryzgunova’s subject seems a bit less rounded. In contrast, the tongue shapes are
quite varied. The shape of the tongue blade shows the greatest variance from slightly concave
(Avanesov) to quite flat (Bolla) to slightly arched (Bryzgunova). The distance of the tongue
from the pharyngeal wall is also varied. Avanesov’s and Bryzgunova’s subjects are similar
— they differ in shape more than distance — but Bolla’s subject has a particularly retracted
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tongue. The sound of each subject’s /n/ should not be greatly different, but Bryzgunova’s
subject may sound a slightly more closed /n/ than the other two, even with less rounded lips,
because of the more arched tongue position.
So, how does Russian /n/ compare with cardinal /N/ and /n/, as well as /σ/? Compare
Cardinal Vowels No. 7, /n/, and No. 6, /N/, to the three examples above (Fig. 21):

Canepari

Bryzgunova

Canepari

Canepari

Avanesov

Canepari

Canepari

Bolla

Figure 21386

Canepari

The back of the tongue is as high for Russian /n/ as it is for cardinal /n/, and the lips are
similarly rounded to the cardinal vowel, if not more so (Bolla). Bryzgunova’s subject has a
tongue shape that is nearly the same as Canepari’s /n/, though the position is more retracted.
The blade of the tongue appears to be flatter, even concave (like Canepari’s /N/), for
Avanesov’s and Bolla’s subjects, and with more retracted tongues, they create just about the
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same amount of acoustical space in the front half of the mouth cavity as for /N/. This
comparison may reveal a physiological reason for the confusion in categorizing Russian /n/.
If the lips are as rounded as closed /n/ but the tongue blade is flattened like open /N/, then the
acoustical result may seem ambiguous. The mix of tongue flattening and lip rounding also
fits the prosaic descriptions of the Russian /n/ given in Trofimov/Jones and Jones/Ward.
Comparing Russian /n/ to /σ/ and cardinal /N/, Bryzgunova’s example is closest to /σ/,
while the tongue shape of the other two are closer to /N/, though the back is higher (Fig. 22):

Canepari

Bryzgunova

Canepari

Canepari

Avanesov

Canepari

Canepari

Bolla

Figure 22

Canepari
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In all three cases, the tongue is significantly drawn back toward the pharynx as compared to
the non-Russian vowels. Bolla’s subject is at the extreme with the tongue almost touching the
pharyngeal wall. It should be mentioned that Canepari, in A Handbook of Pronunciation,
places the Russian /n/ within the /σ/-square of his rounded vowel quadrilateral (Fig. 13).
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Within that square, the Russian /n/-vowel is positioned toward the lower left corner,
representing a slightly lowered tongue and less lip-rounding than /σ/ and suggesting a
formation similar to Bryzgunova’s subject (Fig. 23).

From Canepari, Handbook of Pronunciation: outline superimposed by
author. Dashed line at bottom of placement dot represents the opening of
the vowel over its duration, as discussed in descriptions of Russian /n/.

Figure 23388

Avanesov’s and Bolla’s subjects have more rounded lips than for /σ/, so their lips are formed
more like closed /n/. The following illustration compares the lip shape of Bolla’s subject with
the labiograms provided by Trofimov/Jones for cardinal /n/ and /N/ (Fig. 24):

/n/
Trofimov/Jones, p.33

Russian /n/
Bolla, plate 6

/N/
Trofimov/Jones, p.32

Figure 24389
Russian /n/ may be physiologically more like /σ/, in general, than either /n/ or /N/, but the
shape and position of the tongue creates a sound that has a hollowness like open /N/, while
the lip rounding creates a darker, rounder timbre like closed /n/.
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Acoustic Analysis
The last comparison is acoustical. Can an acoustic analysis of the harmonic structure
of these vowels show any marked differences or similarities? Does the acoustical fingerprint
of Russian /n/ look more like that of cardinal /n/, /N/, half-closed /N/ (/σ/), or a species unto
itself? Modeled on the work of Bolla, I have recorded myself speaking the five vowels under
comparison (/t/, /n/, /σ/, and /N/, and the Russian /n/) and processed them through a Fast
Fourier Transfer (FFT) analysis program, creating a graphic picture of the overtones and
resonant formants of each vowel.
It is generally accepted by phonologists that there are four, narrow, frequency bands
emphasized (resonated) by the human vocal tract that are critical to fully recognizing vowel
differences. These resonant points are called formants, and the bands’ center frequencies shift
or change depending upon which vowel is being produced. There is also one other resonant
frequency band, which falls within the same range as the basic four, that stays constant,
especially in trained voices.390 This constant frequency (centered between 2500 Hz and 3000
Hz, averaging 2800 Hz, depending upon certain factors) is known by several names in the
singing profession, such as the singer’s ring, 2800, the singer’s formant, and squillo (the
Italian word for the ringing of a bell).391 Though this formant is very important to singers and
singing, it is the other four, changeable formants that are of importance here, since it is the
shifting formants that create each vowel’s fingerprint shown by the FFT analysis graphs.
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The normalized (averaged over a large set of data points) frequency centers for these
formants (Fn) are F1 = 500 Hz; F2 = 1,500 Hz; F3 = 2,500 Hz; and F4 = 3,500 Hz.392 These
numbers can be misleading, since the variances are great, based not only on the vowel shape
and color, but on physiological development (child or adult), sex (male or female), and
relative voice type (high or low). The vocal formants can overlap, with higher formants
reaching down into the range of the next lower formant and lower ones invading the next
higher range. The frequency spread or spectrum to each formant center is more like this: F1
<250 Hz – >1000 Hz; F2 <600 Hz – >3000 Hz; F3 <1900 Hz – >4000 Hz; and F4 <2600 Hz
– >5000 Hz. As might be expected, the lower end of the ranges tends to relate to the lowestvoiced, adult males, while the highest numbers are found with highest-voiced, younger,
female children.393
There usually is a wider separation between the second formant (F2) and the third
(F3), than there is between F1 and F2 or F3 and F4. Most phoneticians focus on F1 and F2 as
the most important for vowel recognition, but as is demonstrated in the examples to come,
the relationship of F3 to F4 can be important to the subtler differences that are encountered in
Russian /n/. When looking at the following FFT graphs, several points must be kept in mind:
I am only one subject with my own idiosyncrasies; I am adult male and a lower bass, which
places all of my formants at the lower end of the spectrum; and I am an American, albeit,
with a good Russian accent, but a non-native Russian speaker, none the less. Yet, as a point
of comparison, the consistency afforded by being a single subject is still worth while.
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The first FFT graph is of Cardinal Vowel No. 8, /u/, as in the Italian word tu (Fig. 25):

A Fast Fourier Transfer (FFT) graph of cardinal /t/+ as spoken by the author. The first two formants (F1; F2),
their frequencies noted, are generally considered to define a vowel acoustically. The peak left of F1 is the
fundamental pitch (F0) on which the vowel was spoken (here, approx. 150 Hz). The peaks within the outlined
square are the third formant (F3) on the left and, on the right, a combination of the fourth formant (F4) and the
singer’s formant (F5). Since the vowel was spoken, not sung, F5 is not very prominent. It is the small peak that
is centered at approximately 2600 Hz. The higher formants farther to the right, above 5000 Hz, are probably
artifacts of nasality, not uncommon to the spoken vowel /t/.

