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6 Яки́й в Украї́нi клíмат? What’s the climate like in Ukraine?

Apologizing. Saying what you like and how old you are. Talking about the weather and past events. Some time expressions and months of the year.
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Meet the authors

Can you really teach yourself Ukrainian? No, not really, not without help. You need a textbook and some good audio to start with. The accompanying audio content for this book is available to buy in store and online. And that is where our book, Complete Ukrainian, comes in. We have the ideal background to provide the kind of help that learners need, particularly when they are trying to pick up the basics without a teacher. Both of us have many years’ language teaching experience on which to build in creating a textbook that would be fun to write and, we hope, fun for the learner to use.

Olena is a native speaker and, as such, is well placed to ensure that the language used in this book is accurate and up to date. She holds a doctorate in linguistics from the Taras Shevchenko National University in Kyiv and gained practical experience of teaching and pedagogical research in Ukraine, the United Kingdom and the United States of America and in publishing the results of her research on the syntax and semantics of the Ukrainian language. Subsequently she worked in international development, holding a senior position in the International Renaissance (Soros) Foundation in Ukraine. Since 2002 she has been working for the World Bank in Ukraine and dealing with human capital development, education- and health-related programmes. Currently, she works as an education specialist in one of the agencies of the European Union supporting the development and implementation of effective reform policies for education, training and labour market systems in the EU partner countries. She is based in Italy.

Jim learnt Ukrainian the hard way so he knows all too well the difficulties that learners will meet. Now retired, he taught Russian and other Slavonic languages at university level throughout his career. He still maintains a passionate academic interest in the complexities – linguistic, historical and cultural – of the borderland areas of Eastern Europe where Poland, Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine meet and has had to acquire a working knowledge of some eight languages in order to keep up with research and communicate with scholars who share his passion. He holds the Commander’s Cross of Merit of the Republic of Poland and the Francis Skaryna Medal of the Republic of Belarus.

Naturally, we expect you will want to ask the question ‘Is there a lot of grammar to learn?’ and we would be less than wholly truthful if we were to answer with a bland ‘No, you don’t need to worry about grammar to make yourself understood.’ Try to think of grammar in two ways: as the glue that helps you put sentences together in such a way as to help other people understand what you say and help you – with practice – understand their replies and as something like Lego bricks that you can move around to ask a question or change the meaning of what you want to say. We both share an enthusiasm for Ukrainian and are glad of the opportunity to be of help as you start out on your journey of discovery of this fascinating language and country with its rich history and cultural heritage. The journey may be hard at times, but the reward is worth it! We feel truly sorry that we can’t be with you as tutors, helping you in your everyday job of learning the beautiful Ukrainian language that we love and enjoy speaking so much. However, from the theory and practice of language learning, we wanted to give you one last piece of advice.



Insight

A few hours a week won’t get you very far. You have to keep the pressure up on yourself to work as much as you can around the textbook. Try to read and write the language, listen to broadcasts, even learning about Ukraine from English-language websites will help. Mix different activities, repeat over and over again. Try to find Ukrainian native speakers. Above all – keep practising!



We also hope that the company of good friends you will meet in this book as you travel along will make this journey a pleasurable one. Just trust us, we will guide you right through to the end of the book! Shchaslívoyee doróhi! Have a good trip!

Olena Bekh
and
Jim Dingley


1: Only got a minute?

In this course, the authors help you to be able to deal with everyday practical situations in Ukraine – saying who you are, where you come from, buying food and drink in shops and restaurants, getting around, feeling unwell (or feeling great!) and many, many more. When you have completed the course, you will be able to cope well in all of them and also feel able to express your own ideas and opinions.

One of the first things that you will find out is that Ukrainian uses a different alphabet, one that has 33 letters. The alphabet is known as Cyrillic. Don’t be scared: many of the letters are shared with the Latin alphabet; in the majority of cases Ukrainian words are pronounced as they are written – which is a great asset. There are no shortcuts to learning it, but by breaking the alphabet into digestible chunks – letters that resemble their equivalents in the Latin alphabet and have roughly the same sound value, letters that look familiar but actually stand for a different sound, letters that look completely unfamiliar – the authors have tried to make it as simple as possible. As another way of helping you learn the alphabet, the introductory chapter gives words in Cyrillic and the nearest equivalent English letters. There are very few sounds in Ukrainian that differ greatly from English; just don’t forget to roll your ‘r’s!

