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Preface

The story told in this book has been woven from a range of sources both
private and public — memoirs, diaries and letters; speeches, newspapers and official
documents; poems, novels, photographs and films — but a series of in-depth
interviews with members of the Soviet Lithuanian cultural elite lies at its core. The
interviews build upon the wealth of information recently made available in
published and archival sources on the Soviet period in Lithuania, but they
also, I believe, cast a new light on this growing body of knowledge.

I feel privileged to have been able to converse at length with so many writers,
artists and thinkers whose very lives incorporate the complexities and contra-
dictions of that age. Some of them were cultural icons during my school years in
the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic and in the post-Soviet period as well.
The intensity of their experience and their storytelling mastery gives each of their
life narratives a gravity that was difficult to resist. It was no simple matter to
construct my own narrative out of theirs.

To maintain a sense of direction, I kept returning to two basic questions.
The first was to describe the experience of moving from the village to the city —
foundational for the majority of my interlocutors. The second was to recall the
details of everyday life: the ambitions and disappointments of youth, friends,
family, social circles and activities, professional achievements and failures. I wanted
above all to understand their individual motivations, their subjective perceptions
during the years of profound social transformation after World War 1I.

This approach may seem naive, focussed on trivial, non-political questions,
but I believe it afforded me a degree of access to a sphere of private recollection
that is more often shielded from public scrutiny and criticism. The difficult post-
war years and the Soviet period remain intensely controversial in Lithuania
today. It is easier and safer to leave them cloaked in silence, or to recall and
retell them only through tried and tested formulas.

My concentration on the experience of the Soviet Lithuanian cultural elite
is rather exclusive. This was a conscious choice and, T hope, a conscientious one.
The experiences of the Polish and Jewish communities of Vilnius, for example,
are presented only to the extent necessary to understand the social and cul-
tural context in which the new and self-consciously Lithuanian elites emerged
in the cities after World War II. T have tried to provide references to other
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works that discuss the fates of the Polish and Jewish communities in the detail
they deserve.

By the same token, my discussion of the Lithuanian victims of Stalinist
repression is limited to the social and demographic consequences of the
deportations and collectivization, and meant primarily to set the stage for the
account of the last chapter on how the traumatic memory of repression was
woven back into mainstream public consciousness during the popular movement.
And if T say little about women writers, artists and thinkers, it is because they
remained in the shadow of their male peers and were generally not perceived
as public figures.

The justification for these exclusions is my belief that the story of the Soviet
Lithuanian cultural mainstream needs to be told. It has been obscured by the
narrative of the popular movement, which rightly made heroes of individual
martyrs but wrongly construed “Lithuania” as a collective martyr. Moreover,
I am convinced that only by recovering the memory of everyday life under
Soviet rule can one come to understand the pervasiveness of the social alie-
nation that was part and parcel of Soviet modernity, and which remains a
legacy in the region to this day.

I am not a demographer and I can only hope that experts in this and
related fields will look kindly on my attempt to contextualize the social and
cultural history of postwar Lithuania against the backdrop of mass popula-
tion displacement. Scholars with greater competence in such matters have
amply established its importance to the understanding of the history of East
Central Europe. My purpose is merely to elaborate upon the long-term
impact of displacement on social and cultural developments in Soviet
Lithuania and after.

My interest in such matters is not purely academic. In the process of writ-
ing this book, I have come to a greater understanding my own family history.

I spent much of my early childhood living with my maternal grandmother
on an old-fashioned homestead in the village, now extinct, of SalnakundZiai
(the name means “frostbite”) in the Kupiskis district. I retain a vivid memory
of the old house, built in the nineteenth century, and its massive wooden door,
covered in ornaments, and the boulders erected on each side of the entrance. 1
remember the heavy, worn-out furniture along with the archaic household items
and farm tools whose purpose I could hardly fathom.

This environment was sparse, lacking modern amenities and virtually
impossible for my grandmother to manage on her own, but it was ideal for me
as a small child: full of space, pastoral beauty, animals and constant adventure.
When my grandmother was forced to move to the nearby city of Panevézys in
the 1970s during the last wave of rural melioration, it was a personal tragedy
for us both. Almost all of the household effects, including the furniture, the
great wooden door and the farm implements, were given to the local historical
museum.

My mother had no time, conditions or even much interest in keeping such
things in the family. Like the mainstream of her generation she was preoccupied






xviii  Preface

cultural centres, or of the Polish gymnasium and cathedral in the city. I appre-
hended none of this during my life there. Though I could not articulate it at
the time, I had always felt a sense that something important was missing in
that city, a palpable sense of emptiness.

Since then, after studying and working in England, Canada, and Belgium,
among other places, and becoming a true migrant, I have come to understand
the experience of my family and that of postwar Lithuanian society in the words
of the British artist and writer John Berger: “emigration, forced or chosen, across
national frontiers or from village to metropolis, is the quintessential experience
of our time.”?

While T would never choose to live in a village (not even in the Haute-Savoie,
to which Berger retreated to learn peasant ways), I maintain a fondness for my
attachment to the land, such as it is, and would like to convey this sense of
origin to my daughter. And so it is to Elzé Mikaelé, and to the memory of my
grandmother Ona Varslauskiené (Inciaraité), that I dedicate this book.
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Republic of Lithuania was thus, properly speaking, never Soviet. The historical
hiatus from 1940 to 1990 was declared legally inoperative, politically illegitimate,
socially perverse, and culturally inauthentic. The return to Europe marked a
return to normality, and life picked up where it had left off some sixty years before.

From a political and ethical point of view, there is much to commend this
narrative. It united the democratic opposition and the national communist elites
in a common cause, and rallied the population to stand up to the use of force
by Soviet troops. It helped to maintain a minimal level of social cohesion and
stability through difficult years of economic transition. It continues to answer
the basic human need for a vision of the future, and it was, for a time, not just
basically factual, but explosively revelatory, speaking truth to the powers of
the day that had a stake in masking the crimes of the past.

But for all that, this narrative of Lithuanian heroism and suffering in itself
says next to nothing about the Holocaust, the almost total elimination of the
extensive Jewish community that had lived in the region for hundreds of
years. It says nothing of the hundreds of thousands of Poles who were com-
pelled to leave Vilnius and other parts of the country during the postwar popu-
lation transfers, or of the fates of other national minorities. Perhaps most
importantly, it says nothing of the role of Lithuanians in the direction and
management of the Soviet regime. The forgetting of sixty years of history may
once have served a purpose, but it masks the cardinal social and cultural
changes that made Lithuanian society what it is today.

Over the past ten to twenty years, Lithuanian scholars have begun to document
and interpret these blank pages in the nation’s historical self-representation.
Some have analyzed the issues of collaboration, accommodation, and resistance
to the Soviet regime, the nature and extent of Sovietization, and the continuities
of the Soviet and post-Soviet eras.'®> More recently, a new generation of scho-
lars have sought to identify the social groups and cultural processes that led to
the emergence of the popular movement against Soviet rule in the late 1980s.'4
Another cluster of scholars have explored the Soviet period in Lithuania
through the prism of the arts, notably architecture, town planning, art, and
photography.'®

This book seeks to contribute to each of these areas of inquiry, and perhaps
even to synthesize some of the findings in a transnational perspective on Sovie-
tization as a criminally rushed and traumatic variation of modernization that
was otherwise common to all European nations in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. More specifically, the story that follows retells the social and cultural
history of Soviet Lithuania in light of its transformation from a rural to an urban
nation and against the background of the experience of war, genocide, and mass
population displacement.

Displacement and identity

The difficulty of coming to terms with history of World War II and its aftermath
in Eastern Europe stems from the transformative effects that the displacement
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People do not leave their homes on their own. They hold on to their land
and their culture, which are interconnected. They resist deportation orders;
they cling to their domiciles and their possessions; they find every possi-
ble way to avoid abandoning the place where their families have roots
and their ancestors are buried.??

Even where force is not used, migration has a profound effect on individual
and collective identities. As the celebrated British novelist, critic, artist and poet
James Berger put the matter: “Emigration, forced or chosen, across national
frontiers or from village to metropolis, is the quintessential experience of our
time,”2*

Several distinct but interrelated processes of displacement have had an
immeasurable impact on the postwar development of Soviet Lithuania.
Today, most Lithuanians still recall the deportation of some 150,000 of their
compatriots to labor camps in Siberia and Kazakhstan — over 5 percent of the
population — as the self-defining trauma of the twentieth century. But
this deportation and exile from Lithuania are inseparable from another mass
displacement within its postwar borders. This hidden exodus involved not 5 or
10 percent, but well over half of the entire population displaced from the
countryside to the urban centres, including to the newly acquired capital of
Vilnius after the war.

