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This is a great collection of arrangements from the Penn Balalaika Orchestra library including many by 
Steve Wolownik. He had the talent to arrange music that was designed for the Russian folk ensembles 

he was working with. ere are many beautiful and challenging arrangements for Russian folk orchestras but 
many times the arrangements are for an orchestra that is much larger than the orchestras or ensembles we are 
working with.  

Steve made arrangements that were straightforward and very playable. As a result, they sound good no 
matter what the size of your ensemble. Also, he arranged songs which have been all but forgotten back 

in the Russian homeland and are here preserved because they became popular among Russian folk musicians 
in America. Steve ventured into other regions of Eastern Europe to adapt this music for the Russian folk 
ensemble with “danceable” results, often utilizing asymmetric meters common in that area. I am very excited 
that these arrangements are being preserved and distributed and plan to utilize some of these arrangements for 
our orchestra. I hope you have fun with them as well!   

David C. Cooper 
Music Director/Conductor 
Atlanta Balalaika Society 
Orchestra of Russian Folk Instruments
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Administrator
Could someone tell me what this song is called? riccardoheald@yahoo.com
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 Stephen M. Wolownik  1946–2000 

With the unexpected passing of Steve Wolownik on May 18, 2000 an era in the history of balalaika playing and 
Russian folk music in the United States ended.  Steve was the major figure in the proliferation of the balalaika 

in the last 40 years.  During that time he founded (or was involved in the founding of ) the Penn Balalaika Orchestra 
(c. 1963), the Penn Balalaika Orchestra Ensemble, the Vladimir Balalaikas (c. 1970), the UCLA Balalaika Orchestra 
(c. 1972), e Odessa Balalaikas (1972), e Houston Balalaika Society (1976), e Great American Gypsy Band 
(1977), e Gypsy Balalaikas (1980) and e Schuylkill Cossacks (c. 1985).  He was also a long time member of the 
St. Nicholas Balalaika Orchestra and Balalaika Russe.    

Through his influence or his direct contact, Steve had taught more people to play, appreciate and participate in 
Russian music and culture than anyone one else who has come forward during these years.  His approach was 

straightforward and uncomplicated, much as he was himself.  Teach people to play tunes from the very beginning and 
they will learn quickly and well.  He prepared reams of music and arrangements to this end, a body of work still used 
by most of the balalaika orchestras in the United States today.  

But perhaps his most lasting accomplishment was the BDAA.  In 1979 Steve, Lynn Carpenter and I conspired to 
unite all the Russian music enthusiasts we could find into a national organization dedicated to the furtherance of 

Russian music and folk instruments. We compiled lists and contacted as many as we could find, with Steve and myself 
putting up the seed money.  We started with about 150 members and ran the first convention in New Jersey in 1979.  
Steve became the first Executive Director of the BDAA and editor of the BDAA Newsletter as well as convention 
coordinator and a host of other jobs too numerous to mention.  rough his devotion, hard work and foresight the 
organization thrives to this day as an international organization of over 500 members.  

The BDAA is a logical extension of the work Steve Wolownik believed in and actually lived his whole life.  His joy 
in making music and partaking of the food and drink so closely related to it, was perhaps the most indelible gift 

of the many he gave so freely.  

Charley Rappaport
Atlanta, Georgia



Five musicians were asked to write or supply introductions about Steve Wolownik. Alex Krowzow knew Steve 
as a boy and played with him in church balalaika groups as well as other ensembles. Alan Zemel met Steve in the early days 
of the Penn Balalaika Orchestra (PennBO). Judy Sherman met Steve in California at UCLA and toured with him with 
the Odessa Balalaikas. Charley Rappaport and Steve were among the cofounders of the Balalaika and Domra Association of 
America (BDAA). David Cooper was an invited guest performer at many Penn Balalaika  concerts and knew Steve well.

Alan Zemel wrote this soon after Steve died in 2000.

Stephen M. Wolownik came into my life with a wink. 