The basic structures of the Ukrainian language are set out so that you can start using them straight away, without the need to struggle with the grammar first. With regular practice – repetition, writing the exercises and listening to the audio – you will soon find that you are making real progress.

So: Добри́день Dobrýden ‘Hello’ and welcome to Ukrainian!


5: Only got five minutes?

A couple of things you need to know about Ukraine at the start:

The country is called simply ‘Ukraine, not ‘The Ukraine’ (we don’t talk about ‘The Argentine’ any more!) and the country’s capital city is ‘Kyiv’, not ‘Kiev’ (just as Peking is now Beijing).



The Ukrainian language in the world

The journey of discovery on which you are about to embark will take you down a long and, at times, difficult path that can lead to several destinations. If all you need are the basics in order to communicate at a survival level as a tourist in Ukraine, then this book provides exactly what you need. If your aim is broader, perhaps to conduct business in Ukraine or to study there, then, by the time you reach the end of this book, you will have a solid foundation on which to build. The result will be greatly enhanced if you can combine various methods of study and practising the language alongside self-study based on Complete Ukrainian. The knowledge you gain will come in extremely handy if you want to know more about the country and its history and culture.

If the path of language learning sometimes seems full of difficulties and obstacles, so on occasion do the paths taken by languages themselves. Ukrainian has come a long way from the somewhat lowly status of a language used primarily by peasants to that of a written and spoken language of state used in all spheres of public life, through periods when it was banned, disparaged or ignored.

Ukrainian is today spoken by nearly 40 million people in Ukraine (out of total population of some 46 million). There are also long-standing Ukrainian communities in countries neighbouring on Ukraine, e.g. Moldova (Ukrainian is one of the official languages in Transnistria), as well as in Poland, Romania, Serbia and Slovakia. In Western Europe, quite sizeable Ukrainian communities can be found in the UK and France. There are especially large and vibrant diaspora communities in the USA and Canada. In all, it is claimed that there are more than 20 million Ukrainians or persons of Ukrainian descent living outside Ukraine.

The Vistawide website (www.vistawide.com/languages/top_30_languages.htm) ranks it 25th out of the 30 most widely spoken languages of the world.



What is Ukrainian?

It is an Indo-European language, i.e. it belongs to the large ‘umbrella’ grouping that includes English, French and German, and a member of the Slavonic (Slavic) group, which means, further, that it is related to Czech, Serbian and, in particular, to Polish and Russian.

OK – what does that mean for the learner?

If you already know something of one of the other Slavonic languages, you will have a good idea of what to expect. They are much closer together than, say, English (in origin a Germanic language) is to German or Swedish.

Even if you don’t, mastering Ukrainian is perfectly doable. Just bear a few points in mind:



• First, stress. Not in the sense of anxiety, although that may be involved as well, but where to place most emphasis in a word. In English, ‘record’ with stress on the first syllable doesn’t mean the same thing as ‘record’ with stress on the second syllable, so learners of English have the same problem, even if not to the same extent. You have to learn the stress position of every word in Ukrainian that has more than one syllable. Throughout this book the stressed vowel is marked with an acute accent (the mark that is occasionally put on the letter e in words like ‘café’).

• Second, words and the alphabet used to write them. The alphabet used by Ukrainian is called Cyrillic and it has 33 letters. Here are a few words to act as a sample of what is to come. Don’t be too alarmed by the strange shape of some of the letters: e.g. Д, Щ, Я. With practice they will become second nature.
It is difficult to think of any specifically Ukrainian words that have come into English, but quite a lot of international, and more recently English, words have found their way into Ukrainian, just as they have in many languages of the world. Here’s a chance to have a first look at words written in the Ukrainian alphabet. In these examples, we first present the word in its Ukrainian spelling and then in the system of using English letters to correspond more or less to the sounds of the Ukrainian letters.