Against the backdrop of forced migration, civil war and collectivization in
the countryside, the rapid urbanization of postwar Lithuania was a foundational
social experience whose cultural legacy is poorly understood. The emergence
in the late twentieth century of an independent Lithuania with Vilnius as its
capital is now taken for granted, but it conceals a dramatic history that has been
all but forgotten. For most Lithuanians, the memory of migration from the
country to the city, the story of their “arrival” in the city and in particular in
Vilnius, has long been obscured by the trauma of “departure,” of their separation
from the land and the destruction of the traditional way of life in the village.

The city and the country

Vilnius is famous as a border city, at the crossroads of nations and cultures, a
city separating and joining East and West.?> But another way in which Vilnius is
a border city involves the border that separates the city from the country, the
urban from the rural, and the rustic from the urbane. In this sense, of course, every
city is a border city. The identity of a city depends on what it keeps outside as
much as what it keeps inside. And the passage of people, things and ideas
across this border is an important measure of change for a city, and for the
country in which it is located.

In a pioneering work of cultural studies entitled The City and the Country,
Raymond Williams states that the contrast of the urban and the rural is “one
of the major forms in which we become conscious of a central part of our
experience and of the crises of our society.” Treating literature as a window on
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for Jews, Transylvania for Hungarians and Kosovo for Serbs.”?® Having lost
on the military front, Lithuanians mounted an intense ideological struggle
from the provisional capital of Kaunas throughout the interwar period.?°

The fact that Lithuania would ultimately regain Vilnius through Soviet
intervention as a condition of the Molotov—Ribbentrop Pact turned out to be
one of the great, bitter ironies of European history in the twentieth century.
As the joke at the time went, Vilnius may have become Lithuania’s, but Lithuania
now belonged to Russia. Nonetheless, as the new capital of Soviet Lithuania,
Vilnius became the focus of an intense reconstruction effort after the war and
the social forge of a new collective identity. The possibility of starting a
new life in the newly acquired capital was attractive to many Lithuanians,
and the communist authorities exploited the situation by carefully aligning
the process of urbanization with the cultivation of a Soviet consciousness and
identity.

The transfer of the capital from Kaunas to Vilnius in 1940 had a profound
effect on Lithuanian society. On the one hand, it reflected a continuity of pur-
pose with the interwar period, insofar as some leading members of the post-
war Lithuanian Communist government had been outspoken activists of the
Vilnius Question during the interwar years. But on the other hand, it inter-
rupted the short but significant social experience of urban development and social
modernization that had occurred in Kaunas. In the postwar post-apocalyptic
environment of Vilnius, almost completely depopulated of its Jewish and Polish
populations, the new Lithuanian urban elites and the cultural intelligentsia
were formed almost from scratch.

Generations and change

The memoirs and recollections of those Lithuanians who came of age after the
conclusion of World War II provide a unique perspective on this period as one of
profound transformation, both individual and collective. Transcending the
limitations of the narratives of national resistance or communist liberation, their
stories attest to continuities of Lithuanian social and cultural development in the
twentieth century over and above the turmoil and trauma of war, genocide,
occupation, and Soviet-style modernization. Today, their memoirs, letters,
diaries and testimonies give expression to the emerging national subject that was
shaped by the turmoil of the age. As such, their stories are critical to the
recovery of the misplaced memory of Lithuanian cultural agency in the years
after World War II.

The first postwar generation of Lithuanian intellectuals were born primarily
to poor, rural households, where they witnessed the traumas of war, insurgency,
mass deportations and collectivization as youths. Young enough to stand a
chance at escaping active participation in the war and the anti-Soviet insur-
gency that followed, they became adults just as stability was imposed by the
Soviets in the late 1940s. As such, they were the first generation to benefit
from the upsurge of social mobility that accompanied the mass migration
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suggesting that the outer surface of their lives was false, a show of con-
formism to communist rule, while the inner reality of their being was nation-
alist. Only now, in the post-Soviet era, are they able to reveal the “hidden
transcripts” of their lives.>* The memoirs of the cultural intelligentsia, on
the other hand, are less driven by the immediate political need to justify or
account for the past, and so they tend to shed a more intimate light on the pro-
cesses of individual and social transformation that characterized the postwar
years.

Marcelijus Martinaitis (1936-2013), for example, recalls the “prayer” that
he and his fellow students would recite as an ironic joke after a drink: “I
thank Soviet power for providing me, the son (daughter) of a peasant with
little land, with education and enlightenment.” He continues with a frank
meditation on the transformative effects of the system, which for all of its
faults and cruelty empowered him to rise above the lot to which he and his
peers — most of whom really were the sons and daughters of poor farmers —
were born.

I could even put it like this: that horrible, repressive regime took me
where I would not have gone myself. It could be put in an even stranger way,
that it not only ruined but also triggered extremely strong vital forces that
otherwise you might not have felt and which you might have suppressed.
Sometimes horrid times remind you what a person is made of, and what
he can unexpectedly make use of. I myself wonder how I got here, having
transcended the fate to which I was born.?>

In passages like these, Martinaitis breaks down the distinction between his
surface behavior and his hidden, “inner transcript,” blurring the outer form
of Soviet ideology and the inner processes of subjective development. In the
political and cultural context of post-Soviet Lithuania, where the Soviet past is
generally seen as something to be forgotten, denied or driven away, his memoirs
are written with a lyrical voice evoking fear and dread of the destructive
power of the Soviet regime mixed with bewilderment and exhilaration at the
adventure of the individual subject swept away by history.

Methodology and argument

This tone of the traumatic sublime was not invented by Martinaitis in his
post-Soviet memoirs, but has served as a dominant register of Soviet Lithuanian
literature and culture since the mid-1960s. Works of Soviet Lithuanian poetry,
literature and art are now often rejected as “ideological” or “sub-literary,”3¢ but
they were genuinely popular at the time, and played a key role in the develop-
ment of discourses of cultural identity. Of course, any claim to the “authenti-
city” of such works is debatable and impossible to prove, especially in light of
the institutionalization of censorship. Suffice to say that this book aspires to
follow in the tradition of Vera Dunham’s classic study of postwar Soviet
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middle-brow fiction, and that one of its methodological assumptions is that
works of Soviet Lithuanian culture need to be taken seriously in spite of the
ideological constraints of the environment in which they were created.?’

Stephen Greenblatt, another influential figure in the development of cultural
studies, coined the term “New Historicism” in the 1980s to describe an approach
to literary criticism that takes historical, social and psychological contexts into
account, without reducing the meaning of text to its contextual background.?®
The approach pioneered by Greenblatt to take so-called “sub-literary” texts
and non-literary texts side-by-side with “great works of literature” as documents
of historical discourse is essential to any attempt to recover the story of
individual and collective transformation that occurred in postwar Lithuania.

Indeed, a critical re-reading of key monuments of Soviet Lithuanian culture
reveals a complex interaction of motifs that transcends any simple ideological
narrative. For example, in an extremely popular cycle of three poems written
in the 1960s entitled 1946, Justinas MarcinkeviCius depicts the struggle between
the Soviets and the anti-Soviet resistance — a traumatic period recalled by
every Lithuanian at the time as an intimate and recent personal and family
experience.?® One poem of the cycle, entitled “On Guard,” captures the perspec-
tive of a boy caught up in the struggle between the rebel “forest brothers” and the
Soviets during the early postwar years when the villages were a terrifying zone
of dual authority, controlled by the Soviets during the day, and by the rebels
at night:

At night the forest thrusts into the hut
Soaked and muddy, it starts to complain

Oak and Birch dry their footcloths

While young Ash slumbers on his gun.

And the table gives food to the forest

And the pot patiently boils an old chicken
And I am squirming in an old rough sack
Kicked out to guard — to guard the forest.
Before dawn the city knocks at the hut

And the dog — even he knows not to bark.
And for the first time I hear how my father prays
When he opens the door — a festering wound.
I do not need to be told ... such are the times
I grab bread and butter in the dark

And once again, clothed in a sack

I stand on guard. I guard the city.*

While the surface narrative of the cycle as a whole conforms to the teleology
of Socialist Realism, in this particular poem the subject has not yet taken a
side in the struggle. At this point, he is carried by the sweep of history that
locked the town and country in a fatal embrace, a moment of transformation
not unlike that recalled by Martinaitis in his post-Soviet memoirs. The poem
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speaks in the voice of an individual, and by the same token serves as the self-
representation of a generation that made the passage from the country to the
city under conditions of war followed by Soviet-style modernization.