Figure 25
The graph places frequency (pitch) on the horizontal axis going from the lower frequencies
on the left to the higher frequencies toward the right of the scale. The vertical axis is the
amplitude (loudness) of each frequency peak relative to the others. The scale of the vertical
axis is in decibels (db), the standard unit for acoustical amplitude, but is configured for
digital recording. Decibel levels below 0 db are shown in terms of negative decibels (-db),
while 0 db is the threshold of sonic saturation (distortion) for analog-to-digital converters.
The first peak, or strong frequency, on the far left (low frequencies) is that of the
fundamental pitch (F0) on which the vowel /t/ was spoken. In this case, it is approximately
150 Hz, which lies somewhere between D and E-flat below Middle C. If the human vocal
tract did not have its resonant formants, the graph would look like a stair-step mountain range
of ever lowering peaks, as the overtone frequencies go higher but get softer. The frequencies
would follow the pattern of the fundamental multiplied by 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and so on. From a
fundamental of 150 Hz, the first overtone would be 300 Hz, the second, 450 Hz, the third,
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600 Hz, the fourth, 750 Hz, then 900 Hz, etc., each peak somewhat lower on the graph than
the previous. The resonance points of the vocal tract, the formants, add to the amplitude
(loudness) of any frequencies in their range and push up the peaks of the mountain range on
those specific frequencies creating an uneven terrain.394
In the above FFT graph, since the first formant (F1) coincides with the first, natural
overtone (300 Hz), this frequency actually peaks higher than the fundamental (150 Hz),
which is normally the loudest frequency in, say, a stringed instrument. The second overtone
(450 Hz) can be seen as a ledge off the right side of F1’s peak, and the third overtone (600
Hz) shows up as a small peak in the valley made between F1 and F2. As F2 is quite near the
frequency of the fourth overtone (750 Hz), that overtone just makes the F2 peak bulge out on
its left side. Due to the huge discrepancy of amplitude between F2 and the next several
natural overtones, 900, 1050, 1200, 1350, 1500, and 1650 Hz, and those overtones’ close
proximity to each other, it is very difficult to discern their individual peaks, beyond the
jaggedness of a longer, precipitous slope that then starts to rise toward the peak of F3 (2000+
Hz). As the overtone series continues, the frequencies occur more closely together and drop
to quite low amplitude, resulting in the rest of the acoustical prominences being higher
formants and other resonant artifacts rather than the remaining overtones. So, one can see F3
at 2000 Hz and the combination of F4 and F5 (around 2600 Hz, for me) creating a peak
centering at approximately 2900 Hz. There is also a cluster of resonances from around 5,250
Hz to about 6,750 Hz, peaking around 6000 Hz, which is probably an artifact of nasality, not
uncommon for the spoken vowel /t/.
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To understand the next comparisons, an explanation is necessary of how the formant
frequencies relate to vowel formation. Eschewing the more complex acoustical physics, the
first formant (F1) comes from the bent, tube-like space made from the full length of the vocal
tract (the larynx to the lips) and is determined by the length and volume of the tube-like
chamber and the size of opening or aperture made by the lips, that is, how rounded they are.
The more rounded the lips, the smaller the aperture, and thus the lower the pitch or frequency
of the first formant. Longer tubes and larger cavities with smaller openings make a lower
pitch — think of empty bottles. The second formant (F2) relates to the position of the tongue
in the mouth, as the back of the tongue lowers in the mouth, F2’s frequency rises. The third
(F3) and fourth (F4) formants are also related to the tongue shape, but are harder to track
precisely as tongue shape to frequency, yet the relationship of F3 and F4 to each other seems
to reflect the space made in the front of the mouth cavity by the shape of the blade of tongue
(convex, flat, or concave). It seems that the more the tongue blade has a convex arch (toward
the front of the hard palate), making the mouth cavity smaller, the more distinctly separated
and rather equal in strength become the two peaks of F3 and F4. The flatter the blade,
making a larger mouth cavity, the closer together the peaks become, almost becoming one
peak in the graph for cardinal /N/ below (see Fig. 33). Also, as the blade flattens out or
becomes concave, F3 becomes more emphasized, dominating over an attenuated F4 (also
Fig. 33). The complexity of the acoustics within the vocal tract is such that each formant is
not isolated relative to a single formative element, as cleanly as just described. The shape of
the tract as a whole creates the formant profile, therefore, even if the lips do not change
shape, F1 can shift slightly as the tongue changes shape in the mouth, or, in the same way, if
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the tongue stays in one shape, F3 and F4 can shift, as just the lips change shape. These
acoustic profiles reflect the totality of the oral and pharyngeal shape.
One major element must not be forgotten — the overall volume of the vocal tract.
The shape of the lips and tongue affects portions of the volume, but the position of the larynx
defines the whole volume, and in turn, the entire set of formant frequencies. Though the
laryngeal position does not directly affect the individual vowel sounds, it does affect the
perception of the vowel colors. For trained singers, a lowered laryngeal position is favored. A
lowered larynx increases the volume of the entire vocal tract rather significantly, and in turn,
lowers the frequencies of all of the formants at once. This produces a darker or richer timbre
to the resonance of the voice and seems to increase the resonance of the singer’s formant
(F5).395 Since F5 lies in a frequency region (2500 Hz – 3000 Hz), also shared by F3 and F4,
the final acoustical result is that of a prominence of frequencies spanning from around 1700
Hz to about 3200 Hz with a peak around the 2800 Hz point. Again, because the acoustical
examples given here are of spoken vowels rather than sung, the special singer’s prominence
is not strongly reflected. Yet, due to my training, even when speaking, my larynx tends to be
in a lower position than an untrained subject of similar physique. Therfore, my entire set of
formants is even lower on the spectrum than the average low-voiced, adult male.
The following FFT graphs depict the acoustical fingerprint of each of four versions of
the /n/ phoneme spoken by the author: the first is Cardinal Vowel No. 7 (closed /n/); the
second /n/ phoneme is half-closed, open /N/, or /σ/; the third is Cardinal Vowel No. 6 (open
/N/); and the final graph is of Russian /n/.
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Closed /n/ — extracted from speaking the French word oiseau

Figure 26
Figure 26 shows the FFT graph of a fully rounded, high back /o/-vowel. This is the
kind of closed /o/ used in French or German. The important features are the quite low first
two formants (F1 and F2) and the rather broad spread of the peaks of the higher 3rd, 5th and
4th formants (F3, F5, and F4). The lower frequencies of F1 and F2 reflect quite rounded lips
and a higher back of the tongue, while the broader peak separation of F3-F5 is related to the
more convex arching of the tongue (actually, F5 has no relationship to the lip, tongue or
buccal shape at all. F5 is the singer’s formant, which has its origins in the larynx, and which
is a bit more prominent here, because this particular vowel naturally causes the larynx to
lower helping to resonate F5).
Comparing closed /o/ with /u/, one notes the shift of F1 from 304 Hz to the higher
frequency of 416 Hz (musically, the span of a wide perfect fourth), due to the widening
aperture of the lips, yet F2 actually lowers in frequency from 788 Hz to 737 Hz. Here,
perhaps, F2 should be considered essentially unchanged, as most other physiological studies
show, and the above example considered an anomaly. The bottom line is that the back of the
tongue does not lower significantly from the /u/ position. The gap between F3 and F4 can be
seen to begin to narrow, while F5, in my case, increases in strength suggesting a lowering of
my larynx, which could also account for the lowering of F2. The narrowing of F3 and F4
suggests a slight flattening of the blade of the tongue.
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Half-closed /N/ or /σ/ — extracted from the Italian word sono

Figure 27
Analysis of my half-closed /N/ reveals a more expected shape. My lip aperture is a bit
wider than for closed /n/, shifting F1 only from 416 Hz to 432 Hz, but my tongue has
lowered significantly, causing F2 to jump from 736 Hz to 903 Hz. The peaks of F3 and F4
have drawn even closer and, in this case, F5 has either dropped significantly or has risen up a
bit in frequency to meld with F4. Again, the narrowing of F3 and F4 suggests the further
flattening or lowering of the blade of my tongue.

Open /N/ — extracted from the Italian word occhi

Figure 28
Open /N/ displays more drastic changes. F1 has leapt up nearly a musical tri-tone from
432 Hz to 619 Hz (over an octave from the F1 of my /t/ vowel at 304 Hz) signifying a much
greater diameter to my lip aperture. F2 has gone from 903 Hz to 947 Hz, reflecting a slight
lowering of the tongue. The most dramatic change is between F3 and F4. F3 apparently has
raised and F4 lowered to the point where they nearly form a single mountain centered
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between 2300 and 2400 Hz, probably incorporating F5, as well. This acoustical conglomerate
is so powerful that it produces acoustical side-bands near 1500 Hz and above 3000 Hz, due
to the interaction with F2, which is near 950 Hz [acoustical physics is mathematical –
subtract 950 Hz from 2350 Hz and get a resultant frequency of 1400 Hz; add the numbers
and get an additive frequency of 3300 Hz; nature isn’t laboratory pristine, so these numbers
are only approximate]. The acoustical mountain comes from a strong change in the shape of
my tongue, specifically from a slightly arched blade for half-closed /N/ to a very flat, if not
slightly concave shape for open /N/. The FFT graph then reflects the changes seen in the
earlier orograms, especially the significant flattening of the front half of the tongue from /σ/
to /N/, as depicted in the Canepari illustrations.

