FOREIGN ALPHABETS
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Polish is one of the Slavic languages that use the Roman alphabet, not the
Cyrillic, largely because writing came to the Poles by way of Roman Catholic
rather than Greek Orthodox clergy. The letters g, v, and x are not used in
Polish, and the distinctly Polish characters g, ¢ ¢, £ #, 6, S, Z and z are con-
sidered separate letters of the alphabet, each following its unmodified coun-
terpart (g after a, € after ¢, and so on). The g, ¢, #, and y never appear initially
and thus are seldom capitalized; but since documents sometimes highlight
words by spelling them out in upper-case letters, it seems best to show all
upper-case forms, even those rarely seen.

The basic vowels of Polish are much as in the Romance languages: a is
like the a in “father,” e like that in “let,” i like that in “machine,” 0 somewhat
like that in “hot,” u like the 0o in “book,” and y like the short i sound in “hit.”
The vowel 6 is pronounced exactly the same as Polish u, and some words are
spelled either way (Jakdb vs. Jakub, for example). The nasal vowel g sounds
like English “own” with the n-sound never quite finished, but before b or p it
sounds more like om in “home.” The nasal ¢ is generally pronounced like en
in “men,” again without quite finishing the n-sound; before b or p it sounds
more like em in “memory,” and in some positions it loses its nasal quality.
But generally pronouncing g like on (om) and ¢ like en (em) will approximate
the correct sound. Polish does not distinguish between long and short vowels.

The i is special because it often follows consonants as a sign of soften-
ing; thus Poles pronounce ne as somewhat like “neh,” but nie more like
“nyeh.” The consonants ¢ #, $, and Z are spelled that way only when they
precede other consonants; before vowels they’re spelled ci, ni, si, and zi. In
either case they are pronounced, respectively, more or less like soft ch (as in
“cheese”), ni (as in “onion”), sh (as in “sheep”) and the sound of the s in
“pleasure.” In a word like cicho (quiet, quietly) the i not only softens the c to a
ch-sound, it also supplies the first syllable’s vowel.

Many consonants are pronounced much as in English, but the / is more
like that in “Jeaf” than that in “hill,” and the r is lightly trilled, as in Italian.
Polish h and ch are pronounced the same, a little harsher than an initial 4 in
English but not quite so guttural as ch in German “Bach.” Polish w sounds
like English v and Polish #is pronounced like English w (all of which explains
how “Lech Walgsa” can come out sounding like “Lekh Vawensa”). The c is
pronounced like a combined s (e. g., English “knights”), the g is always as in
“gone” (never as in “gym”), and the j is always pronounced like y in “yield.”
The s is pronounced as it is in English “soon,” and z is pronounced as in
“zebra” (but remember the softened pronunciation of ¢i, ni, si, and zi).

The cz, rz, sz combinations are similar to ¢, Z and §, respectively, but are
articulated differently; 2 is pronounced the same as rz. The combination dZ or
dzi sounds like an English j in “jail.” In Polish the accent almost always falls
on the next-to-last syllable of any given word. Mastering certain sound
combinations can be difficult for non-Poles, but once you do master them
you’ll find Polish words are pronounced exactly as they’re spelled!
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