The lyrical voice of Martinaitis’ memoirs or the sixteen-year-old in this poem
by Marcinkevi¢ius — a poem memorized by generations of Lithuanians — is an
example of what Raymond Williams called structures of feeling: the traces of
lived experience, the affective elements of consciousness and relationships that
can be discerned in memoirs, literature, and other forms of cultural discourse.
Williams argued that each generation lives and creates a particular structure
of feeling. And while some groups may express it more forcibly, the general
commonality of experience allows for the creation of a “culture of a particular
historical moment.”#

In this way, the exodus from country to city of the postwar generations
formed the essence of a narrative of social transformation and nation-building
with the reconstruction of Vilnius as a national and socialist capital at its core.
The postwar intelligentsia blended nationalist and communist discourse in pop-
ular works of culture, constructing a narrative of upward mobility with an
undercurrent of the traumatic sublime as the paradigmatic life story of their
generation.*? Articulated in the discursive conventions of Socialist Realism,
and disseminated through the monolithic institutions of Soviet culture, this
was the key narrative of Soviet Lithuanian modernity propagated to the cultural
mainstream.

In these narratives of experience, the memory of deportation and collecti-
vization was suppressed but not destroyed. An abstract sense of trauma and
deracination was latent in works of poetry, literature and other forms of Soviet
culture such as the cinema, photography and art; a powerful and growing
undercurrent that respected the surface conventions of Socialist Realism even
while it undermined the ideology of progress and modernity by privileging the
village and traditional agricultural communities as the source of authentic
culture and identity.

The latter chapters of this book describe this cultural undercurrent as the
“rustic turn,” which grew into a “rustic revolution” with the triumph of the
popular movement against Soviet rule. By the late 1980s, the rustic turn had
deconstructed the postwar narrative of progress and modernization and trans-
formed it into an accusation of ethnic and cultural genocide. The universal
and traumatic experience of displacement was used to mobilize the population
to reject Soviet rule, but it had the added effect of reinforcing an auto-
chthonous sense of ethnic identity, blocking out the memory of the Holocaust
and the experience of “other” groups living on the same territory.

Based on the published and unpublished memoirs of the postwar intelligentsia
together with a series of first-hand interviews conducted by the author with its
leading representatives, this book analyses the articulation of Soviet-Lithuanian
identity against the social and historical backdrop of the experience of mass
displacement.*? Tt seeks to discern the structures of feeling latent in memoirs,
diaries and works of literature, works of art, architecture, music, performance



Introduction 13

and other expressions of subjectivity that capture the essential significance
of moments in the past to those who lived through them. In doing so, this book
seeks to contribute to what might be described as a “second return” of memory,
which would restore the agency, however limited and circumscribed under
totalitarian rule, of the Soviet Lithuanian subject.

While the focus of this book is on cultural developments in Lithuania
and the evolution of Lithuanian collective identity during the twentieth cen-
tury, it begins by situating the Holocaust, the expulsion of the Polish popu-
lation from Vilnius and the displacement of other ethnic groups as integral
parts of Lithuanian history and identity. By recovering the memory of
Lithuanian cultural agency and qualified self-expression during the Soviet
period, this book seeks to loosen the grip of narrow perspectives on national
identity. The intention is not to diminish the heroism or tragedy of any given
historical actor or event, but rather to recover forgotten dimensions of experi-
ence as the basis for a more constructive and nuanced dialogue among the
conflicting memories of this formative period in the history of East Central
Europe.
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1 Modernity and tradition between
the wars

Modern Lithuanian nationalism was born in the second half of the nineteenth
century with the celebration of the language and culture of the peasantry. By
the beginning of the twentieth, it had evolved into a relatively small but fast-
growing social and political movement that staked a claim to a Lithuanian
presence in the cities as an essential precondition of modern nationhood. And
as the sons and daughters of the more prosperous farmers began to migrate to
the cities to study and find work, they formed the core of a small but ambitious
urban elite, seeking to challenge the social, economic and political dominance
of the more established communities.

The Lithuanianization of the cities accelerated dramatically upon the
establishment of independence in 1918. Lithuanians streamed into Kaunas
and other cities to work at government institutions, leading to an unprece-
dented degree of interaction between Lithuanians and Jews, communities that
had lived next to each other in smaller towns and villages for centuries but
with little direct interaction. In the countryside, land reform destroyed the
dominance of the Polish aristocracy over the rural economy to establish the
single-family, Lithuanian homestead as the social basis of what was remained
an overwhelmingly rural society.

As the provisional capital, Kaunas became the focal point of a modernizing,
nation-building project to articulate and project the essence of Lithuanian
national identity. The desire to “catch up” with the advanced nations of Europe
lay at the heart of a strong, modernist thrust seen in architecture, literature and
the arts, but this competed with an equally strong, anti-modern impulse to
assert Lithuanian distinctiveness, drawing from the folk customs of rural
communities and the heritage of medieval statehood represented by the
Lithuanian Grand Dukes.

After a military coup in 1926 installed the dictatorship of Antanas Smetona
(1874-1944), Kaunas sought to emulate the centralized programmes of mass
culture and politics pursued in Moscow, Berlin and Rome.1The popularization
of national culture through folk art, concerts and mass festivals went hand-in-hand
with a grass-roots cultural campaign asserting Lithuanian claims to Vilnius.2

The dream of returning to Vilnius was realized in October 1939 but swiftly
turned into a nightmare as the country was subjected to successive Soviet
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persistence of these distinctions among the separate social groups and the quasi-
feudal nature of their relations, historian Saulius Suziedélis cites the following
vignette from a contemporary newspaper:

... a loaded wagon is flying with great speed toward the town in the hope
of avoiding the guard and the required market levy. At this very moment,
a war-like command reverberates: “Halt!” — in an instant, the wagon is
stopped. The Lithuanian, caught in his reckless deed, scratches his head,
then pleads that he has nothing with which to pay, that he has barely
enough money for market. He steps down from the wagon, whip in hand,
bargaining with the unyielding guard. Sometimes, he even refuses to
obey; woe then to the impudent! A dozen Jews cluster around him, while
the Lithuanian staves them off as best as he can with his riding crop — a
little Jewish fellow, kneading the peasant constantly with his knees and
mussing his hair, keeps crying: “Pay! Pay!” The Lithuanian ... seeks to
lift his arms to beat off the unwelcome “guest”, when a new rattling of
arriving wagons and a dozen fists under his nose, or, on occasion, even a
careful shove, applied from a careful distance, deflects his attention from
his pestered head. Willy-nilly, he reaches into his breast pocket and pulls out
a small bag ... Confused and unable to regain his composure, the peasant
finally pays a few groszy with great difficulty ... There’s nothing to be
done; one must drive on. The peasant settles into his wagon, spurs on his
horses, all the while shaking his head with dissatisfaction. However, once
he arrives in the town square and glances at the white peasant over-
coats ... a smile returns to his face. He greets his brothers happily and
forgets about his ruffled hair.!?

In this representation, the Lithuanians appear as peasants by definition,
farming the land and bringing their goods to market, while the Jews occupy an
equally stereotypical role as toll-collectors in service of the authorities. This
condescending, Polish-language sketch, written from the perspective of the
urbanite in Warsaw, was meant to entertain the reader with caricatures that
were in all likelihood taken as self-evident at the time.

