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PHONETICS
The Armenian Alphabet

Historical Note

The Armenian alphabet was invented at the beginning of the fifth century A.D. by Mesrop Mashtots,
a versatile genius—a teacher and scholar, a preacher and soldier, a politician and poet, and artist. He was a
precursor of the Golden Age of Armenian literature. He is called Saint Mesrop in the Armenian Church due to
the timeless value of his invention: one of the main tools of the historical survival of the nation of Armenia.
The alphabet designed by Mesrop Mashtots was a phonetic alphabet built on the principal of one character
for each sound. The Mesropian alphabet contained thirty-six letters.

In the twelfth century the letters O and $ were added. This was a minor reflection of the major
language changes in the historical period. Old Armenian was yielding to Middle Armenian, which was quite

different in pronunciation and grammar. O and J became the last two letters and to separate the Mesropian
alphabet from them, the conjunction L (and) was inserted between the alphabet and the new addition to it.
The Mesropian alphabet was deemed sacred and unalterable. This was an amazing demonstration of the
modern concept of copyright. L itself is a blend sign, combining two letters: & and L. Through many centuries
of saying the alphabet by heart, the meaning of separation obscured, and L became a semantic blend as well,
gradually forming another letter in the alphabet (39 letters).

For the sound [u] Mashtots used a combination of two letters, n and L, as in the Greek alphabet. The
letters NL and L, which were used in the Armenian writing system for fifteen centuries, were officially
included in the alphabet of Soviet Armenia. The letter 1 was omitted.

Thus with the historical addition of the letters O, fb, nL, and b, the Armenian alphabet actually
has forty characters. However, the followers of Classical orthography recognize only 38 letters of the
Mesropian alphabet, plus 0 and $. The followers of New orthography, accepted in 1922 in Soviet Armenia
and modified later in the forties, recognize thirty nine (39) letters leaving out the letter L and adding the letters
0, b, ni, L. In this book we present all the forty (40) characters of the Armenian alphabet.
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Character Position on the Line

Upper and lower cases are distinguished for all letters except L. Lower case letters can be
divided into four categories according to their position on the line: '

* Mini letters are situated on the line—for example, w, u, w (like the English a, m);

* Tall letters, on and above the line—U, & (like /, b);

* Descending letters are on and below the line—, p (like g, p);

* Bisecting letters are on, above, and below the line—L, h (like the letter f'or the cursive J).

All upper case letters are tall, e.g., U, £, U, U, S, M. (cf. the lower case w, Lk, 0, u, wn,
n). Position modification of the letter on the line can result in another letter or make the
letter unrecognizable.

Letters
Mini: Wwa] Uuls] S wn [d]
Tall: U G [n] -
Descending: M v [r] o\ J
Bisecting: E E[e] L 23

Pronunciation note: n nnu fﬁe be

U w and E L are vowels.

UL G, U u, S wn, Mp are consonants.

Mp is a sonorant.

Each represents only one sound (phoneme).

M n is one of the most frequently used sounds in Armenian, but it is rarely found in
initial positions of a word. There are two frequently used words beginning with [ p: the

proper name Nwd dh [raffi] and the word pnwk [robe’] minute, more specific to Eastern
Armenian.

! These terms are taken from the ABC of Armenian by Father Luke Arakelian. Mekhitarist Press, Vienna,
1973.
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’ J\’ m
. u
wnht6 [ar?yudz]
LG Gwwwuwnwl [nabasdag]
Position
in Letter Letter Name Key Words | Pronunciation
Alphabet
1 Uuw [ayp] wnhio [a]
7 Lt [e] k2 [e]
22 UG [nu] (inin [n]
29 Uu [se] uljpin [s]
31 Swm [dyun] wni [d)°
32 Cn [re] nnwk [r]

2 Voiceless, unaspirated [t] in Old and Eastern Armenian.
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S in

innLl [dun] EE

k) [esh]

Lexical Stress

Armenian has a fixed lexical stress at the end of the word>—e.g., Lwnpk [nare’h] Nareh;
Unwnwm [Arara’t], Araraf’. If a word adds a syllable to the end, the stress moves to the new last
syllable—Lwinkk [nareye’] from Nareh; Upwipw 'ink [Ararate’] from Ararat. Lexical stress is never

marked in written speech. The stress mark [ “ ], called zbzm [sheshd], is used for the vocatives and
imperative verbs and also for special intonation emphasis, mostly in poetry.

Phonetic Drills: Read The Following Words.

Lower Case Upper Case Translation
wu uu this
wwn us that
w uuv he, she, it, that
muwu SUuU ten
nwn sunr take [it somewhere]!
nkn SER master, Lord
utp [Unb love
uwn ounr mountain
uw( utu godchild, pupil, alumnus
‘Lunt Lvurke feminine name
k E is
tn Er was
Upwpwu aeuras Ararat

3 Some exceptions from this rule are presented in lessons 4 and 14.

* The word Upwpun is spelled with w, the sound [d] of Western Armenian. However, this biblical name

mostly maintains the old pronunciation of Classical Armenian.
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GRAMMAR

The Definite Article -G
The definite article -0 is attached to the end of the word it modifies:

Uu UpwpwuwnG E: This is (the) Ararat.
Uw Lwnkl t: That is Nareh.
UG wnkph k: He is the master.