You’re on your first visit to Ukraine and you’re standing outside what looks obviously like a beauty parlour. There are two words on the shop window. What do you think will happen if you point to one of the words and ask in sign language ‘Can I have one of those, please?’

Татý tatoo Манікю́р maneekyoór (say it out loud and roll your ‘r’!)

Other words might not be so obvious: what do you think an автóбус (awtóboos) might be? What might you be able to do in a ресторáн (restorán)? What information will a бíзнес-каталóг (béznes katalóh) give you?


• Third: case. Not medical or legal, but grammatical. In Ukrainian, ‘London’ is written, letter for letter, Лóндон. However, if you want to say that you live ‘in London’, Лóндон becomes у Лóндоні (ee). And there is a lot more of this.
You really cannot do without learning the alphabet and the grammatical terminology, e.g. noun, verb, genitive case, that is so necessary when it comes to describing what is going on. It is all set out and explained in the most straightforward way possible.




What do I, the learner, get out of all this effort?

For one thing, by the time you have completed this book you will have learnt something about the way a different language is built up. You may think that little everyday verbs like ‘be’ and ‘have’ are so common that they must turn up in equally straightforward form in every language. No, in fact, they don’t, unfortunately. Asking an apparently simple question like ‘How old are you?’ may have pitfalls when the Ukrainian answer, literally translated, comes out as ‘To me (are) 50 years.’ Why the word ‘are’ is in parentheses is something that you will find out about!

There may be, in the more recent or distant past, some family connection with Ukraine. You may wish to explore a country still not on the main tourist trails. You don’t need to leave your computer if you would like to visit the spa resorts of the Карпáти (karpáty) ‘Carpathian mountains’, the renewed baroque splendour of Львів (l’veew) ‘Lviv’ (sometimes still wrongly spelt in some sources by the Russian form of its name ‘Lvov’ used in the Soviet times and now rapidly being replaced by the Ukrainian spelling) and the ancient city of Ки́їв (kíyeew) ‘Kyiv’ on the river Дніпрó (dneepró). You may have heard about this river under its other name, ‘Dnieper’. If literature is your interest, this book will give you the basis on which to expand your vocabulary. You will get to hear a lot about а poet called Шевчéнко (Shewchénko), even if you never read his poetry.

There are vast resources in Ukrainian on the internet: TV, radio, tourist guides, blogs, movies, whole libraries of digital books. A fresh world opens up.


10: Only got ten minutes?

Right from the start: the country is called ‘Ukraine’, not ‘The Ukraine’ (just as the northern Indian state is known as Punjab) and the name of the capital city in Latin script is enshrined in Ukrainian law as ‘Kyiv’, not ‘Kiev’. After all, Mumbai is no longer called ‘Bombay’.



The Ukrainian language

Ukrainian is a member of the Slavonic or Slavic group of Indo-European Languages. It is normally assigned to the eastern group of Slavonic languages, which includes Belarusian and Russian, but it also shares many features with Polish. It can indeed be said that if you know one Slavonic language, you will have a headstart in learning any of the others.

English is also an Indo-European language, but in the Germanic group, meaning that its closest relatives are Dutch and Frisian, with German somewhat further removed, and languages such as Norwegian and Icelandic a long distance off on the family tree, although they, too, can be felt in the northern dialects of English in England and Scotland.

For writing, Ukrainian uses the Cyrillic alphabet consisting of 33 letters. The alphabet is associated with the 9th-century missionary activity of two Greek brothers, Saints Cyril and Methodius, among Slavs living in part of the old Roman province of Pannonia and in Moravia, now part of the Czech Republic, although it is almost certain that St Cyril did not actually devise the alphabet that bears his name himself.