That’s right, a wink.  I joined the University of Pennsylvania Balalaika Orchestra in January 1972, knowing only 
that I loved Russian music and that I didn’t know how to play the balalaika!  is was enough. Steve nixed 

my plans to be a prima balalaika player and sat me in the back row of the Orchestra with an alto balalaika. ere, I 
learned the basic rhythmic foundation of Russian music, the off beat.  At the time, I was an expert on on-beats, which 
I played with great enthusiasm.  I did eventually learn to play off-beats under the watchful ears of Vsevolod Pospisil, 
(my playing partner at the time), who motivated me to find the off-beat by playing an off-beat with his elbow to my 
ribs.  At some point in that time, when I most despaired of every playing an off-beat, when I felt alone, incompetent 
and unable to make any music, Stephen M. Wolownik, from way up in the conductor’s position looked over to the 
back row, smiled, and gave me a wink! at’s all it took, a wink from Steve.  I smiled from ear-to-ear.  He had heard 
me, and with that wink encouraged me to play, to learn, to keep at it, despite my apparent inability to distinguish an 
on- from an off beat. 

At the end of the spring semester, 1972, Steve left Philadelphia for California.  e man who had been my mentor, 
the man who knew how to party, the man who had made balalaika music a joyous and raucous occasion for love 

and life, disappeared from my life for the first time. Even though Steve had left, I was hooked.  ere was no stopping 
me.  I spent the whole summer of ‘72 playing balalaika, learning as much as I could.  Hours went by in the blink of 
an eye.  e only measure of time for me was the pain in my fingers and the strength of my callouses as I practiced 
day and night.  I then joined up with Tom Walker and Patty Guz to form the Troika Balalaikas of Philadelphia.  I 
eventually became the director of the Penn Balalaika Orchestra myself and did my best to encourage young students 
to give themselves over to Russian music the way I had. 

During this time, I discovered the music of the Balkans, of Greece, of Macedonia, of Serbia and Croatia.  I met 
John Roussos and took up laouto (the Greek lute).  I joined Novo Selo as the tambura player.  I discovered the 

music of Romania in Elkins Park, PA and the music of the Banat in Lebanon, PA and Steelton, PA.  And last but 
certainly not least, I spent a part of a summer out in Los Angeles, studying balalaika with Misha Sheynkman.  Studying 
with Misha changed my life.  And amazing as it may seem, I found all of this music because of a single wink. 

Steve returned to Philadelphia in 1980.  When he returned, there was no question in my mind that I would find a 
way to make music with him.  We talked.  We drank.  We ate.  We drank.  And somewhere in all of that an idea 

began to emerge that found it’s form after Judy Sherman arrived in Philadelphia.  e three of us formed the group 
e Gypsy Balalaikas.  We ended up landing a gig at the Franklin Plaza Hotel, six nights a week, playing Russian folk 
instruments.  What adventures we had!  What characters we met!  What fun!  e gig lasted a year and a half.  In that 
time, I came to know Steve very, very well.  I had so much still to learn from him.  I saw him grow.  I saw him change.  



I saw him remain the same.  We didn’t always agree, we didn’t always like each other, but hey, that’s what happens when 
you grow intimate as musicians.  But we were bound together in some important way.  Steve knew it, Judy knew it, 
and I knew it.  I guess the only way to describe it is that we loved each other.  

Over the years, I changed, Steve changed and Judy changed.  We grew a little older, only a very little wiser, and 
not always so gracefully.  Whether we played together as the Gypsy Balalaikas, or as members of Balalaika 

Russe, we celebrated the changes in our lives, both painful and joyous, as close friends.   And we knew each other 
well as musicians.  We could read each other’s moods, sense what was coming, support each other.  It got so that 
we accompanied each other.  Even though I was the “lead” player, Steve often warned me, “Don’t steal my lines!” 
Despite his protests, I invariably did steal his lines.  Steve was a trouble maker too.  He managed to make me angry 
on numerous occasions.  When he’d had too much to drink, his mouth betrayed him.  Sometimes when he was very 
drunk, his body failed him, as did his consciousness.  He was stubborn, religious and downright weird about some 
things.  I remember one night in Nyack, where we were sharing a motel room after a gig.  He was very drunk, and very 
upset about St.  John Chrysostom’s attitude toward the Jews.   When he finally calmed down enough to sleep, he began 
snoring so loudly that the window panes rattled ... or so it seemed to me!  I would have preferred discussing the saints 
and early church history to listening to the racket of his snoring!  ose of you who were privileged to hear that snoring 
certainly know what I mean!  But if there’s one thing above all I can say I learned from Steve, it was that he knew what 
was important about music.   He knew better than anyone else I’ve known that it is the musician that makes the music, 
that the musician is important, and that if you want good music, do whatever it takes to encourage folks to play music, 
and do whatever might help good musicians to sound better.   Steve showed me that music isn’t just about sound, it 
isn’t just about melodies, concerts, rehearsals, strings, picks, etc.  It’s about people, it’s about musicians and audiences.  
It’s about that special something that links sound of a domra or a balalaika to the intuitions of the human heart. 