Russian /n/ — extracted from the Russian word hf,jnf (work)

Figure 29
Looking at the graph of my Russian /n/, one can see a very distinctive sound print. F1
and F2 (452 Hz and 798 Hz, respectively) have dropped almost to the formant frequencies of
my closed /o/, meaning that my lips are quite rounded (though more the shape for half-closed
/N/) and the back of my tongue, though slightly lower, is nearly the same height as my /t/
vowel, and is much higher than open /N/. The striking element is the mountain made by F3,
F5, and F4. Though not as massive, the Russian /n/ formant cluster is clearly comparable to

396
that of open /N/, strongly suggesting that the front half of my tongue is quite low in my
mouth. In graphic representation, one can see that the left half of the chart looks similar to
closed /o/, while the right half mimics open /N/. These two strong acoustical elements exist
together in one vowel sound: my lips and back of tongue are forming /n/, while the front of
my tongue is shaping /N/. No wonder the confusion, as Russian /n/ seems to be a fusion
vowel. It is either a strongly rounded open /N/ or a greatly opened (lowered) rounded /n/. So
it seems that Russian /o/ is a phoneme unto itself and can be considered, in my opinion, as a
kind of combination vowel.
Conclusion: Pedagogical Approach
Obviously, if one carefully reads the articulatory description of the Russian /n/ vowel
given by Trofimov and Jones or, later, Jones and Ward, the mixing of articulator shapes is
explained quite clearly. My interest is to express to singers how to form this idiomatic
phoneme using concepts and terminology that would be very familiar. Therefore, my
approach in the diction guide describes Russian /n/ in terms of being a combination vowel,
where the lips form an Italianate, closed /n/ (that is, slightly more relaxed than a French or
German /n/), while the tongue is shaped like open /N/. The formation exercise either starts
with an open /N/ and slowly rounds the lips like closed /n/, or vice versa, starts with a closed
/n/ and slowly lowers the tongue to a position like that of open /N/.
One more choice must be made, though. Should the guide use the symbol for open
/N/, closed /n/, or introduce a third, unusual, phonetic symbol? The introduction of a new
symbol might impress upon a singer the uniqueness of the Russian phoneme, but it also
might just cause confusion and create another barrier to pursuing Russian vocal repertoire. I
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firmly believe that using the IPA symbol of /N/ will cause a singer to widen the lip rounding
far too much; the exact opposite to the desired shape. Therefore, my guide will use the IPA
symbol of /o/. The compromise is that a singer might not form a large enough buccal space
(by not lowering the tongue enough) to sound authentically Russian. My position, though, is
that a European sounding closed /o/ is still more Russian sounding than a wide open,
American /N/. Erring on the side of too closed is much better than too open, to my mind.
One final point is that Russian /n/ is mono-phonemic. What is meant by this is that
Russians recognize /n/ as only one phoneme that occurs in a stressed syllable. Unlike Italian,
French, German or English, Russian does not officially have an open /N/ and a closed /n/, it
only has /n/. This fact gives singers the flexibility to change the shape of the /o/-phoneme
from more rounded to less rounded and from a higher tongue to a lower one, for the sake of
good singing tone, without really sacrificing understandability or Russianness, as long as the
vowel is somewhat rounded and doesn’t sound like /@/. If one listens to many of the great,
Russian opera singers on record, all kinds of /o/-sounds are heard within the same kind of
spectrum as might be found among the great Italian opera singers. Lower-middle notes sound
more idiomatic, while the upper and lower extremes open up enough to free the voice and
keep beauty of tone. Frankly, too, the highest notes in a Russian singer’s range are often sung
essentially as /@/, just like any other singer of any nationality. As has been attributed to the
inimitable Jessye Norman, ostensibly speaking to the great conductor Herbert Von Karajan at
a rehearsal, when he demanded better diction on her high notes, she is to have said:
“Maestro, anything above the staff is tone only.”
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Shcha-Cha-Cha! The History of the Shifting Pronunciation of O
There are two reading pronunciations in Russian for the Cyrillic letter -o-. They are
/R&R&/, a palatalized, elongated /R/, as is approximately produced in English when eliding the
words “leash ˛sheet,” and /R&sR&/, approximately produced when eliding “leash ˛cheat.” Most of
my sources consider the first pronunciation, /R&R&/, as preferred, because it comes from the
Moscow accent, which is the favored accent for literature and the arts, including stage
performance.396 Where there is disagreement is in the historical phonetic evolution. Belov
says, without any citation of source, that:
The sound of the letter o underwent a certain transformation during the last
century. It is historic fact that in the 1800’s the letter was read as a
combination of the soft sounds [ᶋ] and [sR], that is [ᶋsR]. The contemporary
Moscow dialect norm, however, is to pronounce o as an elongated softened
form of [R], that is [ᶋ:]. You can still hear a [ᶋsR] in the speech of some
educated Petersburgians or the Russian émigrés in America and Western
Europe. Because the [ᶋsR] pronunciation sounds rather unnatural to most
Russians, it is recommended that this letter be read the modern way.397
Also without citation Piatak and Avrashov say:
The pronunciation of the letter o depends on the date the poem was written
and the region of the Soviet Union in which the poet resided. The generally
accepted pronunciation of o currently is [R9]; that is a long [R] with the middle
part of the tongue raised towards the hard palate. The songs of Prokofiev
contain the pronunciation. However, for most of the songs you will sing, the
correct sound is [RsR], since the poems predate general acceptance of the
current sound. The cluster [RsR] is also currently the standard pronunciation in
Leningrad [St. Petersburg].398
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It should be noted that even though Piatak and Avrashov do not use any palatalization
symbolism with the /R/ or /RsR/ phonemes, by description in the text they expect them to be
palatalized, that is as /R&9/ and /R&sR&/. Richter and Sheil/Walters acknowledge only /R&R&/ as
the appropriate reading of -o-. Thus, most lyric diction sources suggest /R&R&/, but two native
Muscovite Russian speakers, armed with the same historical information, recommend
opposite pronunciations. There may be an issue of a generation gap between the authorities,
but what of the dance of time and place?
It is generally accepted by scholars of Slavic linguistics that the sound that came to be
represented by the Cyrillic letter -o- was, in fact, /R&sR&/. This is the pronunciation, preserved
through Russian Church Slavonic, which is used by the priests of the Russian Orthodox
Church, today. Though the cluster might have been hardened to /RsR/ by some regional
speakers, it still could be considered the common, orthoepical (proper) reading of -o- for the
majority of the Russian people over most of Russian history.399 So then, how would another
pronunciation develop and gain prominence at all? Russian linguistic development (including
pronunciation), Russian demographics, and Russian political history are inextricably
entwined. To understand the first fully, one must at least have a cursory understanding of the
others.
As with most languages, accents in Russian developed between people living in
different geographical regions. Americans are very familiar with the wide variety of regional
accents in our own language, from the Southern Drawl to the Bostonian’s “Pahk your Cah in
Hahvuhd Yahd” to the New Yorker’s “Coawffee” to the Midwestern flat accent. The
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broadest Russian analogues are a Southern accent exemplified by those from Kursk, Riazan’
and the area of the Don River, a Central transitional accent, including Moscow and Pskov,
and a Northern accent that would include people from Novgorod and St. Petersburg. In recent
times, these accents have been more finely subdivided, but the broader categories will
suffice. The Northern Russian accent is characterized by the /n/-phoneme not being reduced
to /`/, /U/, or /?/ when unstressed, but remaining /n/ (Slavic linguists call this phenomenon
okanye /!nj?IH/ jrfymt), the letter -u- being read as /g/, and -o- being read as /R&sR&/. The
Southern accent is somewhat different from the Northern by reducing unstressed /n/ to /`/,
/U/, or /?/ when unstressed (akanye /!@j?IH/ frfymt), reading -u- as a voiced /w/, that is /F/,
yet, also, reading -o- as /R&sR&/. The Central accent is truly transitional and borrows from both
the Northern and Southern accents. Thus, the Central accent was (emphasis on “was”)
characterized by akanye [Southern], but reading -u- as /g/ [Northern], while originally
reading -o- as /R&sR&/, as in both accents.400 Sometime during the seventeenth century, though,
a fashion of pronunciation arose changing from the fricative-affricative cluster of /R&sR&/ to the
long, palatalized fricative, /R&R&/ (nearly unique to Moscow until the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries).401 The land area and population of this Central region was not that
great, so how did this pronunciation fashion become so popular as to gain a fifty/fifty
occurrence with /R&sR&/ in modern Russian? Here is where understanding Russian political
history is important.
The region of Eurasia that spans from the Black Sea to the Baltic Sea and from the
Carpathian mountains to the Volga River and Ural mountains is the region of the Eastern
400
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Slavic languages. It includes modern day Ukraine, Belorussia, the Baltic States, and Russia,
but in its earliest incarnation it was known as the Land of Rus’. This region was a crossroads
that saw domination by many ancient peoples, including Scythians (Huns and Goths),
Khazars, and Scandinavians (known to Russians as Varangians). The Slavs are the root stock
of modern Russia, but they were not in the line of power for many centuries. Over a few
hundred years, a conjectured Common Slavonic language began to diversify into several
dialects and then into the separate Slavic languages that are known today. By the ninth
century, a distinctive Eastern Slavic language branch had developed encompassing what
would become Ukrainian, Belorussian, and Russian.402 It is during this period that written
Slavonic began, after the creation of a Greek-based, Slavonic alphabet (now called
Glagolitic) by two Orthodox missionaries, Methodius and Cyril. From the Glagolitic, the
Cyrillic alphabet developed. It is these two alphabets (mostly the latter, Cyrillic) in which
Old Church Slavonic and Russian Church Slavonic have been memorialized, and it has been
through centuries of carefully handed-down tradition that the Church Slavonic pronunciation
has been preserved.403 This is why linguists assume that the Cyrillic letter -o- was assigned
to the Slavic speech sound symbolized in IPA as /R&sR&/.
Though the Slavs were the people of Rus’, the first great rulers were the Varangians
(Scandinavians), who made Kiev their capital (present-day capital of the Ukraine). The
Kievian Period lasted from the late ninth century into the early thirteenth century. During this
time the Slavonic branches, Eastern, Western, and Southern became distinct from each other,
402
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and any sort of Common Slavonic went extinct. Beginning around the thirteenth century, the
Eastern Slavonic dialects were diversifying and would soon develop into the separate
languages of Ukrainian, Russian and Belorussian.404
At this point, in the first quarter of the thirteenth century, Russia fell to the invasion
of Genghis Khan. Kiev fell in 1240, and so began the period of the Tartar Yoke (“Tartar”
was the Russian term for the Mongols and remains a derogatory epithet, today). The opera
Prince Igor by Rimsky-Korsakov deals with this period. From the early fourteenth century
through the first half of the fifteenth century, still under the Yoke, native Slavic Russian
leaders gained strength in a relatively small city called Moskva, what we call Moscow. These
Russian princes first worked with the Mongols to gain and develop their own power, so when
internal troubles weakened the Golden Horde, the Muscovite Slavs defeated the Mongols
destroying their frightening reputation. By the mid 1400s, Moscow gained great strength and
Ivan III (Ivan the Great) became Russia’s first true Slavic ruler. The march toward a unified
Slavic state began, heralding the dawn of the Moscow or Muscovite Period.405
Technically, the Muscovite Period has not ended, as Moscow remains the
governmental capital of Russia, but certainly, it is Imperial Moscow that the term most
describes. Muscovite rule was only interrupted for 8 years (known as the Time of Troubles)
between the death of Boris Godunov (famous to non-Russians by Musorgsky’s opera) in
1605, and the ascendency of Mikhail Romanov, the first of the last line of Russian monarchs.
It was during the reign of Mikhail’s son, Aleksei (1645-76) that a deeply embedded civil
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servant, named Grigoriǐ Kotoshikhin, penned a description of the internal workings of the
Tsar’s government entitled: J Hjccbq d Wfhcndjdfybt Fktrctz Vb[fqkjdbxf [On
Russia during the Reign of Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich].406
Kotoshikhin was a native Muscovite who lived from c. 1630 to 1667 (he was
executed for killing his landlord in a drunken argument). Anne Pennington, the foremost
orthographic and linguistic analyst of Kotoshikhin, citing A. I. Markevich, accounts that the
seventeenth-century Muscovite may have written his description of the Muscovite State as
part of a deal with the Swedish government to maintain asylum in Sweden. Kotoshikhin
wrote in a style called prikasnyǐ yazyk.407 Literally, this means “command language,” as in
the style in which one would write military orders, but it was the writing style for all
mundane chronicling of bureaucracy and government, and so has been called chancery style
in English. It stood in contrast with the high, florid style of the Church Slavonic, used for
proclamations by both the Church and the Tsar, and chancery style tended to reflect the more
direct vernacular of spoken Russian. Such a style of writing gives hints as to everyday syntax
and grammar and, sometimes, colloquial pronunciation.408
Though Kotoshikhin began his career as a Court scribe, he was rather inconsistent in
his writings as to grammar and spelling. He did show, though, a tendency to use the letter
-i- (/R/) when the correct letter would be -o- (/R&sR&/).409 It is this and other orthographic
confusions by Kotoshikhin and many other Muscovites of the time that places the emergence
of the Old Muscovite pronunciation in the seventeenth century. These writings suggest a
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fashion of pronunciation, favored by the aristocratic citizens of Moscow, in which one of the
trademark idiosyncrasies was that the /t/-sound in the cluster /R&sR&/ (-o-) was softened to
such a degree as to be deleted, creating a /R/ pronunciation similar to that when reading the
letter -i-.
The process of transition from Muscovite fashion to Muscovite accent is conjecture at
best. It could be assumed that as Moscow rose in political power, those under that power
wished to curry favor or fit in and so may have cultivated the accent. Thus, the accent would
grow along with Moscow’s influence. Once established as the accent of the elite and
powerful, dissemination across society’s strata would be relatively swift. Those generally
isolated from high society, such as the clergy and academics, might retain the pronunciation
of /R&sR&/, while anyone who was fashionable would use /R&R&/. Interestingly, Peter the Great
built St. Petersburg (in a region that is solidly Northern accented) as a city of Arts and
Letters, containing a great university and many libraries, museums and theaters. Both the
Northern location and academic element of the city might cause a tendency toward the use of
/R&sR&/ in the local speech, and so it seems today, as mentioned by both Piatak and Belov. The
fact that the Muscovite accent dates from the seventeenth century belies the suggestion by
both our Muscovite authors that poets and composers from the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries would expect a pronunciation of /R&sR&/. By that time, the Muscovite fashion would
have become the accent, and so it could strongly be argued that /R&R&/ might have been the
favored pronunciation of the Muscovites Pushkin and Lermontov.
Whether the above conjecture has any basis in reality or not, two, much respected,
native authorities on Russian orthoepical pronunciation, R. I. Avanesov and E. A.
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Bryzgunova, recognize an equal occurrence of /R&R&/ (sometimes written as /R&9/) and /R&sR&/,
in Russian speech. Both also express the preference of the Muscovite accent. First,
Bryzgunova:
Throughout the presentation of material, the adopted system is [that]
of the Moscow Phonological School, in which…the consonants -o- [R&9] and
-;- [Y&9] stand out as independent phonemes,…410
The phoneme -o- has, in the Russian language, two equal, alternative
pronunciations and consequently two types of articulation: /R&9/ and /R&sR&/…It
is essential first to establish the articulation of -o- and then to secure it
through exercises by contrasting -o- and -i- in all possible combinations. In
the given case, it is easier to establish the pronunciation of /R&9/.411
Then, Avanesov:
In place of the letter -o-, a long, soft sibilant, [R&R&] is read…In place
of -o- it is also possible to sound as [R&sR], alternately [R&s&R&], with a very
weak [sR] element…However such pronunciation is going out of use.412
As in regard to long, soft, sibilant phonemes in the Literary
style…Such initial sound clusters appear as /R&sR&/ and /Y&cY&/ (the soft clusters
with the affricative in the second portion)…As far as the voiceless cluster is
concerned, that sort was characteristic of the Old Leningrad [St. Petersburg]
pronunciation…
As a result of weakening and…the loss of plosion…[these clusters] in
the dialects, appear as /R&9/ and /Y&9/; such was the orthoepical pronunciation
of the Old Muscovite norm.413
Thus, Piatak prefers the St. Petersburg pronunciation, while Belov prefers the Muscovite.
As stated in passing above, Pushkin was Muscovite and lived after the firm
establishment of the Old Muscovite accent, but Russian was his second language (French
being his first) taught to him by his governess, who may or may not have had a Muscovite
accent. Russian linguistic scholars interested in Pushkin’s pronunciation may do the
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painstaking, comparative research necessary to discover how the poet may have spoken the
letter -o-, but I am not such a scholar.
Another approach might consider the idea that many of the most influential
composers of Russian song and opera were bourgeois or aristocratic Muscovites, and might
have been inclined to use the Old Muscovite accent, expecting the same from their singers.
Or perhaps, the singers of the Marinsky Theater in St Petersburg sang /R&sR&/, while those of
Moscow’s Bolshoi Theater sang /R&R&/. Yet, almost all Russian singers on recording,
including the great basso, Fyodor Chaliapin, and his contemporaries, display the use of /R&R&/,
so with such preponderance of evidence, this diction guide advocates for the pronunciation of
/R&R&/, as recommended by Belov, Avanesov, and Bryzgunova.