Note the following differences:

1. Contrary to English, the definite article follows the word modified and is written
together with it.

2. Contrary to English, proper names can be used with definite articles—e.g., Utn
Lwptl E: That is Nareh. The definite article indicates This is not any Nareh (I
am pointing at), but I mean this particular woman named Nareh.

3. Contrary to English, nouns are very often used without any articles:

Upwpwuw uwn L: Ararat is (a) mountain.

Deictic Pronouns wu, wwn, wl

All deictic pronouns indicate objects without naming
them. The pronouns wu, wuwn, wh differentiate location in
relation to the speaker.

. Uu this, it, shows objects facing or closer to the “
speaker and is correlated with the pronoun 7 bu [yes]. ~ “¥ D

. Uwn that, it, shows objects facing or closer to the B 2 —
listener and is correlated with the pronoun you nnil Uu u Uhin [sgyui],
[tun]. untGy[sung]

. UG that, it, he/she, indicates objects out of the
conversational domain, close neither to the speaker
nor to the listener. UG is another thing or person. That is, in Western Armenian
w b also substitutes for the third person personal pronouns: /e or she.

Uu, ww, wah are Western Armenian innovations.’

> From Old Armenian wju [ays], wjn [ayt], wjG [ayn]. The middle letter of these pronouns,
J, 1s introduced in Lesson 5. Pronouns are presented in more detail in Lesson 6.
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Word Order

The common order of words is subject + predicate (verb), as in English sentences. The word order
for the auxiliary verb and the direct object is different.

The Auxiliary Verb £

Contrary to English, the auxiliary verb in Armenian follows the word it concerns (the predicative)

e.g.:

Uu uwnp E: This is a mountain.

Upwl wntph Ep: Ara was the master.

The auxiliary verb [ indicates grammatical number, person and tense. It has no direct
form (Infinitive). [ is the third person singular form in the present tense, and tn, the same in
the past tense.’ | is used as a dictionary form and is called kwlwG pw) (existential verb) in
the Armenian grammatical tradition.

Gnin [nuf ] Emphasis. The word order is quite flexible and the auxiliary verb can change its
position to bring a shift to the logical emphasis of a sentence, compare:

Uu uwp E: This is a mountain.
But: Uu £ uwp: This is a mountain.
Or: Uwn ukp tp: That was love.

Uwn Ep ukp: That was love.

Utp tp wwn: Love was that.

Direct Object: The direct object, as a rule, precedes the verb, e.g.:
Lwpl’, wu wnwn:  Nareh, take this along.

Punctuation: Period [: ], Comma [, ] and Stress [’ ]

The period in Armenian is two dots [:]. The comma [,] is used nearly like in English.
Vocative words and imperative verbs always bear the stress mark [ '].
Examples:

Lwpl’, wu mwn:  Nareh, take this along.
Lwpt’, wl mwn:  Nareh, take that along.

% The present tense conjugation paradigm is given in Lesson 4. See also Appendix 8.

[T10.100]
[710.10:]

t
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Text

Explanations to the Text

Lesson 1

ururus

Uu uwnp £ U vwnp E:

Uwplb wuwn £ UG E uwn:

Upwpwuwn uwn t:

Uu Upwpwun L:

Ui Upwpwuwn uwph E:

Uu uwn E:

This is a mountain.

This is the usual word order. This and
the following sentences have no
indefinite articles, which are necessary
for the English translations.

UwnG wun E:

That is the mountain.

In this and in the next sentence the word
order and logical stress are changed for
emphasis. The regular word order is

ww uwnp(h) k:

ua £ uwn:

That is a mountain.

The pronouns wwn and w0 are translated
identically in such contexts, though w0
means “the other or the farther one”
(also he/she/it).

Upwpwun

Ararat

Ararat, the biblical mountain, also a
masculine proper name.

Upwpwuwn uwn E:

Ararat is a mountain.

No indefinite article is necessary in
simple statements.

Uu UpwpwunG E:

This is Ararat.

Proper names can have a definite article
in Armenian.

Uu Upwpwuwn uwnb E:

This is mount Ararat.

The definite article indicates the
singularity of the mount Ararat.
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ASSIGNMENTS

Phonetic Exercises

1. Practice writing the letters U w, £ £, L G, U u, S wn, M n;
repeat each letter at least five times.

2. Try to remember the letters in the words and the words in the sentences of the lesson.

3. Fill out the chart, writing the lower case words in upper case and vice versa:

wu

us
wh

Suu
inkp

sup
uwp

Lunrt
ukp

uuu
k

ururus
kp

4. Make flash cards with pictures and learn the key words to the letters.
5. Place the letters you learned in the alphabet (Appendices 1, 2, 3).

6. Read the text, translate it, and copy it.’

7 Translations of texts and dialogues for all lessons are given in the Key.
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7. Change the emphasis in the sentences below following the sample and translate them:

Uu LwnkG E: This is Nareh.
Uu £ LwnpkG: This is Nareh.

Ui UpwpwuwnG E:
Upwpwuw vwp E:
UpwG wntp t:

UG uwb En:

8. Translate the following into Armenian:
1. That is a mountain.
2. This is a mountain.
3. Ararat is a mountain.
4. Ararat is a mountain.
5. This is mount Ararat.
6. This is love.
7. This is Nareh.
8. She was an alumna.
9. Nareh, take it along.
10. Ara is the master.
11. Ara was the master.
12. Ara was the master.
13. This is Ara.
14. That is Nareh.
15. That (the farther one) is Ararat.