On May 18, 2000, Stephen M. Wolownik disappeared from my life for the last time.  When Steve died, I lost a 
close friend, a mentor, a companion, and a fellow-musician.  And it all happened so suddenly, so unexpectedly.  

In the blink of an eye, Steve was gone.  I still can’t believe it.  e week before, we had played together in New York.  It 
was a great gig, great music, and lots of fun.  We made plans to get together in the next week or two.  He was going to 
learn how to make bread soup from my daughter Miriam.  He’d even emailed her the Monday before he died, saying 
how much he was looking forward to it.  Just a small gesture, a note, a reminder, a wish.  is was the gentler side of 
Stephen M. Wolownik.  He was a man with a big heart.  He was vulnerable.  He was generous.  He was human.  And, 
he had the courage to be gentle, to encourage the best in all of us.  

Thank you, Steve, for that look, that smile and that wink.  ank you. 

                                

Judy Sherman was asked to write a few lines about Steve for Pics’N’Strings in October 2003. 

In 1972, with balalaikas, domras, masterful and graceful dance steps, records from Eastern Europe, boxes filled with 
photographs of costumed friends, elegantly-designed posters of past concerts, Russian icons, bottles of vodka, and, 

of course, culinary masterpieces, Steve Wolownik took the UCLA Ethnomusicology department by storm.  at was 
where I first met him and began my unforgettable 28-year friendship with him.  He taught his loyal following new 
words....vecherinka, zakuski, pieroshki and na zdarovye.  He told hilarious stories of  music parties at the University 
of Pennsylvania, his Alma Mater, and, in the same breath, summarized the history of Russian music in the United 
States and  expressed a  yearning for the cheesesteaks and hoagies of his hometown in Chester, PA.  His working-class 
immigrant story of success and personal complexities intrigued those of us who were searching for a sense of identity 
and community.  He patiently opened the musical door to everyone interested and never closed it.  He always kept 



it interesting...from the beginning, clunking notes of a new tune to the last plates washed and dried after a party. 
His talent energized musicians and thrilled listeners.  His faith in the Russian Orthodox Church was his unwavering 
connection to his heritage and family, while his curious, academic nature urged him to constantly read, read, read. 
With his heart and soul, he provided a place of gathering for his diverse collection of friends and musical comrades, 
and his generosity and passion for fun has kept Russian music alive in cities around the country for  years. Let’s keep 
it going!!!   

Steve encouraged me to play the balalaika in 1972, and throughout the years, he never stopped teaching beginners.  
I am fortunate to say that I played professionally with him in LA, toured with him in the US and Canada and 

followed him to the East coast where we continued to play together in Philly and New York.  Now, back in California, 
I have formed a balalaika ensemble that plays many of Steve’s favorite tunes.  We have a meal at every rehearsal, just 
the way Steve would have liked it.  I tell the members stories about Steve, and, from time to time, I get together with 
old friends who were there at UCLA in 1972.......and we talk about Steve like it was yesterday.  at says it all.   

                               

Alex Krowzow was asked to write a few lines about Steve’s childhood and early church orchestral experiences. 

Steve Wolownik, by Alex Krowzow (October 2003)

Steve and I met sometime around 1960 while visiting my paternal grandparents.  Steve lived with his mother, across 
the street from my grandparents in Trainer, Pennsylvania where they operated an ice cream, hoagie and sandwich 

shop.  Steve’s mother and my grandparents were friends and immigrated to the United States from the same general 
area of Eastern Europe in the early part of the twentieth century.  Steve also became close friends with two of my 
cousins and together we shared our love of music, food and family.  In fact, Steve told me that he found out that we 
were distantly related and we always considered each other as cousins. 