Indeed, for the vast majority of ethnic Lithuanians in the late nineteenth
century, cities and towns figured as strange and foreign places, generally
visited only for the purpose of trade or worship. Society in the larger cities was
dominated by the Polish language and culture, while some dealings with offi-
cial institutions were conducted in Russian. In the smaller towns, where Jews
often formed a plurality or sometimes even a majority of the population, the
Catholic church and the farmer’s market were the only familiar spaces,
encircled by buildings such as a synagogue and Jewish schools, shops and
bathhouses.!2

The ethnic division of society between the town and country was by no means
unique to Lithuania. All along the East Central European strip running from
Helsinki in the north to Sofia in the south, the cities were populated largely
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by people of nationalities different from those of the rural population. In the
northern towns, Germans and Jews predominated, while Italians and Greeks
predominated in the southern towns. Meanwhile Finns, Lithuanians, Ukrainians,
Slovaks, Romanians, Bulgarians, and other nationalities living in the sur-
rounding countryside were seen as “peasant” peoples. This ethnic stratification
implied a close linking of the social and the national question, and a specific
pattern of interaction between the city and the country.!3

This pattern had evolved over several hundred years. Lithuania emerged as
a medieval state in the thirteenth century with a simple social structure that
consisted of the Grand Duke and his family, the nobles (bajorai) who served
the duke as warriors, and a more numerous class of farmers (laukininkai). As the
Grand Duchy slowly integrated into Western Europe through a dynastic union
with the Kingdom of Poland in 1385, society became increasingly stratified,
and relations between the estates became formalized. Lithuania still kept a
separate set of institutions, but Polish and Lithuanian noble families had
formed a common political identity, with the Lithuanian nobility having slowly
assimilated to Polish culture.!#

Meanwhile, as the rights of the Lithuanian bajorai increased to match
privileges of the Polish szlachta, the rights of the laukininkai were circum-
scribed. Constant warfare throughout the fifteenth century made the monarch
increasingly dependent on the nobility. To secure their services, the monarchs
would provide them with laukininkai along with their plots of land as gifts.
This created a new class of peasants who owned their land but had to pay the
taxes and duties imposed by the nobles. Over time, rising grain prices in
Western Europe created an incentive for the nobility to increase their control
over agriculture, which culminated in the imposition of serfdom through
the Wallach reform of 1557. Thus Lithuanian peasants became tied to the
land and would remain so until the abolishment of serfdom in the Russian
Empire in 1861.1°

With the spread of printing and Renaissance humanism, Polish began to
replace Latin as the language of literature, education and politics. For example,
Jan Kochanowski (1530-84), the foremost poet of the Polish Renaissance,
wrote his early works in Latin but switched to Polish in 1560. Lithuanian also
gained ground with the printing of a Lutheran catechism in 1547 by Martynas
Mazvydas (1510-63), but such publications would remain rare, and Lithuanian
would not develop into a literary language until the late nineteenth century,
despite the efforts of counterreformation activists like Mykalojus Dauksa
(1527-1613), who criticized the Lithuanian gentry for speaking Polish instead
of Lithuanian,!®

The linguistic stratification of Lithuanian society into Polish-speaking nobility
and a Lithuanian-speaking peasantry was gradual but persistent. By the middle
of the sixteenth century, Polish came to be used in the Grand Duke’s court
and it quickly spread through the nobility. The magnates and large landowners
accepted Polish customs and language first, while the lesser gentry and
townspeople continued to speak Lithuanian until the eighteenth century. The
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had been Polonized. “The duty of the Lithuanian writer is to go to the Vilnius
region and to assume the role of cultural educator. Ukmerge, Pilviskiai
and Balbieri$kis can wait. Writers should now go to Trakai, EiSiskés, Riesé,
Svendionéliai and other locations” — i.e., to those areas where Polish was the
dominant language.”

In general, the return of Vilnius to Lithuania led to a cultural shock. After
twenty years of isolation, Vilnius was run-down and shabby compared to
Kaunas, in spite of its much more developed tradition of urbanity. Balys
Sruoga commented on the irony of how the Lithuanian “peasants” from
Kaunas were descending on Vilnius, “no longer from the village but from the
city.”’ But after years of dreaming about the return of Vilnius, the city’s
diminished grandeur failed to meet their expectations.

Efforts to familiarize the educated public with the historical cityscape of the
city were quickly initiated. In 1940, extensive studies on the art and architecture
of Vilnius were published, as well as a 300-page guide to the capital and its
surroundings.”> However, for all the enthusiasm they expressed over Vilnius
while it remained under Polish control, many Lithuanian intellectuals were
reluctant to move to the city when it was annexed to Lithuania. The university
faculty was compelled to relocate to Vilnius, and a number of notable literary
celebrities like Vincas Mykolaitis-Putinas and Petras Vai¢itinas moved to Vilnius
with enthusiasm, but many others did not. This reluctance prompted local
Vilnius activists like Cicénas to complain bitterly.”Let’s be honest,” he wrote
in his memoirs in the 1950s:

in the autumn of 1939 most Lithuanians looked at the newly opened
gates of Vilnius as if they were the gates to hell. My fellow writers,
supplied with travel money and per diems, simply forgot about the
expectations they had built up over two decades, and now measured the
meaning of Vilnius by, pardon me, the comfort of bedrooms, baths and
bathrooms.”®

Some writers made an attempt to introduce an urban dimension to Lithuanian
literature by planning a journal named after a suburb of Vilnius called Sesking,
but these efforts failed.””

Even the government was not in a hurry to move to Vilnius. The mutual
assistance treaty by which Vilnius was transferred to Lithuania included a
clause allowing Soviet troops to be stationed on its territory. Smetona and his
advisors feared that if the government would relocate to Vilnius, it would
be too easily captured by Soviet forces, and be compelled to give up
sovereignty altogether.”® In the end, the long-desired Lithuanianization of
Vilnius would be accomplished not by the government of independent
Lithuania, but by the Soviets in the postwar period, under the leadership
of some of the most ardent supporters of the Vilnius Question from between
the wars.
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with this influx of people, on top of the already difficult task of absorbing
the new territory, they nonetheless pressed forward with the broader policy of
Lithuanianization.

One measure was to deny citizenship to the large number of Poles who had
settled in the Vilnius area between 1920 and 1939 — i.e., during the period
defined by Lithuania as an illegal occupation of the region. The authorities
classified these settlers as ateiviai, or “newcomers,” and the Lithuanian Red
Cross estimated that there were about 150,000 people in this category, of whom
83,000 lived in the city of Vilnius. They were obliged to register as “war refu-
gees,” but unlike those who arrived after the Nazi invasion, they were not granted
official assistance. Their rights to travel or purchase property were curtailed, and
many were dismissed from jobs they held in government or state-owned com-
panies like the railroads and postal service. By February 1940, there were
some 27,000 officially registered refugees in Vilnius, including 12,000 Poles and
Byelorussians, 11,000 Jews and 3,700 Lithuanians. The real numbers were
probably over 30,000, since those who could do without state assistance
avoided registration, for fear that the Soviets could gain access to the list.!

Such fears were not unfounded. The Soviets would occupy Lithuania just a
few months later (14 June 1940) and immediately begin to compile a list of
“anti-Soviet, socially dangerous and criminal elements.” A decision to resettle
“socially harmful elements” from the Soviet western borderlands was taken in
May 1941, and about 19,000 people were deported on June 14-18.2

The vague and seemingly arbitrary criteria by which the Soviets targeted
individuals and the fact that they deported “socially harmful” individuals
along with their entire families have been interpreted as evidence of state ter-
rorism and even genocidal intent.®> However, the targets for deportation do
not seem to have been selected on the basis of ethnicity, as the deportee
population was roughly representative of the population as a whole (70 percent
of those deported were Lithuanian, 17.7 percent Polish, 9.2 percent Jewish
and 2 percent Russian).* However, the Soviets clearly targeted the elites, the
educated and professional classes — dealing a severe blow to the subsequent
development of a modern urban society in postwar Lithuania.

The destruction of the city continued one week later, on June 21, 1941,
with the Nazi invasion. This time, the targets were defined explicitly in terms
of their ethnic and religious identity. Over the course of a few months,
196,000 Lithuanian Jews would be killed, some 90-95 percent of the Jewish
population before the war.> They were killed regardless of their place of resi-
dence in the cities, the smaller towns or the countryside, but since Jews made up
such a significant part of the urban population, the Holocaust in Lithuania
effectively marked the end of a distinct urban civilization that had developed
over several hundred years.

An estimated 42,000 people evacuated to the Soviet Union on the eve of
the Nazi invasion, including about 4,000-6,000 Jews. German planes targeted
the departing refugees, and there are numerous reports of their harassment
and even shootings by the local Lithuanian population. Before the arrival of



War, the city and the country 39

German forces, pogroms broke out in forty localities. In Vilnius, the killing
began with the kidnappings of Jewish men and a series of massacres along
the streets designated for the future Jewish ghetto. About 21,000 Jews had
already been arrested and killed in a suburb of Vilnius called Paneriai
(Ponary), a wooded area six kilometers from the city center, before the ghetto
was created.®

Aldona Liobyté, one of the relatively few Lithuanian natives of Vilnius, left
the following account of the removal of Jews to the ghetto:

One night T heard shooting. In those days, shots at night were nothing
new, but in the quiet of night T heard a woman’s scream that gave new
meaning to the expression “hair raising.” In the morning one could find
bits and pieces of hastily bundled-up things left behind on the streets: here
a woman’s shoe, here a child’s toy, there a scarf. There were covered corp-
ses which, most likely, were either not transported in time or intentionally
left to frighten people. That was the night the Jews were moved to the
ghetto. ...