407
The Problem of Schwa
The purpose of developing the International Phonetic Alphabet was to assign absolute
symbols to absolute sounds so that /@/, /d/, and /h/ in English would be /@/, /d/ and /h/ in
French, Italian, German, Russian, Chinese, Farsi, Swahili, et cetera.414 Anyone who has
studied or experienced just two or three of the above languages in some depth will recognize
the failing of the IPA in this endeavor. For example, even though /o`/ is the IPA transcription
of the letter combination -pa-, found in words such as papa (English, Italian, German), pater
(Latin), or gfgf (Russian), when one hears an Anglophone, an Italophone and a Russophone
speak this ubiquitous syllable, three distinct colors can clearly be recognized. This common
failing pales in comparison to the symbol and concept of /?/, or schwa.
Schwa, /?/, has a rather precise definition: an unrounded, mid-central, neutral vowel
occurring in an unstressed syllable.415 An unstressed position is not a secondary stress
position (such as the -ta- syllable in the word secretary, in American speech), but is
completely without stress. We tend to say SE-cre-ta-ry, so that Se- and -ta- retain rather
specific vowel sounds, while the -cre- and -ry lose some or all of their specificity. In
Standard American English the -ry retains a rather definite /h/-sound, yet in some
southeastern American dialects, the -ry moves closer to a schwa, though it is a little higher in
the mouth toward /D/ or /H/. The -cre- is a good example of the American schwa, which is
close to, but not exactly, the vowel sound made when saying um (written in IPA as [Ul]).
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The sound is “close to, but not exactly” because technically, in the American English schwa,
the tongue is slightly higher and more forward in the mouth than for the /U/-phoneme found
in a word like but ([aUs] in IPA).416 On very close listening, this schwa lies between /U/ and
/D/, though it seems closer to /U/.
While the schwa has a precise phonetic definition, it has no such absoluteness in its
articulation or its perceived sound. Schwa is so subjugated and unimportant that it appears to
be a shadow of a sound, thus to talk of an exact schwa is oxymoronic. This is the dilemma
for the singer. If schwa has no precise sound, then how can we possibly sing such a vowel
over any length of time? Enter lyric diction. For most languages, spoken and sung
pronunciation differ in that specific decisions have been made by orators, poets, singers,
composers, etc. over the centuries as to what a vowel sounds like when phonated over an
extended duration (this is true for dramatic recitation, as well as singing). These decisions
have become traditions, even rules, and are specific to each language. The altered sounds are
accepted and expected by performer and audience member alike. Care is usually taken to
assure the greatest clarity and understandability under the unusual condition of extended
phonation.
Italian and Spanish technically have no schwa sound — all vowels are cardinal or
secondary. French assigns to schwa an elegant, rounded sound, very close to /1/, though it is
a bit more relaxed.417 German, perhaps, is the most varied with sounds from /D/-like to /U/like to somewhat /T/-like.418 American and British English often reduce to some kind of
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cardinal or secondary vowel (e.g. /H/, /D/, or /T/), next deferring to /U/, but reserve the
“textbook” schwa for specific cases.419
Some examples:
Secretary