The fact that the Ukrainian alphabet has 33 letters in comparison with the 26 of English does not mean that the language has more sounds. Several English sounds are written as two letters, e.g. ‘ch’ in ‘church’, ‘sh’ in ‘ship’. The equivalent Ukrainian sounds are represented by one letter, respectively, Ч and Ш. There is a letter for the combination of ‘t’ and ‘s’ that you can hear at the end of the word ‘cats’ – Ц. There are words in Ukrainian that begin with this sound – цéрква (tsérkva) ‘church’. (Here and elsewhere throughout this book the acute accent on any vowel marks where the stress in the word is to be placed. It is not part of the Ukrainian spelling system. The system of showing how the word is pronounced by using English letters is explained in the Introduction.) The unlikely (for English, at any rate) sound combination of ‘sh’ and ‘ch’ that can be heard in ‘fresh cheese’ has also just one letter: Щ, щи́рий (shchíryy) ‘sincere’. The ‘y’ sound in ‘yet’ followed by a vowel also gets a letter of its own: ‘y’ + ‘a’ = Я, ‘y’ + ‘e’ = Є, ‘y’ + ‘ee’ (as in ‘feet’) = Ї, ‘y’ + ‘оо’ (as in ‘boot’) = Ю.

There are two letters that deserve special mention: the first of these is Ґ ‘g’. This letter had the privilege of being banned when Ukraine was part of the USSR and so has come to be associated very closely with the language of an independent Ukrainian state; people had to make do with Г for both ‘g’ and a sound very close to the English ‘h’ (except that you can’t drop it in Ukrainian!).

The second letter, ь, the ‘soft sign’, has no sound of its own; it denotes that the consonant that stands before it is ‘palatalized’, pronounced with the tongue against the palate. One of the main features that distinguishes Ukrainian pronunciation from English is that several consonants have both ‘hard’ (not ‘palatalized’) and ‘soft’ (‘palatalized’) variants. (You can find more detail in the Introduction.)

There is, on the whole, a very good match between spelling and pronunciation in Ukrainian, i.e. none of the business in English of ‘c’ standing for ‘k’ in ‘cup’, for ‘s’ in ‘ceiling’ and for ‘ch’ in ‘concerto’ or of ‘oo’ in ‘foot’ and ‘loot’. The only letter that can represent two sounds is В (either ‘v’ or ‘w’) and even then there are guidelines that help in determining which of the two sounds the letter stands for in any particular instance.

As a Slavonic (Slavic) language Ukrainian may seem to have more grammar than English. Nouns have genders (masculine, feminine, neuter) and cases (seven of them). Adjectives must have the same gender, and be in the same case and number (‘singular’ or ‘plural’) as the noun which they accompany. Verbs, by the same token, are simpler than in English: they have only three tenses (compare English ‘I go’, ‘I am going’, ‘I went’, ‘I have gone’, ‘I was going’, etc.), although you should prepare yourself for a surprise that you do not find in English.

Both Ukrainian and English are classified as Indo-European languages, but, unfortunately, that is not of any real help when it comes to learning vocabulary. You may just about be able to see a connection between the words молокó (molokó) and ‘milk’, but it is hard to believe that хліб (khleeb) ‘bread’ has the same origin as the English ‘loaf’. A word of advice: as your vocabulary expands, try to note how words are constructed. They have a root, which gives the basic meaning, a suffix at the end, which may be a case form or could be saying ‘this word is an adjective or adverb’, there may be a prefix at the beginning of the word, which modifies the meaning of the root in some way. English can do this, too, although not to the same extent as Ukrainian, e.g. verb ‘write’, noun ‘writer’, verb with prefix ‘underwrite’; or verb ‘grow’, noun with suffix ‘growth’, adjective with prefix and suffix ‘overgrown’.

There are really very few words in English that have been taken from Ukrainian. Most of them are directly connected with Ukrainian realia, e.g. ‘bandura’, a folk instrument with 36 strings, and many of these words are found at all frequently only in the English of North America. We will come to why this should be so a little later.

The reverse procedure – English words being taken up by Ukrainian – is, however, much more in evidence. It is amusing to speculate how the name of an area of London on the south side of the river Thames, Vauxhall, where there were public pleasure gardens from the 17th to the 19th centuries, became вокзáл (vokzál) ‘railway station’. Numerically far more important are what may be called ‘international words’. For example, it should not be too difficult to guess where you are when you reach these stations on the Kyiv metro system (Ки́ївський метрополітéн (kíyeewskiy metropoleetén)): Політехнíчний Інститýт (poleetekhnéechniyy eenstitóot), Університéт (ooneeversitét). Then there are the words that have been taken directly from English since independence: have a look at the name of the firm Пóрше Лíзінг Украї́на (pórshe léezing ookraýééna). Try saying it out loud.