One afternoon I encountered a column of people being taken to
Lukiskés prison. They still were carrying things in small bundles although
we already knew that Lukiskés was a stop from where there is only one
route — to Paneriai. The crowd was walking apathetically, with only an
occassional glance in our direction, forcing us to lower our eyes. How
could we help? Soldiers were butting those at the end of the column with
rifles — it looked as if this crowd was being taken to their daily work.
And suddenly, while crossing the street, right on LukiSkés square, an old
lady fell down, and an officer started to kick her. “What is he doing?
Why is he beating her?” screamed little girl on her fathers arms. “Stop
it!” The young, brown-haired man turned his face towards us. Sadly,
he was a compatriot, wearing the uniform of an officer from interwar
Lithuania.”

By the time the German forces retreated in 1944, over 60,000 Jews had been
removed from the city, brutally murdered and buried at Paneriai. Virtually the
entire prewar population of Vilnius Jews had been exterminated.

Across Lithuania, the Nazis also killed about 45,000 ethnic Lithuanians,
sent 36,500 forced laborers to the Reich, and repatriated 40,000 Germans from
Klaipéda (Memel). When the Soviets returned in 1944, some 140,000 people
from the Klaipéda region fled to Germany, and another 120,000 Lithuanians
from across the country sought refuge in the West.® As with the first occupation of
1941, the Soviets began the second occupation in 1944 by arresting and
deporting “suspect” populations of all nationalities, including some 2,000
Poles living in Vilnius. By the time the Red Army reoccupied Vilnius in July
of 1944, NKVD figures put the population of the city at just 106,500, including
84,900 Poles and 7,958 Lithuanians.®
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titles like: “Life without Jews,” “Wolves in Lambs Clothing,” “Out with the
National Enemy,” along with select anti-Semitic citations from the writings of
the forefathers of the nationalist movement from the beginning of the century like
Vincas Kudirka.!” The Nazi newspapers also propagated the myth that Jewish
Lithuanians were somehow responsible for the deportations of June 1941:

After Stalin’s “sun” shone on the Lithuanian land, the Jews stood toge-
ther against the interests of the Lithuanian nation... On the red horse of
Communism, they began to trample the Lithuanian nation, to suppress
the Lithuanian element of the cities, to push Lithuanians out of offices
and enterprises, to Russify and to Judaize them! ... Thousands of grey-
haired women are now gazing with tears in their eyes along the road by
which their sons, betrayed by Jews, were transported away. Thousands of
orphans and unhappy deportees are screaming: “Eliminate the Jews!”!8

Newspaper articles often represented the departure of the Soviets in terms
of the changing cityscape:

The “invincible” army, unable to defend Jewish interests, has left Lithuania.
At the very same moment, Jews disappeared from public life ... Loitering
in the streets, the gods of yesterday are spreading gossip that without their
help, Lithuanians will be unable to organize commerce and the work of offices
will be disrupted. Fortunately, they were painfully wrong. In the offices with-
out Jews the mood is completely different. Employees are jolly and peaceful
in accomplishing their daily work ... And through the window curtains,
through the gaps in the fences, Jews are staring at the street life of the free
Vilnius. They are staring and shedding crocodile tears, unable to understand
how the Lithuanian “peasants and slaves” are able to build their life.*®

And as the following article by Pulgis Andriusis about Kaunas makes clear,
the motif of the Lithuanianization was not restricted to Vilnius:

But now that we no longer have these filth-makers in the old town, we
once again will be able to walk along the dreamy streets and romantic
river banks. And the youth will be able to dream peacefully under chestnut
trees, watch the coming and going of ships ... And in the heat of the
summer we will rest in the silvery sand of the riverbank without fear that
Jewish haulers will throw their trash upon us. Without fear that our rest may
be disturbed by the stench from the neglected courtyards. Let’s return
honor to the old town!?°

Aside from such pieces about the cities, considerable attention was also devoted
to the portrayal of the “new life” in the countryside, praising the “free Lithua-
nian farmer” who, “having overthrown the Bolshevik yoke, sharpens his scythe
in the early morning and gleefully goes out to cut the hay.”?' Poems about
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nature, about the landscape and the sacred, ancient origins of the Lithuanian
language complemented ethnic pastoral motifs, along with articles exploring
folk culture, such as Lithuanian dance, textiles, ornaments, sculptures, and so on.

In the early years of the war, Lithuanian cultural representations played an
important role in this process, adding strong accents on the idyllic utopia of city
and country, where the romantic, mysterious streets of the old town of Vilnius
and the homestead in the countryside were praised as the foundation of a tra-
ditional, agrarian society. Intentionally or not, the themes and motifs used by
Lithuanian writers conformed to the image of a pastoral utopia promoted by
the Nazis, featuring pictures of men in straw hats harvesting hay, blond lads and
ladies in national dress in flower gardens before their wooden houses, and so on.

In a book-length study of Lithuanian culture under the Nazi occupation, the
renowned Lithuanian historian and literary critic Vytautas Kubilius summarizes
the images and clichés features of this pastoral aesthetic as follows:

Here, life was flowing along its usual path without changing even a bit —
taking the cattle to pasture in the spring, having sprayed them with holy
water; the daily sharpening of scythes in the morning, white-shirted men
cutting the meadow, women weaving linen cloths; a white haired elder gath-
ering honey; a young farmhand taking the horses out to ride; bread baked on
leaves of cat-tails and maple; children bringing a share of the slaughter to
their neighbours; village youths gathering at night, their songs echoing in the
misty twilight edges of the fields; the May Litany chanted at the shrine to
the Blessed Virgin in the pantry, decorated with blossoming flowers.??

The retreat of the Lithuanian cultural imagination to the idyllic countryside
bears a striking resemblance to the retour d la terre movement in Vichy
France, where the humiliation of defeat and occupation is said have to driven
the French imagination into the timeless sphere of myth.2> According to Philippe
Burrin, the retour a la terre movement in Vichy represented a persistent but
vain effort to “to reconstruct a national spirit in which the memory of a
mythical past would erase the perception of a present that could lead a person
to try, to think, to act. It was a formidable aspiration to escape from time
itself.”?* The peasant and the landscape (paysan and paysage) were presented
as symbols of la France profonde, as guarantees for the permanence of the
nation through the vicissitudes of history.?®

In Lithuania under German rule, the return to the soil was at once a return
to Vilnius — in each case a return to the realm of dreams and myth. Vanda
Zaborskaité, a Lithuanian student at Vilnius University during the Nazi
occupation, recalls that the cultural efforts of Lithuanians at the time were
directed first and foremost to returning Vilnius to its native, Lithuanian cul-
ture, understood in purely ethnic terms, to “strengthening the weakened
Lithuanian basis of the city.”?® Even as Lithuania’s sovereignty was trampled,
the city was seen as evidence of the lasting guarantee of statehood, la Lituanie
profonde, a living sign of the romanticized historical-mythological past.
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Perhaps most importantly, populist land redistribution from wealthy to
poor peasants initiated during the first Soviet occupation in 1940-41 and
resumed in 1944 devastated the economy and intensified the polarization of
rural society. For these traditional, rural communities, where families had
occupied the same soil for several generations and communal ties were extre-
mely close, the splitting of families and communities left deep psychological
wounds quite apart from any physical distress caused by the fighting.

This dimension of the “war after the war” in Lithuania reflects what Kalyvas
describes as the “intimacy” of violence typical of civil wars throughout his-
tory. The issue remains extremely sensitive in Lithuania because of the way in
which Soviet propaganda over-emphasized the fratricidal aspect to efface the
reality that the conflict was caused in the first instance by foreign occupation.
Aleksandras Shtromas, a noted Lithuanian émigré political scientist, expres-
ses the matter in a balanced way by describing the conflict as a civil war not
only because a few Lithuanians sided with the Soviets for ideological reasons,
but due to the inevitable clash of political perspectives between those Lithua-
nians who sought to resist the Soviets at all costs, and those who decided to
preserve what they could in the face of an unavoidable fate*”

Collectivization and counterinsurgency

As it happens, the Stalinist practice of collectivization enforced by mass
deportations provided the basis for a effective counterinsurgency strategy, not
to mention social modernization. Lynne Viola describes Stalin’s First Five-Year
Plan (1928-32) as an attempt to “catapult an agrarian nation into modernity,
an attempt to industrialize the country at lightning speed,” and the uprooting
of some 2 million peasants in 1930-31 (called spetspereselentsy or special
settlers, sent to the high north to build colonization villages) marked the birth
of the Gulag system. Stalin himself said that industrialization would be based on
a “tribute” from the peasantry, and this tribute was exacted through a purge
of the countryside known as dekulakization: the removal of “undesirable”
elements and the decapitation of traditional structures of authority designed
to break down social cohesion in the village.*®

During these initial postwar years, however, the Lithuanian communist
authorities proceeded cautiously, for fear of provoking an even greater number
of people to take to the forest. Already in 1940, during the first Soviet occu-
pation, the Lithuanian communist government had argued that collectivization
would be counterproductive. As a result, the Soviets limited themselves to
redistributing land from rich farmers to poor, without destroying the institution
of private property as such. The goal at that time was to reduce the size of
landholdings to a maximum of 30 hectares, confiscating land above this limit and
giving it to poor farmers and agricultural laborers “in perpetual tenure.”#”

After the war, the menace of real collectivization made the peasants suspicious,
but the government again proceeded slowly, and continued to polarize the coun-
tryside through populist redistributions of property. The ultimate goal of
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‘We have returned to Vilnius, ruined and bleak,

Not to live in agony but to burn as an everlasting fire.
Lithuanian girls will make wreaths for Vilnius,

While their brothers brighten the city with the spirit of work.
Our longing for Vilnius and determination to liberate it,

The joy of victory sounds like an anthem.