/!rDj¢ H$sD¢ h / or /!rDj¢ D$sD¢ h /

Between

/aH!svhm/

Tomorrow

/st!l@¢ n9 t/ or /st!lN¢ n9 t\

About

/U!a@9Ts/

Again

/U!fDm/

Animal

/!zmHl?k/ or /!zmHlTk/ or /!zm?lTk/

Suspect (verb)

/r?!roDjs/ or /rT!roDjs/

To consider the practical effects of this choice, an example might help.
In Russian, unstressed vowels generally have specific sounds, even if those sounds
are not related to the printed letter. The sound used is determined by fairly simple and
straight forward rules. Those rules are discussed in the previous guide, but the use of the
schwa is somewhat fluid. Professor Daniel Jones could fairly be considered the grandfather
of the phonetic study of Russian for English speakers. He established a rather broad use of
the schwa in most cases of remote stress, pre-stress and most all post-stress cases of /`/ and
/n/. The cases where something other than schwa is to be transcribed are highly specific and
rather rare.420 Of course, Professor Jones was dealing with the spoken Russian language and
not lyric diction, but his scholarly and historical influence survives to the present.
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Jones’ influence is most obvious in Piatak and Avrashov’s anthology, Russian Songs
and Arias: Phonetic Readings, Word-by-Word Translation, and a Concise Guide to Russian
Diction (1991). Throughout the transcriptions, the symbol /?/ seems to be employed in the
pre- and post-stress cases delineated by the rules described by Jones, along with Trofimov, in
The Pronunciation of Russian. In 1923, as well as in texts in the 1960s, Jones established that
in Russian, the schwa is similar to the -a- in about. This definition is used in Piatak and
Avrashov, as well as in several other, more recent diction and phonetics books, making it
clear that the /U/-like, unrounded schwa is represented by the /?/-symbol.421
Yet, when a singer sees the symbol /?/, she/he may thoughtlessly sing the rounded
sound, more related to /1/ than /U/. This kind of closely rounded /1/-sound does not exist in
Russian. So, the singer often may come away from the Piatak and Avrashov transcriptions
singing with an odd, and quite incorrect, French-like accent in the Russian songs transcribed
in the anthology. As an example, a line from Glinka’s Cjvytybt (Doubt),
... b nfqyj, b pkj,yj rbgzofz htdyjcnm gskftn!
(...and quietly, and meanly, boiling jealousy blazes! )

is transcribed in Piatak and Avrashov as,
/h!s@hm?h!yknam?ᶄh!ᶈ@RsR?i?!ᶉDum?rƫo0!k@ihs/422
and might be carefully and confidently read by the singer as something like,
/h!s@hm1h!yknam1ᶄh!ᶈ@RsR1i1!ᶉDum1rƫo0!k@ihs/
with each /?/ being pronounced most elegantly in the forward, rounded style. If the
transcription used the /U/-symbol, instead of /?/, and corrected for a few other transcription
421
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anomalies discussed earlier in the Piatak and Avrashov critique, the transcription could easily
produce a more idiomatic pronunciation. The above line would look like this:
.h!s@imUh!y4namUj&h!o&@R&R&@i@!q&DumUr&s&o0!4@iHs.-
The conclusion of the above exposition is that the schwa is perceptually and
conceptually too ambiguous for use in singing diction and that the IPA sybmbol, /?/, is taken
to be the rounded version used in French lyric diction too readily by many young singers.
Therefore, in the previous Russian diction guide, the IPA symbol, /U/, has been chosen to
represent the reduction for /n/ and /@/, in certain unstressed positions.
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Russian Cyrillic: Cyril and Methodius and the Origins of a Slavic Alphabet 423
Since this guide uses some historical facts and references to aid the student in
understanding and remembering the Cyrillic letters, a short history of the Russian alphabet
may help as well. The modern Russian alphabet is called the Cyrillic alphabet after one of its
canonized originators, Saint Cyril (née Constantine) of Thessalonica. The term Cyrillic
honors St. Cyril in name only, as the Old Cyrillic orthography was developed more than 20
years after the monk’s death. The brothers Constantine (St. Cyril) and Methodius actually
created and developed the Glagolitic alphabet with which they wrote down their translations
of scripture, prayers and liturgy.
To the best of Slavic historians’ knowledge, Russians, indeed all Slavs, did not have
writing (therefore, no alphabet) until the mission of the two brothers to Great Moravia in the
mid-ninth century CE.424 Constantine and Methodius were chosen to head the mission,
because they had been born and raised in Thessalonica, a city in a Slavic speaking part of
Greek Macedonia, and spoke the Slavic language with native fluency. Methodius had been
an administrator and governor of a Slavic speaking province, while Constantine was a secular
and theological scholar of strong reputation, who was considered an accomplished linguist.
In order to teach the Christian tradition from liturgy to scripture, the brothers had to translate
the texts from Hebrew, Greek and Latin into Slavic, and, much more important, they had to
create a written form of the Slavic sounds via an alphabet, in order to preserve and distribute
their translations. The Glagolitic alphabet (“glagol,” here, meaning “word,” as in The Word)
423

This essay draws from four sources: Terence R. Carlton, Introduction to the Phonological History
of the Slavic Languages (Columbus: Slavica Publishers, Inc., 1990), 34–56; Vlasto, Linguistic History of
Russian, 1–10; Vinokur, Russian Language, 21–29; and Matthews, The Structure and Development of Russian,
111–115.
424
Carlton, Phonological History of the Slavic Languages, 39; Vlasto, Linguistic History of Russian,
5–6; Vinokur, Russian Language, 21; and Matthews, The Structure and Development of Russian, 111–112.

