It’s a long road to ab initio...
We want to be able to support all of our aspiring Languages students in their
applications but, as smaller departments in particular may find, we don’t always
have the expertise to give detailed advice to applicants who wish to study a language ab initio. The best advice of course is always to read and watch widely; the
more cultural references students have at their fingertips, the more ideas they will
have for their personal statements and the more informed they will be for a productive discussion at interview.
To give you some fresh ideas to share with your pupils, here are some pointers
for those wishing to study Russian, Arabic, Italian and Portuguese.
Preparing to apply for ab initio Russian

The more links that students can make between Russian culture and language the
better. Since Russian is arguably one of the toughest European languages to
learn, students must demonstrate that they are ready for the various challenges
posed by a Slavic language. Do they relish unravelling complex grammar? Do
they enjoy pronouncing difficult words? Are they adept at identifying similarities
between words to guess meaning?
Perhaps their enthusiasm has already led them to decipher the alphabet. A logical
next step is to read parallel texts to get under the skin of Russian culture. The
edition Russian Stories: A Dual Language Book (ed. Gleb Struve) is an ideal place to
start, and will demonstrate familiarity with some of the most well-known short
stories by writers such as Pushkin, Gogol, Tolstoy and Bunin. Nikolai Gogol’s
The Nose is a surreal and much-loved classic that perpetually confounds the reader with its unexplained events and oblique references. Ivan Bunin’s Sunstroke
covers similar thematic ground to Chekhov’s The Lady with the Little Dog, featuring a couple who meet whilst on holiday and embark on a torrid affair. Bunin
won the Nobel Prize for literature in 1933 for his achievements in prose writing.
For contextualisation of these writers, A History of Russian Literature by Victor
Terras comes highly recommended. The later chapters (6-9) on the Romantic
Period, the Age of the Novel, the Silver Age and the Soviet Period give an excel-
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lent overview of the key literary movements and their exponents from the nineteenth century through to the collapse of the USSR.
For a flavour of contemporary Russian literature, much of which deals with the
chaos and uncertainty of life in post-Soviet Russia, students could read Ludmila
Ulitskaya (Sonechka: A Novella and Stories) Viktor Pelevin (Omon Ra, Babylon, The
Blue Lantern), Dmitry Bykov (Living Souls) and Olga Slavnikova (2017). These
stories deal with such diverse themes as poverty, love and loss, the arrival in Russia of ‘wild capitalism’, nostalgia and apocalyptic visions of the future. Such stories, set as they are against the backdrop of a country still searching for an identity after seventy years of communism, will almost certainly kindle an enthusiasm
for contemporary Russian culture, not to mention a desire to read them one day
in the original!
Without doubt, the best collection of Russian films online is the website of film
company Mosfilm (mosfilm.ru). The company recently made a huge number of
Soviet and post-Soviet films available for free online. Pleasingly, there is even a
collection of films with English subtitles (http://cinema.mosfilm.ru/films/
comp/Podborki/Filmy-s-subtitrami), some of which are undisputed classics.
Students would do well to watch the classic 1967 adaptation of Tolstoy’s Anna
Karenina, the socialist realist musical comedy Volga, Volga, Karen Shakhnazarov’s
nostalgic 2007 look back at Soviet youth culture of the 1970s, Disappeared Empire
or the 1979 Oscar-winning classic Moscow Doesn’t Believe in Tears, which deals with
the everyday trials and tribulations of a group of female friends who come to the
capital to study.

Many universities offering ab initio Russian will expect students to have mastered
the Cyrillic alphabet before starting the course. Some beginners’ grammar books
take students swiftly through the alphabet in the early chapters. However, most
students benefit from a more comprehensive study of the alphabet, and for this I
recommend Daphne West’s Beginner’s Russian Script from the Teach Yourself series. This book provides a series of logical, focused exercises to ensure that the
letters of the alphabet are learned thoroughly as they are introduced.
Once familiar with the alphabet, reading practice is the next step, and this can be
gained whilst getting to grips with the basics of Russian grammar. A popular
book with universities is Svetlana le Fleming and Susan E. Kay’s Colloquial Rus21
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sian: The Complete Course for Beginners, which uses texts and dialogues to present
new language and grammar in a clear and systematic way.
Students may also want a separate grammar book to refer to in the early stages,
and Daphne West’s Essential Russian Grammar – also from the Teach Yourself
series – is an excellent place to start. As students’ knowledge of grammar becomes more sophisticated, they need look no further than Terence Wade’s A
Comprehensive Russian Grammar – the definitive guide to Russian usage. This can
be bought with the accompanying Russian Grammar Workbook which contains
exercises designed to test the grammar learned.
The internet is also an excellent source of learning materials for beginners. There
are several websites which provide comprehensive introductory courses, including russianforeveryone.com, russianlessons.net and masterrussian.com. The most
attractive and user-friendly of these websites is russianforeveryone.com, designed
by Dr Julia Rochtchina at the University of Victoria, Canada. Rochtchina has also
helped construct the fun and engaging site languagemetropolis.com, a ‘virtual
city’ which enables students to learn Russian through scenarios that unfold in
different areas of Moscow and St Petersburg. For online grammar drills, the best
resource I have found is Sergey Fadeev’s rus-on-line.ru, which offers clear, comprehensive explanations for grammatical concepts at elementary and basic levels.
Students are advised to keep up to date with current affairs in Russia, and there
are some excellent English-language websites devoted to the political and cultural
life of the country. Russia Beyond The Headlines (www.rbth.com) and Russia
Profile (www.russiaprofile.org) provide a wealth of interesting articles on politics, business, science, art and culture.
If students have the opportunity to go to Russia before their course starts, they
may want to combine their sightseeing with a language course in either Moscow
and St Petersburg. In Moscow, recommended courses are offered at the Moscow

State University Russian Language Centre (mgu-russian.com), whilst in St Petersburg, the Derzhavin Institute (www.derzhavin.com) runs courses designed specifically for beginners.
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