These we carry as a sacred offering to Vilnius,

So that its name shall thunder through the land.

We have returned to Vilnius having trampled the fascists,

We are in bloom with heroic deeds, strong after the battle,
So that Vilnius should shine at Lithuania like the sun,

So that it should be as one with the heartbeat of Lithuania!
Where eyes are now crying for the light of a fire,

Where spirits are heavy from the rubble of the ruins,

Here, once again in Vilnius, a golden-domed castle will rise,
And once again the walls will speak legends to the centuries.!

On August 30, 1944, slightly over one month after the defeat of the Nazi forces
in Vilnius by the Third Belorussian Front commanded by General Chernya-
khovsky, Petras Vaicitinas wrote a letter to his fellow Lithuanian writer
Vincas Mykolaitis-Putinas.? “Dear Vincas,” he wrote,

Although Vilnius has become a horrible place after the tornado of war,
you must still come here as soon as possible. The earlier you arrive, the
easier it will be to find yourself a new apartment and in general to set your-
self up ... Our Muscovite colleagues are very concerned about your fate,
and look forward to shaking your hand as soon as possible. You will get
a certificate either from the University or from the Writers’ Union which
will make your trip to Vilnius easier.?

In this manner Vailitnas, the author of the famous interwar Vilnius lib-
eration slogan “We will not relent without Vilnius,” passed a key message
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Lithuanian children were (and continue to be) named Vytautas, after the
Lithuanian Grand Duke who was made into a cult figure during the interwar
period, but to name one’s child “Vilnius” marked an exceptional degree of enthu-
siasm for the cause.” After Vilnius was returned to Lithuania by the Soviets,
Paleckis was the first to congratulate VaiCianas, saying: “Our common dream
has come true. Get ready, we will go to Vilnius soon.”® Chosen to serve as
the first Soviet Lithuanian head of state in 1940, he emerged in the postwar
era as an important ideologist of continuity between the interwar republic
and Soviet Lithuania.

Right after the war, Paleckis relentlessly toured the Lithuanian provinces,
urging the cultural elite, among others, to move to Vilnius. The composer and
orchestra conductor Mykolas Karka recalls how, sometime around 194445,
Paleckis approached him after the conclusion of a meeting in Panevézys with
a plea: “We have been fighting for Vilnius for so many years and now, when
the capital lacks experts of every kind, nobody seems to be in a rush to go.
Why aren’t you moving to Vilnius?”? Paleckis delivered the same message in
Kaunas, where he was trying to convince teachers of the Music Conservatory
to move their institution to the new capital. “The stones of war-ravished Vilnius
are cold. They must be warmed up immediately,” he implored, “revived by
Lithuanian music and song.”!°

Paleckis’ fervour was perhaps given additional fuel by circumstances that
were both political and personal. Just weeks before the city was named the
capital of Soviet Lithuania in 1944, his son Vilnius, who served as a pilot in
the Red Army, died in a plane crash near Moscow. At about the same time,
according to the recollections of Paleckis’ other son Justas Vincas, Antanas
Snieckus, the First Secretary of the Lithuanian Communist Party, voiced doubts
whether Vilnius should indeed be made the capital. The son of a Lithuanian
farmer, SnieCkus had the pragmatic instincts of a cautious and thrifty pea-
sant, and little patience for urban romantics like Paleckis.!! Snieckus felt that
for practical reasons, the capital should remain in Kaunas, while Vilnius,
with its ancient university and architectural heritage, could be a cultural
capital.!?

Kaunas was relatively unscathed by the war, he is said to have argued, and
its central location made communication with all parts of Lithuania much
easier, especially in light of persistent fuel shortages. Paleckis vehemently
rejected this idea, as it would destine Vilnius to the fate of a provincial city as
it had been under Poland. Most importantly, he asserted, a provincial Vilnius
would not go through the degree of transformation necessary to make it into
a properly Lithuanian city. The two leaders could not come to terms and at one
point, while debating the question on the road from Minsk to Vilnius, their
argument became so bitter that Snieckus told the driver to stop, and got out
to sit in a different car. In the end, the matter was decided by Stalin, who told
Snieckus that Vilnius would have to be the capital.’?

To be sure, the decision to make Vilnius into the new Soviet Lithuanian
capital was not based on the whim of any one individual, but was driven by
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months after his arrival in Lithuania trying to convince and cajole experts to
move from Kaunas to Vilnius - not for ideological but rather practical reasons. He
recalls the desperate efforts he made together with Jonas Kumpis (1895-1960), the
Head of the Architectural Board:

We went and bowed down before them, trying to convince them to move
to Vilnius. But our invitations were not answered. They had excellent apart-
ments in Kaunas and some even had private houses. We could not match
this in Vilnius. And many probably did not believe that Soviet power was
there to stay. They felt the war was still not over.3

The lack of qualified staff forced him to work on the basis of the detailed
city plan developed in 1943-44 by Vytautas Landsbergis-Zemkalnis, the chief
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newly reconstructed Soviet Lithuania. We are standing on the scaffold built
around Gediminas castle. In front of us is beautiful Vilnius. In the soft
rustling of tree leaves, which resembles the sound of breathing, we hear
the chopping of axes and the heaving of saws. Lithuania is rebuilding itself,
reconstructing itself; it is becoming younger. Instead of the battles that
recently took place, a new life is in blossom. Many challenges are still
ahead but we will have a younger, more beautiful Vilnius than ever before.?®

By linking the medieval past of Lithuania to its Soviet future, and by enveloping
the tower of Gediminas with the canonical imagery of “Moscow covered in
scaffolds,” the passage endows the key symbol of Lithuanian nationalism
with an aura of Soviet legitimacy.

For the sake of preserving the aura of socialist legitimacy for what might
otherwise have been criticized as a nationalist undertaking, the physical
restoration of the “oldest stones of Lithuanian history” was given a modern,
forward-looking orientation through the repeated emphasis on youth. The
bifocal vision of the past and the future echoes the nation-building ideology
of the interwar period, only recast in the language of postwar Stalinism.

Figure 3.3 J. Kalnaitis (pseudonym of Judelis Kacenbergas), Zilojo Vilniaus jaunysté
(The youth of grey-haired Vilnius). Undated photo

Tllustration No. 79 in Vilnius. Vilnius: Valstybiné politinés ir mokslinés literatiiros

leidykla, 1960.
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the performance of socialist reconstruction through parades and festivals in
postwar Lithuania contained a strong element of staged nationalism and
continuity with practices of mass identity politics developed during the inter-
war period. The authorities organized song and sports festivals closely pat-
terned on the tradition of mass festivals that flourished during the interwar
period throughout Europe, including the Soviet Union.