413
was invented to solve this problem. Most of the symbols of the Glagolitic alphabet are
nothing like Cyrillic (except a few borrowed from Glagolitic to be used in Cyrillic), since
Constantine seemed to have borrowed his orthography from a version of Greek script, rather
than the formal Greek print utilized in Cyrillic. These written translations were for a clergy
that was fully educated in Greek, so using the script was not a hindrance. Thus, today, true
Glagolitic writing is rather difficult to read. Here is a short sample: ÂúÇÜðèÒå íà
ïÒèöÅ (d]pmhbnt yf gnbwt…, “Look upon the birds [of the air],” the first words of
Matthew 6:26 from the Codex Zographensis).425
The development of the Old Cyrillic alphabet, which is different from the modern
Cyrillic, occurred in Bulgaria some 20 to 30 years after St. Cyril’s death. This system is often
attributed to a Moravian clergyman also named Constantine, who was part of a group of
Moravian refugees that had found protection under Emperor Boris of Bulgaria. Details are
sketchy about the actual creation of the newer system, but in 894 CE, Emperor Boris called a
National Assembly and proclaimed Slavic to be the official language of the Church and
adopted Cyrillic (Old Cyrillic), not Glagolitic, as the official Church script. This was
ostensibly because most literate people in the region, even outside of the clergy, were
familiar with the formal printed Greek and only needed to learn a few new letters created for
the uniquely Slavic speech sounds. Use of the Cyrillic spread eastward, while Glagolitic
continued to be used in the western regions. Old Cyrillic finally became the ubiquitous,
printed alphabet for the Church in all Slavic, Eastern Orthodox countries by the fifteenth
century CE.
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The Old Cyrillic alphabet has several letters that are no longer in use. None the less,
the entire modern Cyrillic alphabet originated from within the old system. Chapter 9 covers
the pertinent changes in Russian orthography and discusses some of the old spellings of some
common words that a singer may encounter in pre-Revolutionary vocal literature (mostly
from the nineteenth century). Also, Appendix B presents a chart of the modern Russian
Cyrillic alphabet and includes the few obsolete letters that are still commonly found in
Russian vocal publications.
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APPENDIX L
Russian Texts to Translations by Craig Grayson
Original Russian texts to translations in Essay: The Story of /n/
From Bryzgunova’s Prakticheskaya Fonetika I Intonatsiya Russkogo Yazyka [Practical
Phonetics and Intonation of the Russian Language], page 34:

From Avanesov’s Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation],
pages 31-32:
p. 31:

p. 32:

416
Original Russian texts to translations in Essay: Shcha-Cha-Cha!
From Bryzgunova’s Prakticheskaya Fonetika I Intonatsiya Russkogo Yazyka [Practical
Phonetics and Intonation of the Russian Language]:
Page 45, n17:

Page 110:

Page 111:

From Boranova, et al. Orfoepicheskii Slovar' Russkogo Yazyka: Proiznoshenie, Udarenie,
Grammaticheskie Formy [An Orthoepical Dictionary of the Russian Language:
Pronunciation, Stress, Grammatical Forms]:
Page 669, §75:

From Avanesov’s Russkaya Literaturnaya I Dialektnaya Fonetika [Russian Literary and
Dialectal Phonetics]:
Page 172:
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APPENDIX M
Russian Singers Suggested for Listening
[transliterated name (main career dates)]
Sopranos
Valeriya Barsova (1920–1948)
Natalya Rozhdestvenskaya (1929–1960)
Galina Vishnevskaya (1944–1982)
Ljuba Kazarnovskaya (1992–present)
Anna Natrebko (2002–present)
Mezzo-Sopranos & Contraltos
Irina Arkhipova (1954–1990s)
Olga Borodina (1992–present)
Evgenia Verbitskaya (also, Eugenia and Yevgenia) (1950s–1970s)
Nadezhda Obukhova (1916–1943)
Sofya Preobrazhenskaya (also, Sofia and Sophia) (1928–1959)
Tenors
Ivan Kozlovsky (1920–1970)
Sergei Lemeshev (1926–1956)
Georgi Nelepp (1926–1956)
Vladimir Ivanovsky (1940–1968)
Georgy Shulpin (1940s–1970s)
Vladimir Atlantov (1964–1995)
Vladimir Galuzin (1980–present)
Sergej Larin (1981–2004)
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Russian Singers Suggested for Listening (cont’d)
Baritones
Pavel Lisitsian (1936–1966)
Yevgeny Kibkalo (also, Evgeny) (1950s–1970s)
Vladimir Chernov (1981–present)
Nikolai Putilin (1983–present)
Alexander Nikitin (1993–present)
Dmitri Hvorostovsky (1989–present)
Basses
Fyodor Chaliapin (also, Feodor; Shaliapin; Shalyapin) (1894–1936)
Mark Reizen (1921–1970s)
Alexander Pirogov (1924–1957)
Maxim Mikhailov (1930s–1957)
Boris Gmyrya (1936–1960s)
Ivan Petrov (1942–1970)
Boris Christoff (rarely: Christov; Khristov) (1946–1970s)
Alexander Ognivstev (1940s–1980s)
Nicolai Ghiaurov (1955–2003)
Nicola Ghiuselev (1960–2002)
Yevgeny Nesterenko (also, Evgeny) (1965–1980s)
Alexander Anisimov (1970s–1990s)
Vladimir Ognovenko (1989–present)
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articulators from the side based upon x-rays) of the basic Russian vowels and the consonants,
as well as descriptions of how vowels reduce under the rules of akanye and ikanye. Avanesov
employs the Russian phonetic alphabet which assigns one basic phoneme or phonemic
cluster to each Cyrillic letter (/f/ = /`/, /j/ = /n/, /z/ = /i`/, /n/ = /s/, /i/ = /R/, /o/ = /R&R&/, /q/ =
/i/, etc.) and then assigns /]/ and /m/ (the hard and soft signs) the roles of the two reduced
phonemes, /?/ and /H/, respectively. Avanesov also uses IPA symbolism, including /U/ for
initial, unstressed -f- or -j-, or -j- in some prefixes, and /h] / for a fronted or palatal version of
/H/. Since the soft sign (/m/) is assigned to the /H/ phoneme, Avanesov represents palatalization
either by an apostrophe /£/ (e.g. /n£/) or by a superscript -m- (e.g. /nm/). Complex sounds are
symbolized by combining single elements [e.g -o- might be symbolized as /i£n£i£/, /imnmim/
(IPA: /R&s&R&/), /i£i£/, /imim/, /i£9/ or /im9/ (IPA: /R&R&/)]. Avanesov’s text describes the
conditions under which adjustments are made to the pronunciation of vowels and consonants,
due to assimilation and other forces. The final portion of the book provides two
comprehensive tables. The first table lists the Cyrillic letters, how each can be read under
different circumstances, and a number of examples. The second table reverses the elements
showing each phoneme, the different possible Cyrillic letters under certain conditions and
examples.
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Avanesov, R. I. Russkaya Literaturnaya I Dialektnaya Fonetika [Russian Literary and
Dialectal Phonetics]. Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1974.
One of the preeminent texts on the comparison of the Russian literaturnyĭ
pronunciation and several of the major Russian dialects (regional accents), covering how the
different regional accents are phonetically different from the literaturnyĭ style. The first part
of the text discusses the development and principles of the Russian literary pronunciation
style, while the second part delves into the elements of dialectical differences, such as okanye
versus akanye, yakanye versus ekanye versus ikanye, and the many variants using a mixture
of the elements. Discussions on the consonants are fewer and focus mostly on letters with
complex sounds including -o-, -x-, and -w-, but also, -c- and -i-. The detailed essays on
vowel reduction and the complex consonant -o- are most useful.
Bello, Rose Michelle Mills. "Russian Songs and Arias: An American Singer's Glasnost."
Dissertation, University of Maryland College Park, 1998.
Belov, Anton. Libretti of Russian Operas. Vol. 1: Operas Based on the Poetry and Prose of
Alexander Pushkin. Edited by Ann Brash and Valeria Konstantinovskaya. Genesco:
Leyerle Publications, 2004.
———. The 19th Century Russian Operatic Anthology: Twenty Arias for Baritone with
International Phonetic Alphabet Transcriptions and Word-for-Word Translations
Including a Guide to the Ipa and Russian Lyric Diction. Genesco: Leyerle
Publications, 2005.
______. Russian Art Song [World Wide Web]. January 17, 2012 [cited May 29 2012].
Available from http://www.russianartsong.com/.
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Bernecka-Urban, Kasia M. Russian Intonation and Pronunciation for Beginners. Puchheim:
Global Press, 2001.
Beyer, Thomas R., Jr. 501 Russian Verbs: Fully Conjugated in All Tenses, Alphabetically
Arranged by Imperfective Infinitives. Hauppauge: Barron's Educational Series, Inc.,
1992.
Beyer, Thomas R., Jr., and C. V. Starr. Pronounce It Perfectly in Russian. Hauppauge:
Barron's Educational Series, Inc., 1994.
Bičan, Aleš. Phoneme in Functional and Structural Phonology [World Wide Web at
http://www.phil.muni.cz/linguistica/art/bican/bic-001.pdf]. Linguistica Online,
September 1, 2005 [accessed on February 5, 2012].
Bobrinsky, Tania, and Irina Gsovskaya. Pronounce Russian Correctly. New York: Pitman
Publishing Corporation, 1961.
Bolla, Kálmán. A Conspectus of Russian Speech Sounds. Translated by László Varga.
Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1981.
Bolla’s Conspectus is a scientific analysis of Russian speech sounds, analyzing the
Russian vowel and consonant phonemes and allophones. Bolla uses stroboscopic filming,
still photography, FFT acoustical spectrum analysis, palatal/lingual interactive dye analysis,
four-channel, formant filtration, x-ray, acoustical spectrometry and schematic orograms to
capture the articulation and acoustical signature of each Russian speech sound. Plates of the
resulting photos and graphs, labeled with the analyzed sound are printed. An example of one
of these plates is presented for Russian /n/:
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The Russian phoneme /o/ from Bolla