Steve attended St. Mary’s Ukrainian Orthodox Church on ird Street in Chester, PA and I attended St. Nicholas 
Russian Orthodox Church on Fourth Street, just around the corner from St. Mary’s. Sometime in 1962, the 

committee at St. Nicholas asked Paul Kauriga, from Philadelphia, to direct a new Balalaika Orchestra at the church, in 
order to keep Russian culture alive in the community.  Steve joined the new twenty-piece orchestra as a bass balalaika 
player, along with my mother (Sonia Krowzow, vocalist), my father (Lex, secunda balalaika), my cousin Larry (prima 
balalaika) and me (prima balalaika).  We were taught how to play by Paul Kauriga and eventually learned enough for 
the St. Nicholas Balalaika Orchestra to perform for community gatherings and Church events. 

Paul Kauriga has directed several great balalaika orchestras since the mid 1930’s and is well additionally known 
through his famous dance band, specializing in Russian and Eastern European music.  Sometime in 1961, Paul 

Kauriga founded a balalaika orchestra in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania at another Russian Orthodox Church, also named 
St. Nicholas.  e St. Nicholas Balalaika Orchestra of Philadelphia developed a repertoire of Russian Folk music, 
which was shared with e St. Nicholas Balalaika Orchestra of Chester.  At some point about seven members of the 
Chester orchestra also joined the Philadelphia group including Steve, my mother and father and me.  By 1963, we 
were performing in both groups and performed on the 1963 recording of the Philadelphia orchestra.  Among the 
many memorable early concerts of the St. Nicholas Balalaika Orchestra was our performance at the 1964 World’s 
Fair in New York.  Steve and I visited the fair as tourists a few weeks after the concert.   At some point, the Chester 
orchestra merged into the Philadelphia group, which then developed into the Philadelphia Balalaika Orchestra and 
later the became Kovriga Balalaika Orchestra, recording on Monitor Records. Steve and I both ended up playing bass 
balalaika with the group. 



After graduating from Eddystone High School in Delaware County, PA, Steve continued to perform with the 
Kovriga Orchestra as he formed the University of Penn Balalaika Orchestra.  Before moving to California to 

attend UCLA, Steve and his wide circle of friends, continued to perform in a variety of ensembles and orchestras.   I 
was lucky to have performed with Steve in the Penn Balalaika Orchestra and his smaller group while attending Drexel 
University, next door to Penn.  e PennBO record on the Tikva Record label featured my mother, Sonia as a vocalist, 
further tying our families and other Eastern Pennsylvania balalaika orchestras together.  While Steve was at Penn, Steve 
introduced me to the world of International Folk dancing and to his love of cooking.  

When Steve was in California and Texas, starting other orchestras, I continued to play with the Kovriga Balalaika 
Orchestra and formed a small ensemble called Budashkin with Greg Kosmorksy and Paul Kosmorsky (from 

the Philadelphia Balalaika Orchestra) and Tom Walker (a PennBO alumnus).  e Kovriga group joined with another 
Paul Kauriga orchestra (the Balalaika Ensemble of Southern New Jersey) to make a seventy-piece balalaika orchestra, 
known for bringing some more sophisticated orchestrations to the United States.  After hundreds of concerts, television 
shows, radio concerts and several more records, the Kovriga Balalaika Orchestra was glad to have Steve rejoin the group 
whenever he was back in the Philadelphia area.  When Steve moved to Atlanta to perform with his dear friends Charlie 
Rappaport and Eddie Svetlowski, my wife (Lia) and I visited them and could witness yet another iteration of Steve 
Wolownik’s love for his music. Once Steve moved back to Philadelphia, he rejoined the Kovriga orchestra, formed his 
Gypsy ensemble with Judy Sherman and Allen Zemel and also played with my Budashkin Ensemble.  Steve’s ensemble 
became the house band for the Franklin Plaza Hotel in Philadelphia, where they enjoyed a nice run.  e Budashkin 
Ensemble was fortunate to have been able to pinch-hit for Steve’s group at the hotel, when they vacationed or need a 
night off.   What a gig.  

Steve’s well-documented love of Balalaika music peaked with his co-founding of the BDAA in 1978, where he 
naturally invited Paul Kauriga to be the musical director of the first two BDAA conventions in New Jersey.  I 

cannot forget the 1979 trip to Russia with the BDAA.  My wife and I traveled with Steve and a few other friends 
from the Kovriga orchestra, joining a few dozen BDAA members in Russia for a folk music tour of Moscow and 
St. Petersburg.  Steve continued to be involved with Balalaika Russe and other groups throughout the Mid-Atlantic 
States. 

