
Playing it Forward 
By Jackie Mitra, Sangamon Valley Youth Symphony 

 

Yaroslav Rudnytsky, an internationally-accomplished violinist, recently visited Springfield, Illinois, during 

the months of June and July while on his summer break from the Louisiana Philharmonic Orchestra. 

During his visit, we met by chance and “Slava” (as he asked me to call him) offered to do numerous 

volunteer community events in Springfield between performances in places such as New York and San 

Francisco. Several of his volunteer performances included playing at the American Cancer Society 

Survivor Tea, for Springfield YMCA campers on their music day, and he made a special trip (3 ½ hours 

from Chicago) to play for the Sangamon Valley Youth Symphony Summer Strings campers on a 2-day 

layover between performances. Slava’s love of music and willingness to freely share it with others was 

truly inspiring and served as a reminder of how important our work is and how we can all aspire to 

transmit the love of orchestral music to the next generation. 

 

  
Yaroslav Rudnytsky 

 

When I took my daughter to her violin lesson 

recently, I sat in the living room of her 

instructor, Kamen Petkov, as I do every week 

while she has her lesson. Kamen introduced me 

to a musician friend of his, Yaroslav Rudnytsky, 

who was visiting from out of town and staying 

with Kamen during his visit. I was not surprised 

that Kamen would have musician friends who 

visited him, because Kamen is a talented and 

well-traveled musician in his own right, and one 

who makes friends wherever he goes

As “Slava” (the name he asked me to call him) and I sat in the living room, he asked with genuine 

interest about my daughter and how long she had been playing violin. We talked about his visit to 

Springfield with his wife, Katherine, and their travels during his summer break from the Louisiana 

Philharmonic Orchestra. He discussed his lifelong love of music and the violin, which was plainly 

apparent, as his eyes lit up while he spoke about it. He told me about being a little boy going to great 

concerts, and being so excited that he had vivid dreams that gave him restless sleep and kept him awake 

until 3am. I learned that he had been in the States for about 20 years, and was born in Kiev, Ukraine.  



During our discussion, it came out that I had 

recently become the Executive Director of the 

Sangamon Valley Youth Symphony. He told me 

that he had lived in Springfield in the past, had 

taught master classes for the SVYS, and had 

served on a judge panel for one of its Concerto 

Competitions about 10 years ago. What a small 

world, I thought. Without missing a beat, he 

asked if there was anything he could do for us 

or for the Springfield community while he was 

here visiting. I thought he was just being polite, 

but told him that there might be.  

 

Slava filling in for Avia while she fixes her music 

 

What he didn’t know was that I had been recently approached by a woman who was planning an event 

with the American Cancer Society for local cancer survivors who was looking for musicians who might be 

willing to volunteer to provide entertainment during the early portion of the event. A professional 

musician like Slava would normally be paid quite well for such an appearance, but I figured I would take 

a chance and at least let him know about it, since he had asked. Much to my surprise, he said he would 

love to do it, so I gave him the woman’s contact information.  

 

A week later, he emailed me to let me know how great the event had gone and asked me if there were 

other upcoming community events he could help with. I told him that several members of the 

Sangamon Valley Youth Symphony were going to be demonstrating string instruments and playing some 

music for children at a local YMCA summer camp, and he would be welcome to play a piece there if he 

would like to. He offered that his wife could accompany him on piano and that they would love to play 

several pieces for the children at the event if time allowed. I accepted and thanked him profusely. 

 

Before the YMCA event, I felt like I needed to do a little research, so I did what any person would do 

these days. I Googled him. What I found there made his generous offers of his time and talents even 

more stunning. I found numerous videos of performances, articles, and accolades. I quickly realized that 

Slava is, in fact, a world-renowned musician. All at once, I felt embarrassed for having suggested 

volunteer events to him, but also extremely grateful because he had accepted. I wondered how he 

would respond to a room full of children who had likely had little or no exposure to a professional 

concert violinist, and who would certainly never know how serendipity had brought this incredible 

musician to play for them. 

 



The day of the YMCA event, some of our SVYS youth musicians demonstrated and allowed the campers 

to touch and try out some string instruments, and played some pieces for them. Avia, our SVYS youth 

concertmaster, stepped forward to play, and Slava’s wife spontaneously offered to accompany her on 

piano. As Avia began to play her piece, the air conditioning turned on and blew her music off of her 

music stand. Slava had been waiting off to the side to play next, and had obviously been listening 

intently, because he filled in the gap by playing her music from memory with his own violin until Avia 

could pick up and secure her music and begin to play again. 