In addition to these plates, Bolla prosaically describes the “articulatory and acoustical
characteristics” of each of the sounds.428 The text begins with some general information on
language, speech, and phonetic transcription, and also describes the special laboratory
equipment and examination methods utilized to produce the plates of analysis. Though
Bolla’s section on the articulatory and acoustical parameters of Russian vowels draws from
data gathered from several subjects, his plates reflect the analysis of only one person, which
introduces an unavoidable bias of subject idiosyncrasy. The thoroughness of the testing and
analysis help to mitigate this defect. Many of the authorities of Russian pronunciation rely
upon how they themselves speak or what the author thinks should happen to produce a
sound, rather than objective reality. Bolla’s work significantly reduces such bias, helping to
clarify and more firmly establish the exact articulations of the more difficult to discern
Russian phonemes.

Borunova, S. N., V. L. Vorontsova, and N. A. Yes'kova. Orfoepicheskii Slovar' Russkogo
Yazyka: Proiznoshenie, Udarenie, Grammaticheskie Formy [(an) Orthoepical
Dictionary of the Russian Language: Pronunciation, Stress, Grammatical Forms].
Edited by R. I. Avanesov and N. A. Yes'kova. Moscow: Russkii Yazyk, 1988.
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While authored by Borunova, Vorontsova and Yes'kova, the remarks and endnotes on
pronunciation are by Avanesov. The 1988 release is a reprint of a 1980 publication, listing
63,500 Russian words, each with its unusual and emblematic grammatical forms, alterations
of spelling, stress shifting, and orthoepical pronunciation. Common errors of form and
pronunciation are presented with warnings. There is also an appendix that summarizes much
of the pronunciation information found in Avanesov’s Russian Literary Pronunciation. This
dictionary from the 1980’s contains many unusual and old-fashioned words that are no
longer found in newer comprehensive Russian-English dictionaries, and so can be helpful in
the pronunciation of older, poetic, and obsolete words.

Boyanus, S. C. A Manual of Russian Pronunciation. London: Sidgwick and Jackson, Ltd.,
1935. Reprint, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967.
Boyanus was a native Russian speaker who wrote fluently in English about Russian
pronunciation. He had a degree in English language and literature, an English wife, and
wrote a book on the pronunciation of English.429 Daniel Jones and Dennis Ward mention
Boyanus’s work as being extremely important in producing their revision of the Trofimov
and Jones text.430 The 1967 publication is a reprint of Boyanus’s 1935 work. Boyanus begins
with the Russian consonants, rather than the vowels and takes the subject through
palatalization and what he calls “palatalization in juxtaposition,” which are the rules for
assimilation of palatalization in consonant clusters. Boyanus presents all the combinations
that one might find in clusters by transcribing each cluster individually, after stating a rule.

429

Monica Partridge, "Simon Boyanus 1871–1952" in the Slavonic and East European Review 31, no.
77 (June, 1953): 534–36.
430
Jones and Ward, Phonetics of Russian, ix.

425
The approach gets quite complicated rather quickly, producing rather long lists of
combinations. In his vowel section, Boyanus uses similar quadrilateral charts to Trofimov,
including comparative charts of Russian to English vowels. He covers glides, stressed and
unstressed vowels and diphthongs. He ends with lengthy discussions on stress and rhythm
and intonation. Assimilation of voicing and devoicing is integrated into the discussions of the
individual consonants. Like Trofimov and Jones, Boyanus uses the older version of the IPA
with special fonts, including the Palatal Hook.
A criticism of Boyanus’s text is that he often refers to his own pronunciation as a
model but has some personal idiosyncrasies that are not orthoepical pronunciation. For
example, Boyanus states, “A very unsatisfactory transliteration of the Russian letter [ has
crept into the English written language: kh instead of h…My Russian [ in not far from the
English h in hot, howl.”431 In Russian, the pronunciation of /g/ for Cyrillic -[- is generally
not considered orthoepical. Bryzgunova even describes speaking /g/ for /w/ as a common
error of foreign speakers.432 Avanesov discusses /g/ only as a dialectical alternate to /F/, the
voiced partner to /w/.433 Another idiosyncrasy of Boyanus is his pronunciation of the
unstressed, adjectival ending spelled as -jq (normally read as /?i/) as /0i/.434 Such
pronunciation is considered an unusual form of akanye by Avanesov (termed “yt-f” [ID @]),
and so is not orthoepical.435 Boyanus’s text is detailed in its descriptions of articulation,
provides some very helpful exercises and is quite comprehensive.
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Brockett, Oscar G. History of the Theatre. Fifth ed. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, Inc., 1987.
Bryzgunova, Elena A. Prakticheskaya Fonetika I Intonatsiya Russkovo Yazyka [Practical
Phonetics and Intonation of the Russian Language]. Moscow: Izdatel'stvo
Moskovckovo Universiteta [Publishing House of Moscow University], 1963.
Elena Bryzgunova is considered one of the foremost authorities on the correction of
Russian pronunciation and speech errors. Prakticheskaya Fonetika covers the subject in
depth. The text first discusses each Russian speech sound, employing orograms and detailed
articulatory descriptions. Also included are descriptions of common deviations from the
orthoepical (due to regional or foreign language accent) and therapeutic solutions to these
errors. Bryzgunova provides many exercises to help train troubled speakers. The last part of
the text is devoted to the correct intonation of Russian phrases, which is of little pertinence to
singers, as they will generally be singing a composed melody. Bryzgunova’s articulatory and
common error descriptions are very useful.

Canepari, Luciano. A Handbook of Pronunciation: English, Italian, French, German,
Spanish, Portuguese, Russian, Arabic, Hindi, Chinese, Japanese, Esperanto.
Muenchen: Lincom Europa, 2005.
———. A Handbook of Phonetics: Natural Phonetics: Articulatory, Auditory and
Functional. Muenchen: Lincom Europa, 2005.
Carlton, Terence R. Introduction to the Phonological History of the Slavic Languages.
Columbus: Slavica Publishers, Inc., 1990.
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Castel, Nico. A Singer's Manual of Spanish Lyric Diction. New York: Excalibur Publishing,
1994.
Cheek, Timothy. Singing in Czech: A Guide to Czech Lyric Diction and Vocal Repertoire.
Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2001.
Clark, John, Colin Yallop, and Janet Fletcher. An Introduction to Phonetics and Phonology.
Third ed. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007.
Clubberley, Paul. Russian: A Linguistic Introduction. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002.
One of the most recent comprehensive presentations of Russian phonology and
linguistics.
Colorni, Evelina. Singers' Italian: A Manual of Diction and Phonetics. New York: Schirmer
Books, 1996.
Comrie, Bernard, Gerald Stone, and Maria Polinsky. The Russian Language in the Twentieth
Century. Second ed. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996.
An excellent study of the more recent Russian linguistic trends backed by a number
of large, demographic surveys carried out in the post-Soviet 1990s.
Constable, Peter G. "Proposal to Encode Phonetic Symbols with Palatal Hook in Ucs
[Unicode Code Symbols]." Dallas: SIL International, 2003.
Cox, Richard Garner. Singing in English: A Manual of English Diction for Singers and
Choral Directors. Lawton: American Choral Directors Association, 1990.

