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The Tale of Saint Vladimir the Great

Vladimir (A.D. 956 — 1015) was a warrior leader, a builder of empire, and a pagan. When Vladimir's father the
King divided his kingdom among his sons, he gave Vladimir, who was an illegitimate son, Novgorod to rule. It
was a cold and difficult land unwanted by his legitimate brothers. Upon their father's death, Vladimir and his
brothers soon quarreled. They warred against each other. Vladimir eventually triumphed over his brothers. Then
he defeated all of his foreign enemies uniting all of the lands from the Baltic Sea to Kiev to the Black Sea under
his rule. He proved himself an extremely capable soldier, leader, and strategist. Vladimir worshiped the ancient
pagan gods, so he built temples and shrines to them celebrating his achievements. But sadly, Vladimir was cruel
and greedy, living in luxury with hundreds of wives and concubines, while mercillesly taxing the poor and
torturing any who could not pay.

Vladimir was a cruel warrior general, but also an intelligent and thoughtful ruler who was unhappy with
himself, his people's poverty, and especially with pagan worship. He sent emissaries to all the surrounding lands
to investigate their religions and beliefs. The dignitaries who visited the Eastern Roman Empire in
Constantinople (known as Byzantium to Westerners) returned with praise for the Christian faith and
astonishment at the scientific and economic wonders they had seen. Vladimir, hearing this, sent an ambassador
to Emperor Basil of the Easter Roman Empire asking him to send Christian missionaries and Philosophers (the
old name for scientists) to Russia. Because Emperor Basil was beset by enemies in every direction and needed a
strong ally, he negotiated with Vladimir. They agreed that Vladimir would send armies to fight for Basil and
Vladimir would convert to Christianity. In exchange, Basil would not just send missionaries and Philosophers,
but also his famous sister Princess Anna to marry Vladimir and become Queen of Russia, sealing the alliance.
She traveled to Kiev with a large entourage of Christian misssionaries, and Philosophers as requested by
Vladimir.

Princess Anna was 27 and not yet married, though she had famously been offered marriage by other rulers
including Otto the Great. She was well-educated, devout, and reportedly objected to the marriage with
Vladimir. Nevertheless, as a Princess she placed the good of her kingdom above personal desires, and her
marriage to Vladimir was a success. As Vladimir's wife she counseled him regarding Christianity and she
founded monasteries. It is believed that she and Vladimir had several children. When Vladimir embraced the
Christian faith with passion, it transformed him. He destroyed his pagan shrines and built schools and Christian
churches. He sent messengers throughout every corner of Russia proclaiming his conversion and urging every
Russian to likewise come to Christ, peacefully converting Russia to a Christian nation by his example and zeal.
Thereafter he ruled Russia with charity and kindness as a wise and careful statesman, promoting peace,
education, and economic prosperity which made him truly beloved by his people. Russian folk tales
immortalize Vladimir's charity and wisdom after he became a Christian. Both Catholic and Eastern Orthodox
calendars celebrate July 15 each year as the feast of Saint Vladimir the Great, patron saint of Russia.

Composition Notes

The trombone represents the voice of Vladimir. The first theme group introduces Vladimire the warrior
leader. Princess Anna's theme begins at measure 59, and at measure 74 the trombone sings in
counterpoint with Anna's theme, representing their union. At measure 97 war and battles hold sway as
Vladimir defeats the enemies of Emperor Basil. The themes for Vladimir and Anna sound one last time.
Each must surrender their own individual will in obedience to God to achieve their destiny. Then the
trombone sounds the beginning notes of “Praise the Lord” from the Obikhod, Russia's oldest collection
of hymns, representing the Russian people's conversion to Christianity as led by Vladimir. In the final
measures, Vladimir, in death, achieves his greatest victory, his soul rising towards heaven to become
Saint Vladimir the Great, patron saint of Russia.
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