The first such festival was timed to celebrate the first anniversary of the
liberation of Vilnius on July 13, 1945. It featured an outdoor concert in an
improvised stadium against the slopes of Gediminas mountain, with crowds
applauding choirs that sang a mix of folk Lithuanian and Soviet-Russian songs.*?
The choice of the setting was important and imparted a visual message with a
clear appeal to Lithuanian national sentiment. Indeed, the festival marked a
formal continuation of the song and dance festivals that were such an
important part of the interwar practice of mass, nationalist politics of all the
Baltic States.*

The festival held on the next anniversary was said to involve 12,000 youths
and was widely transmitted through newspapers and documentary newsreels,
showing images of crowds of people dressed in national costumes and trans-
fixed in a moment of singing. The message of a mass cultural revival was
reinforced and every conceivable opportunity to weld Soviet and Lithuanian
narratives in the mind of the public was seized:

An unforgettable image was created by the giant choir and the giant sta-
dium. It was a real celebration of national culture. Never in the history of
Lithuania has Lithuanian art, Lithuanian song, and Lithuanian music
received so much attention from the masses; never before did it achieve
such a massive scope. Art is becoming a mass phenomenon. Soviet order is
leaving the doors of the sanctuary of art wide open for the working people.*

The story and the images served to demonstrate not only the power of Vilnius
as the new cultural centre, but also insisted on it as the model for the future.
Indeed, the implied contrast between the desperate conditions of the insurgents
in the countryside and the opportunities of those who came to the city and
gave their support to the new regime was an illustration of the political choice
to be made by young Lithuanians: to continue to risk one’s life by participating
in the increasingly futile resistance, to remain in the trap of war, conflict and
destruction, or to come to an accommodation with the Soviet regime and
grasp the opportunity of a new start in the city of Lithuanian dreams.

Twelve thousand Soviet youths came today to the ancient city of Gediminas —
Vilnius — from the four corners of Lithuania. Many thousands more who
could not travel accompanied them in their thoughts and deeds, as they
climbed up the mountain of Gediminas. Through song they announced
to all fraternal Soviet nations and to the entire world that Soviet Lithua-
nia has forever shaken off the German threat, that it has regained its holy
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between politics and mores in systematizing the value system and working out
a code of values and behaviour.”’

Little wonder then that the underprivileged and comparatively margin-
alized writers and artists in the interwar Lithuanian republic lobbied their
government to emulate the corporatist cultural policies pursued in Berlin,
Rome and Moscow. And little wonder that the intellectual elites in postwar
Lithuania — those few that remained — were rather willing to accommodate
themselves to the regime. In the command economy of Soviet Russia, the cul-
tural intelligentsia came to form a privileged caste, receiving higher salaries,
better apartments, and privileged access to special facilities and services.

From the mid-1930s onwards, the entire concept of being cultured took on
a new importance in Soviet society, as it came to imply an entitlement to a
prosperous life (zazhitochnaya zhizn) which had until recently been denounced
as bourgeois.® Moreover, the tendency to provide exceptional privileges for
the cultured elites only deepened in the postwar era of late Stalinism. Compared
with the 1930s and the war years, the period from 1945 to 1953 witnessed a
considerable increase in demands by cultural figures on the state to provide
them with various benefits and privileges. Those in charge of the creative unions
managed to broaden their power over the rank and file and to increase their
autonomy from the Communist Party authorities.”

There was, of course, a price to be paid, as material rewards and ideological
control went hand in hand. The doctrine for the new aesthetic was laid out in
the tenets of socialist realism, the officially sanctioned method for the
“truthful representation of Soviet reality in its revolutionary development,”!?
Literature took pride of place among the arts of socialist realism for its
ability to narrate the development of the personality over time, along the path
towards ever-higher levels of socialist consciousness. Literature would become
the most energetically promoted, as well as the most tightly controlled, form
of cultural activity in postwar Soviet Lithuania.

Breeding literary offspring

The problem was that there were hardly any writers left after the war. The
majority of the most famous authors of the interwar period like Vincas Kréve
or Bernardas BrazdZzionis had emigrated to the West, and many of those who
remained were killed or deported.!' A small number of established writers like
Balys Sruoga and Vincas Mykolaitis-Putinas (discussed in the previous chapter)
had returned and joined the ranks of the Soviet Lithuanian writers, but they
were considered less than fully reliable and — as distinct from architects — the
authorities could not simply “parachute” reliable writers in from Moscow or
Leningrad to solve the problem. If nothing else, the language barrier alone
demanded the development of a new, indigenous corps of pro-Soviet writers.

The core of the initial literary cadres was drawn from among the left-leaning
writers and intellectuals who were associated with the “Third Front,” an
antifascist, left-leaning literary journal published in Kaunas from 1930 to
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Given these constraints, the mentors and promoters of the new intelligentsia had
to make difficult choices in the face of the urgency of fostering talent, the shortage
of willing youth, and the political “unreliability” of writers with experience.

In some cases, the need for qualified literary cadres allowed those who had
compromised themselves a chance at redemption. Kostas Kubilinskas (1923
62) was a talented poet who became one of the first heads of the young wri-
ters’ section of the Union. But when his anti-Soviet satires published during
the Nazi occupation were discovered, he was forced by the security services to
prove his loyalty by infiltrating an underground partisan group, betraying it
and personally killing one of its members, a fellow poet. However, such
coercive measures were of no use when it came to the creation of a new
intelligentsia. Immediate steps were taken to establish literary circles in
gymnasiums, universities and other educational institutions, and to announce
literary competitions to encourage the youth to publish in the local Soviet
press. Those who did write were rewarded with flattery and various perks.

Indeed, the initial postwar years were a time of a great uncertainty, and
many writers were still reluctant to have their name associated with the Soviet
regime. Lithuanian émigré groups fanned expectations that America and the UK
would liberate the Baltic States. For example, as late as 1952, the Voice of
America broadcast an appeal by Vincas Krévé, a famous writer and former for-
eign minister of interwar Lithuania who escaped to the West in 1944, assuring
his fellow Lithuanians that the USA would come to their assistance and that
“freedom was near,”!#

The resulting tendency to wait and see was fiercely attacked as the greatest
of dangers by the leading figures of the Writers’ Union and the Communist
Party as a whole. As the military campaign against the resistance peaked in
the late 1940s, SnieCkus issued a final warning to any wavering intellectuals:

we must tear down the wall of silence and throw out everyone who is not
with us ... We must give an opportunity for the intelligentsia to sort itself
out so that we can see who is with us and who is against us.!”

For their part, the partisans also tried to persuade the intelligentsia to take
up the cause. Lionginas Baliukevi¢ius-Dzikas, an anti-Soviet partisan, writes
in his diary:

We sought urgently to publish a bulletin directed at the intelligentsia ... We
had to address the indifference, passivity, sycophancy and exaggerated
fear of the red horror displayed by members of our intelligentsia ... We
wanted to transfer our enthusiasm and hoped that our words would move
them to action.!¢

On the whole, these calls went unheeded, and very few intellectuals played an
active role in the resistance. Moreover, defections to the Soviet side accelerated
with the local launch of Zhdanovshchina in 1946.
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Struggling to enforce a national boycott of Soviet institutions, the partisans
equated publication of literary works with collaboration, and their bitterness
towards “writers-collaborators™ increased with time: “They have no regard
for the nation’s concerns. For a piece of silver they sell their pen, slander their
homeland, soil the honorable name of Lithuania, desecrate their literature,
and falsify their history.”!” Vladas Grybas, probably Soviet Lithuania’s most
famous young poet right after the war, constantly had to change his place
of residence through fear of retribution, as did many other activists in the
provinces.'® About ten district newspaper editors were killed, and the partisans
also targeted the heads of local reading rooms.!®

But as Soviet power stabilized at the end of the 1940s, the Writers” Union
managed to recruit more and more young people into its ranks. Material
rewards played a role, as the honorariums for published articles were significant
in the war-ravished country. The provision of housing for the more established
writers, vouchers for stays at Writers’ Union sanatoria on the coast of the
Baltic Sea and all over the USSR, and innumerable other benefits had a
decisive influence in an economy where the state had taken control of the
redistribution of wealth.

And for rural youths of humble social origin, the honor of publication
was a value in itself. In Lithuania, the role of literature and printed word in
general was especially high due to the living memory of the press ban
imposed by the Tsarist authorities until 1904, which prohibited printed
materials in Lithuanian from using the Latin script. Among the rural popu-
lation, literacy was still associated with a special moral quality or exceptional
knowledge. Marcelijus Martinaitis recalls how his mother scolded him,
insisting that writing was to be done by learned and holy men, and not people
like him. “When I first saw my poem published, I felt above all a tremendous
sense of honor. The payment seemed less important, for many of us the honor
itself scemed more than enough.”??

Less lofty motives also played a part, as Martinaitis recalls how he wanted
to publish in order to impress the girls from his school. Similarly, poet
Algimantas Baltakis notes the treatment he received during his first poetry
reading in his native village of Lelitinai, including an enormous portrait of
him hung on the wall, and a giant cake shared among the audience topped with
his name written in icing.?! Ultimately, the combination of moral and mate-
rial incentives provided by the rapidly expanding infrastructure of the Soviet
cultural machine won over a critical mass of creative youth.