428
Cox, Richard Garner. The Singer's Manual of German and French Diction. New York:
Schirmer Books, 1996.
Davydov, Mikhail V., Lev A. Novikov, and Valentin I. Fatyushchenko. A Short Course of
Russian Phonetics. Edited by O. S. Akhmanova. Moscow: Higher School Publishing
House, 1968.
Dawson, Clayton L., Charles E. Bidwell, and Assya Humesky. Modern Russian I. New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc, 1964.
Derbyshire, William W. "Reviews: Laurence R. Richter. Mussorgsky's Complete Song
Texts." The Slavic and East European Journal 47, no. 4 (2003): 711-12.
Derwing, Bruce L., and Tom M. S. Priestly. Reading Rules for Russian: A Systemic
Approach to Russian Spelling and Pronunciation. Columbus: Slavica Publishers,
1980.
Derwing first developed this text for his Russian phonetics and phonology classes at
the University of Alberta in the late 1960s. Priestly took over the class and added to the work
of Derwing. The most significant addition was of the pronunciation variations that occur in
rapid, Russian speech, as opposed to literary pronunciation. The authors’ intention was to
provide a set of clear rules to address the many phonetic and phonemic variations and
changes that occur in Russian pronunciation, due to the influences of individual phonemes
upon each other when in combination.436
Though the aim was to simplify and clarify through systemization, the result is
greater complexity, and often, obscurity. Assimilation of voice, palatalization, articulation,
436
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and vowel substitutions and adjustments in Russian are complicated yet integral. Derwing
and Priestly is not recommended for beginning (or even intermediate) students in Russian.
The text is helpful in understanding many of the finer details and problems of the various
kinds of assimilation in Russian. One of the more important ideas conveyed by Derwing and
Priestly is that of the boundary, defining the beginning and end of different kinds of
phonemic influence. All of Derwing and Priestly’s rules are defined and regulated by specific
boundaries (e.g. assimilation of palatalization does not cross the word boundary, while
certain letters allow or deny palatalization).
Derwing and Priestly also include stylistic variants. The styles are defined in the text
as Contemporary Standard Russian (CSR), Old Moscow (OM – usually called Old
Muscovite), Literary Style, Stage Pronunciation, Rapid Russian (RR), and Younger
Generation style (YG – in this case referring to 1970s, Soviet youth, since the publication
occurred in 1980). Derwing and Priestly mostly use the Cyrillic phonetic symbolism while
employing the Slavicist version of the IPA in specific cases (e.g. /sr/, /sR/, /R/ and /Y/ are
replaced by /b/, /č/, /š/, and /ž/, respectively). Derwing and Priestly's rules are graphically
represented as algebraic formulas with letters such as “C” representing consonants and “V”
representing vowels, slashes (/) and number signs (#) representing different types of
boundaries and arrows indicating the path of change, such as “j → f, when unstressed,” to
depict the general akanye rule. These formulas can get quite large and complicated, but the
individual explanations and examples are clear and helpful. A number of exceptional words
do not fit any general rules and so become rules of one, which Derwing and Priestly call ad
hoc rules.
The bulk of the rules are derived from Avanesov’s Russkoe Literaturnoe
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Proiznoshenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation], as well as Avanesov and Ozhegov’s
Russkoe Literaturnoe Proiznoshenie i Udarenie [Russian Literary Pronunciation and Stress].
The next, most common, in-text reference is to M. V. Panov, specifically his Russkaja
Fonetika [Russian Phonetics] and Fonetika Sovrenennogo Russkogo Literaturnogo Jazyka
[Phonetics of Modern Russian Literary Language]. Panov is often cited when in opposition
to Avanesov. Derwing and Priestly published a revised and abridged version of their work in
2010, entitled Pronunciation Rules of Russian. This later version is much diminished in
helpful information from the original, so the 1980 publication is recommended for personal
ownership.
Diringer, David. The Alphabet: A Key to the History of Mankind. 2nd Revised ed. New York:
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Frederick A Praeger, Inc., 1962.
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Forsyth, James. A Practical Guide to Russian Stress. Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1963.
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2011.
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Heppell, Muriel. "The Rise of Moscow — Ivan III — Ivan IV." In The Cambridge
Encyclopedia of Russia and the Soviet Union, edited by Archie Brown, John Fennell,
Michael Kaser and H. T. Willetts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982.
Ivanova, T. F. Novyi Orfoepicheskii Slovar' Russkogo Yazyka: Proiznoshenie, Udarenie,
Grammaticheskie Formy [a New Orthoepical Dictionary of the Russian Language:
Pronunciation, Stress, and Grammatical Forms]. Edited by A. N. Tikhonov.
Moscow: Russkii Yazyk Media, 2004.
A revision of the earlier publication by Borunova et al. This version is much reduced
in both the number of words (40,000 versus 63,500) and the notes on pronunciation,
compared to the Borunova. Missing are most of the older, arcane, and obsolete words, as
well as the in depth pronunciation section. The much reduced pronunciation section is still
derived from Avanesov’s work. Ivanova’s dictionary is more easily acquired than the
Borunova.

Jakobson, Roman. Slavic Languages: A Condensed Survey. Edited by Ernest J. Simmons.
Second ed, Columbia Slavic Studies. New York: King's Crown Press, 1955.
Jensen, Hans. Sign, Symbol and Script: An Account of Man's Effort to Write. Translated by
George Unwin. 3rd Revised ed. London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1970.
Jones, Daniel. The Phoneme: Its Nature and Use. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1967.
The career of Daniel Jones encompasses more than Russian phonetics. An early
member of the International Association of Phonetics (from 1904), Jones studied with the
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Association’s first president, Paul Passy. His first work as a phonetician was in the French
language, but Jones edited a series of readers on Asian languages, translated Passy’s work on
French pronunciation, wrote several, phonetic transcription readers of English, French, and
German, and published; The Pronunciation of English (1909), Dictionary of English
Pronunciation (1917), and An Outline of English Phonetics (1918), all before becoming the
Chair of Phonetics at University College London in 1921.437 Early in Jones’s career, he
learned about the concept of the phoneme from a paper by the Russian phonetician, Lev V.
Shcherba (1880-1944) [also printed as Ščerba], a student of Jan Baudouin de Courtenay, and
the founder of the St. Petersburg School of phonology. Jones championed the idea of the
phoneme in England. After writing several articles on the subject and using the term in his
own work at university, Jones finally wrote The Phoneme: Its Nature and Use.438
Jones’ unique contribution to the study of phonetics was the idea of the Cardinal
vowels, a set of eight, specific vowels established by the shape and position of the tongue and
lips. The vowels are graphically represented on a quadrilateral chart that abstracts the vertical
and horizontal positions of portions of the tongue. The Cardinal vowels take up eight,
absolute positions on the quadrilateral, and are, in numerical order from 1 to 8 (high-frontunrounded to low-front-unrounded to low-back-unrounded to high-back-rounded), /h/, /d/, /D/,
/`/, /@/, /N/, /n/, /t/.439 Jones’ quadrilateral chart looks like this:
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Jones, Daniel, and Dennis Ward. The Phonetics of Russian. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1969.
After Jones first aided Trofimov in producing The Pronunciation of Russian (1923),
he became one of the foremost, English-speaking authorities on Russian phonetics. Late in
his life, Jones worked with Dennis Ward to revise and expand the work done with Trofimov.
Much of The Phonetics of Russian (1969) had been completed by the time of Jones’ death in
1967, but a good deal was finished by Ward before publishing. Daniel Ward acknowledges
the work of not only Trofimov with Jones, but also Boyanus (with N. B. Jopson), Avanesov,
and Bryzgunova, establishing an influential pedigree that pervades the work of many
phoneticians of the Russian language.441
The Phonetics of Russian follows the plan of the Trofimov/Jones work, beginning
with the physiology of speech, moving through the classification of vowel and consonant
sounds and ending with discussions on the concept of the phoneme and written transcription
using the IPA. A second part begins the specifics of Russian phonetics. The descriptions of
the phonemes are duplicates of Jones’ work with Trofimov, but Ward provides greater detail.
The unique contributions made by Ward are the extensively expanded sections on similitude
and assimilation and on intonation. Most important, while Trofimov and Jones phonetically
440
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listed the many assimilative combinations found in Russian, Ward attempts to establish
general rules that can be applied to novel situations. Some idiomatic Russian assimilations
are limited to a very small number of words and do not represent any general rule, so Ward
provides lists of these unusual cases.
The Phonetics of Russian also uses older IPA symbols, as well as diacritics with some
vowels (e.g. /n‚/, /t‚/, and /D˫/). Jones and Ward expand the IPA symbolism from the
Trofimov, though, to include palatalized symbols that are now defunct, such as /ʆ/ and /ʓ/ (/ᶋ/
and // in the modern Palatal Hook font). The Phonetics of Russian is still one of the most
comprehensive texts on Russian literary pronunciation in English.
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Kuz'mina, S. M., senior ed. Russkoe Stsenicheskoe Proiznoshenie [Russian Stage
Pronunciation]. Moscow: Nauka [Acadamy of Science USSR: Institute of Russian
Language], 1986.
Kuz’mina is the general editor of and a contributor to this book of essays on several
topics about the Russian theatre and the development and modern practices of pronunciation
for the stage. The comparative statistics between the most famous Russian theatres as to
pronunciation style, such as ikanye versus ekanye and shshokanye versus shchokanye are
very helpful. Also important are the essays on the history of modern, Russian stage diction.
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