I moved to Maryland in 1990 and began to play less than before, but always looked forward to playing music 
with Steve.  Steve spent many holidays with us in Maryland and I looked forward to going to the annual New 

Year’s Ball in Philadelphia, where Paul Kauriga’s dance band still performs.  We would get a chance each January to 
perform with Steve at the ball and then party all night with our friends.  Friends, Church and family were the center 
of Steve’s life outside of music. Steve spent his last Christmas with us as well as Easter, just a few weeks before his 
death.  His presence in our home was always welcome as he celebrated life with our friends and family at important 
times in our life.  While I had the opportunity to know Steve for over 40 years, you could gain an understanding 
of his outlook on life in a few minutes.  His love of life, music and dedication to friends, were instantly detectible. 
Steve left behind many tangible manifestations of his life in his recordings, movies, orchestras, ensembles, dance 
groups, choirs and organizations.  More importantly, he touched thousands of lives in deep and meaningful ways, 
including my family’s.  
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Mount Laurel Library

June 2000

In Memoriam
Stephen Wolownik, 1946 - 2000

We were shocked and saddened by the sudden death of our Assistant Director,
Stephen Wolownik, on May 18. He was a valued colleague and will be sorely missed.

Steve was very humble about his accomplishments and they were many.  His
received his undergraduate degree in Slavic linguistics from the University of
Pennsylvania in 1968.  He was particularly pleased by this degree because his high
school counselor had laughed when Steve told him he wanted to attend Penn.

In 1970 Steve was awarded a Fulbright Fellowship which funded his nine month stay
in Romania to study language, culture and music.  Following that, he moved to
California and received his Master’s degree in Ethnomusicology from UCLA.

During these years, Steve worked in various libraries and archives.  In 1983, he
was back at the University of Pennsylvania, this time as an employee in the library
system there.  He worked full-time and attended Drexel University part-time to earn his
Master’s degree in Library and Information Science.

Subsequently, he became a reference librarian at the Lippincott Library at Penn, the library of the Wharton School of
Business, which is one of the nation’s premier academic business libraries.  Because he enjoyed the work and his colleagues,
Steven continued at Lippincott one weekend a month up until his death.

Throughout his travels, Steve made many friends; some through his work in libraries but many more through his love
of music.  Steve’s love of Russian and Eastern European folk music was evident by his instrument of choice, the balalaika,
a Russian stringed instrument.  Steve founded numerous amateur and professional balalaika groups in California, Texas,
Maine, and Washington, D.C. as well as one at Penn, while a student there. He also founded the national Balalaika and
Domra Association of America.  His network of former students and colleagues who shared his love of Russian folk
instruments and music is enormous and spans the globe.

Steve was also very committed to his work as a librarian.  His enthusiasm was infectious. He was very proud of the work
we do at the library and was always devising new ways to get the word out to the community residents.

Steve’s arrival at Mount Laurel Library in September 1994 opened up a new world to many of the staff.  A number of
them had never heard of a balalaika, let alone knew someone who played one professionally.  We were all thrilled when his
trio performed at one of our summer music concerts some years ago.  It gave us a chance to experience his love of music
which we knew loomed large in his life.

It would be a serious omission to not discuss the subject of food when describing Stephen.  He loved to cook and was
always bringing in a delectable variety of home-cooked ethnic foods for the staff. Our food horizons were expanded
considerably. Someone recently reminded us of a typical Steve incident.  We had purchased a ham for our staff holiday party.
After the party, Stephen took the ham bone home and returned with pea soup he had made from it. We all loved it! That
anecdote describes Steve perfectly.  His love of cooking was predicated on the idea of sharing.  He was not one who enjoyed
eating alone.  He looked forward to fun times with good friends and good food.  All of our many functions at the library were
coordinated by Steve.  He so enjoyed planning and hosting these events.

I could go on and describe how committed Steve was to so many activities in the library, such as the Friends of the
Library and book deliveries to shut-ins at Sunrise Assisted Living. But these were just another indication of his giving nature.
Suffice it to say that he brought new enthusiasm to every endeavor and shared it with all of us.  His philosophy of living every
day to its fullest made him a joy to work with and an inspiration to us all.

Steve, we’ll miss you so very much. -- Joan Bernstein, Library Director
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