Who speaks Ukrainian?

Ukrainian is spoken by over 40 million people in Ukraine and beyond. It is customary, when talking of Ukrainians outside Ukraine, to use the terms ‘eastern diaspora’, covering the countries of the former USSR, and ‘western diaspora’, i.e. Western Europe and North and South America. Do not forget, too, that there are quite large Ukrainian communities in several European countries that do not consist of émigrés – they have always been there: Moldova, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia.

A population that has been scattered far and wide is evidence of a complex history, something that you will be able to follow in Ukrainian when you have completed this book. In the meantime, here are just a few pointers.

The site on the river Dnipro (which you may know as ‘Dnieper’) now occupied by the city of Kyiv was settled many centuries ago, perhaps as long ago as the 5th century. Its importance as a river crossing point was undoubtedly due to the fact that two vital trade routes intersected here – one going north to south, between the Varangians (Norsemen) and the Greeks (Constantinople) and the other going east to west, between central Europe and central Asia and Baghdad. Eventually, Kyiv became the central city of a loose federation of princedoms known collectively as Kyiv Rus (rhyme it with ‘goose’). Utterly destroyed by the Mongols in 1240, it began to regain some of its former glory only in the 15th century. By this time, the territories around Kyiv had been absorbed by the Grand Duchy of Lithuania (not to be confused with present-day Lithuania), only later, in 1569, to become part of the Kingdom of Poland and subsequently the Polish Commonwealth. This was the state that was divided at the end of the 18th century between the Russian Empire, the Austrian Empire and Prussia. Most Ukrainians became citizens of the Russian Empire, but there were many in the Austrian Empire. It was from here, more particularly from the region of Galicia (now in western Ukraine), that many Ukrainian peasants left in the 19th century, in search of a better life in Alberta, Canada, and elsewhere in North America. There were other emigrations, too, from the Russian Empire and after the revolutions of 1917 and the failure of the Ukrainian National Republic and after 1945. More recently, we have witnessed an economic migration, especially to the USA.

The different waves of emigration have done what they could to recreate Ukraine in their new homelands; they have built schools and churches, published newspapers and books and now create websites. They have sought, by all means possible, to keep their language and culture alive at times when it looked as though they might be crushed for good.



What can I do with Ukrainian once I have completed the book?

Apart from being a tourist in an as yet almost undiscovered country, there are many ways in which you can continue to develop your knowledge. You may live in an area in which there is an active Ukrainian community. The community may be centred around a church – Eastern Rite Catholic, Autocephalous Orthodox (another reason for learning Ukrainian is to discover what these terms mean and why they are so important in Ukrainian history) – and there may be language courses or classes on other aspects of Ukrainian culture and history. Even if there is no such community near where you live, there are plenty of resources on the web and search engines to help you find them.

You may wish to familiarize yourself with Ukrainian literature. This interest will inevitably bring you to Тарáс Шевчéнко (tarás shevchénko) (1814–1861), the Ukrainian national poet, and Івáн Франкó (eeván frankó) (1856–1916). You can go back a little further in time to find out about Ivan Kotliarevsky (1769–1838), who in 1798 published the first modern Ukrainian book, a parody of Virgil’s Aeneid; the heroes of the Trojan war are transformed into Zaporozhian Cossacks. (You will be able to use your knowledge of Ukrainian both to discover who exactly the Cossacks were, before they became the Russian Tsar’s forces of law and order in the 19th century, and to find out what ‘Zaporozhian’ means.) There is a host of excellent writers of prose and poetry in the modern period. Volumes and volumes of folk literature of all kinds are waiting for you.

Perhaps at a more mundane level you will, with practice, be able to follow news and current affairs programmes on Ukrainian internet TV and radio stations and find out what people are blogging about in Ukrainian. In short, there is plenty that can be done!

Above all, try to speak whenever the opportunity arises. Even a few simple words will be greeted with joy and gratitude that you have taken the trouble to learn some words and sentences in the Ukrainian language.
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