 

 It was an amazing moment to witness such an 

impromptu kind and supportive gesture for a 

fellow musician, a gesture which obviously 

came naturally to Slava. Later, after he and his 

wife (who accompanied him on piano) had 

finished playing their pieces, the children’s 

hands shot up with questions. Slava patiently 

and fully answered questions such as “Does it 

hurt your fingers to play violin?”, “How do you 

decide which instrument to play”, and “How 

long does it take to learn how to play?” 

Afterward, I thanked him and his wife again, 

and went our separate ways.  

Slava playing for the YMCA campers 

 

I ran into Slava again during my daughter’s violin lesson. He said he would be leaving soon to perform in 

San Francisco and New York, but would love to do more community events the next time he visits 

Springfield. I told him that the Sangamon Valley Youth Symphony has a summer camp and would be 

thrilled to invite him to play for the youth next year as a special guest. He said he would keep it in mind.  

 

Much to my surprise, he called me the next week to tell me that he had a stop in Chicago between 

performances (a 3 ½ hour drive from Springfield) and would love to come play for our summer campers 

the next day! Gratefully, I accepted his offer. The next day, he showed up, complete with piano 

accompanist, and played for our campers. He brought a special instrument along, made in the 1700’s, 

and enthusiastically spoke to our campers about the music he played, the instruments he brought, and 

gave a spontaneous and inspirational talk about loving music and continuing with it throughout their 

lives. Like the day at the YMCA, he welcomed and patiently answered questions. As he spoke, I could 

almost see the little boy who had been to great concerts, who had been so excited afterwards that he 

had vivid dreams and memories that kept him awake. 

 



As I watched and listened to the music and interactions that day, a question was answered that has 

gone through my mind many times. How will classical and orchestral music live on in the future? In our 

fast-paced world of technology and instant gratification, who will be the future musicians who will take 

the time to learn and play this music? Who will be the audiences who will come to see them? We are 

often not aware of how pervasive orchestral music is in our everyday lives, and how much would be 

missing if it were not there. For example, how often do most people pause to notice the incredible 

music that brings the emotion, fear, or excitement to every important scene in our favorite movies or 

the iconic musicals that have lived on for decades? It is easy forget that there are musicians who have 

practiced for thousands of hours playing the instruments that bring out our emotional responses to 

those scenes. 

 

It was clear to me that afternoon that the world needs more musicians like Yaroslav Rudnytsky. It will be 

musicians like Slava and his wife Katherine, who are eager and willing to freely share their love of music 

and their talents with young audiences, who will create a future for this genre of music. A child who has 

the opportunity to see and hear a real musician and his violin up close, who has the question answered 

by a musician that they too could learn to play, could have an interest sparked that never would have 

happened otherwise. Maybe one of those kids will be the next Slava. And even for those who will never 

play, that exposure to the music and musician may create an appreciation and interest as a future 

audience member who will support their generation’s musicians.  

 

I have no doubt that Slava has inspired young musicians and, as he continues to share his gifts, will 

contribute to keeping the excitement of string and orchestral music alive for the next generation. 

 

 



  

 

 

 

More about Yaroslav Rudnytsky:  

Yaroslav Rudnytsky is an internationally recognized 

musician and a graduate of the National Music Academy of 

Ukraine. He holds two Master’s degrees from DePaul 

University in Chicago and University of Nevada in Reno. He 

arrived in the United States as a member of the Kiev 

Symphony to perform with choral director Roger 

McMurrin.  After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 

December, 1991, McMurrin was invited by a church in Kiev 

to perform Handel’s “Messiah,” which had been banned in 

Ukraine by the Soviet government for 70 years. The 

success of the collaboration with the Kiev Symphony led to 

sponsorships that allowed McMurrin to bring Yaroslav and 

other Ukraine musicians to tour in the U.S. and 

Canada. Mr. Rudnytsky went on to win the International 

“Pierre Lantier” Violin competition in Paris, France (1997), 

was a winner of the Reno Chamber orchestra concerto 

competition (2006), and has won several prestigious 

concerto competitions in Chicago. As a soloist, he has 

appeared in numerous concerts and solo recitals in the 

United States, Canada, France, Austria, Germany, Italy, 

Poland, Czech Republic, and Australia. Yaroslav Rudnytsky 

is currently a full-time member of the Louisiana 

Philharmonic Orchestra and participates in about 200 

performances annually. He remains actively involved in 

orchestral and chamber music programs, and promotes 

the benefits of classical music and fine arts education in 

New Orleans and its communities. 

For more information about the Sangamon Valley Youth 
Symphony, please visit our website SVYS.org or visit our 
Facebook page. To contact SVYS, please email 
svys.svco@gmail.com or call 217-753-8000.
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