The cult of youth

The sheer pace of social change was another factor driving the accommodation
of Lithuanian youth to the Soviet regime. Sociologists have long argued that
strongly marked generations tend to arise in societies where the values of the
family or kinship unit have lost their relevance to the requirements of social
advancement.?? After 1789 in a rapidly modernizing Europe, for example, the
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his diary in 1956. “Macevi¢ius was slightly drunk but Pakalnis could hardly
stand on his feet and the public booed him of the stage. That is how our ‘young
friends’ are raising the prestige of the Writers’ Union.”?’

Notoriously, Kubilinskas and Grybas became degenerate alcoholics: the
first literally drank himself to death one night at a writer’s retreat in Moscow,
and the second committed suicide in 1954. Reflecting on Grybas’ suicide in
his diary, Venclova blames not only alcoholism but “complete moral disin-
tegration” and conveys that “it is probable” that Grybas’ conscience was
weighed by “some kind of crimes, even participation in executions,”?®

By way of contrast, Lithuanians born around 1930 were too young to be sent
to the front in 1939, and so most of them witnessed World War II from the
somewhat removed perspective of their poor, rural households. At fifteen or
sixteen years of age, they were fully exposed to the trauma of the “war after the
war” in the countryside. Indeed, virtually all those interviewed for this book who
lived in villages during the insurgency recall this period as the most dramatic and
traumatic time of their lives, noting that the city gave them a chance to escape
and study at the rapidly expanding colleges and universities.

As a result, when they turned 18, they were the first generation to
benefit from the stability after the defeat of the insurgency and the upward
social mobility that came with postwar reconstruction. Instead of being
pressed into service for the Soviets or the “forest brothers,” they became students
at university, a social status beyond their wildest dreams, and one that afforded
the leisure and means to be young, to experience youth as a clearly defined
phase of life.?

The Soviet Lithuanian authorities, like communist movements in general,
cultivated youth as an ideal of change and modernization. Holding the
promise of a brighter future, the young were seen to be superior to their
parents in physical and moral terms. Unspoiled by bourgeois education, they
were more receptive to progressive ideas and were more inclined to show initia-
tive. The Soviets promoted a cult of youth in order to reshape young people
in the image and likeness of the future, and by the same token to promote
their role as harbingers of social change.

In the tumult of postwar Soviet Lithuania, young men who were
born around 1930 and moved to the cities formed a remarkable group.
The Thirties Generation, as they came to be called, included several of
Lithuania’s most successful and enduring cultural and political figures, such
as Algirdas Brazauskas (1932-2010), the last leader of the Communist Party
of Lithuania and first President of independent Lithuania, and Vytautas
Landsbergis (b. 1932), the leader of the Sgjidis, a popular movement against
Soviet rule.??

Justinas Marcinkevic¢ius (1930-2011), although little known outside of the
country, was an iconic example of the progressive Soviet youth who would
eventually rise to a status equal or superior to that of the nation’s most
popular political leaders. By the late Soviet period, he was commonly descri-
bed as the conscience of the nation, much like the Czech Vaclav Havel.
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MarcinkeviCius was invited to open the founding meeting of Sajudis, and was later
considered a serious candidate for President (though he never ran for office).!
Marcinkevicius and his peers, like Algimantas Baltakis (b. 1930) and Alfonsas
Maldonis (1929-2007), were the poster children of this generation of writers,
gaining rapidly in fame during the 1950s, and preserving their status at the

Figure 4.1 Algimantas Baltakis, Antanas Venclova and Justinas Marcinkevicius in
Venclova’s apartment. Vilnius, 1960
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very top of the cultural hierarchy through to the end of the Soviet period. They
were chosen as models for the Soviet youth and represented an entire social
layer of Lithuanians who moved up to the forefront of the transformed society.

Little wonder that older members of the cultural establishment like Antanas
Venclova and Justas Paleckis looked favourably at these youths as potential
ideological role models for the next generations of Soviet Lithuanians. Their
sporty, relatively sober lifestyles, handsome appearance and impeccable social
origins in the Lithuanian village made them ideal figures for emulation. The
image and reality of their success was only strengthened by way of contrast to
the alcoholism, physical decline and moral compromise of those like Grybas or
Kubilinskas, who had little chance to escape the grip of war and political
repression. The exalted feeling of being privileged, young and able to enjoy it
was thus a key dimension to the shared experience that defined the Thirties
Generation.

Vilnius and the traumatic sublime

Katerina Clark describes the heady atmosphere of terror and elation felt by
Russian intellectuals who were recruited by the Stalinist regime in the 1930s
as the “imperial sublime.” Raised by the state to the highest stations of fame
and influence, they were at once completely dependent, trapped and enslaved
by the system of privileges and subject at any time to arbitrary elimination.??
A similar sense of fear and dread in the face of the destructive power of the
Soviet regime, mixed with bewilderment and exhilaration at the adventure of
the subject swept away by history, was felt by the young Lithuanians who
moved to Vilnius after the war.

Nothing exemplifies the scale of cultural change more than the Lithuanization
of the educational institutions in Vilnius. Vilnius University (which would
be renamed in 1955 after the Lithuanian communist Vincas Kapsukas)
opened its doors in October 1945 to over 800 students, with Lithuanians
counting for 86 percent of all students. As one of the oldest and most pres-
tigious universities in Eastern Europe, it was a bastion of Polish nationalism
between the wars (when it bore the name Stefan Batory University) and
was closed by the Lithuanian authorities when they annexed the city in 1939.
The number of students rose rapidly from 800 in 1945 to 3,000 in 1950, with
ethnic Lithuanians consistently making up for about 75-80 percent of
the student population. In 1945, more than 2,000 students were registered at
all Vilnius higher education institutes, of whom 1,620 were Lithuanians, 210
Poles, 140 Russians and 50 Belarusians. These numbers would multiply in the
coming years, with Lithuanians always forming the great majority of
students,??

An intense campaign to recruit young people from all over the country to
join in the ranks of literary workers did not bypass the institutions of higher
education. Young students at Vilnius University were quickly embroiled in the
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literary life of the new Soviet Lithuanian capital. They joined the young writers’
section at the Lithuanian Soviet Writers’ Union, published their poems in a high-
circulation (5,000 copies) almanac dedicated to the literary works of young writers,
poets, critics and translators called Jaunieji, and were taken under the wing of
the older literary mentors.** The mode of poetry and literature in Lithuania
during Stalin’s time strictly adhered to the general canons of socialist
realism. Draft literary works were subjected to intense criticism; authors were
forced to correct mistakes of tone, of themes, of associations, until they attained
the appropriate mix of ideological orthodoxy, optimism and militancy. Students
were taught to emulate the propaganda slogans and odes of praise to party
leaders in a Mayakovskian style with short and rough lines, and simple, almost
childish rhymes.

The poster children of this lucky cohort, Marcinkevi¢ius, Baltakis and
Maldonis, all entered Vilnius University as freshmen in 1949, Each was the
first of his family to get a higher education. At the time, the writing of poetry was
an inseparable part of social interaction. Students would write couplets on the
back of photographs or in messages to each other and kept special handwritten
notebooks with excerpts from poems. One’s performance in this area was a
source of prestige and, most importantly, attraction to members of the opposite
sex. Moreover, with the legacy of the press ban on writing in Lithuanian script
still in people’s living memory, writing and publishing in Lithuanian — no
matter what the circumstances — was still felt as a patriotic duty.

When asked to describe his feelings at the time, Baltakis conveys a sense of
exhilaration and pride: “We were young,” he said. “We were happy that the
war was over, that we could go to university.” In spite of the difficult economic
times and the grim political atmosphere, they nevertheless made a show of
their new-found status as upwardly mobile urbanites:

We bought hats, we rubbed our cloth shoes with chalk until they were
shining white, and walked down the streets singing Lithuanian folk songs.
Some Poles passed by us on the street and I heard them whisper: “the
Lithuanians are singing.”*>

Such reminiscences display an acute awareness of being on the winning side
of an historical struggle, and taking an active part in the formation of a
common destiny. Indeed, the conflict with the Poles still simmered after the war.
Vytauté Zilinskaité recalls getting hit in the head by a stone thrown by a Polish
youth, while she herself teased her Polish peers by referring to the Polish eagle
as a chicken.?® Marcinkevi¢ius recalls the same singing as Baltakis, and links it
explicitly to the achievement of widely felt national aspirations:

When we had a break between lectures we, boys, went out into the university
yard, sat down around the empty fountain and sang. When I think about it
now, I wonder why we sang so much. Perhaps we intuitively felt that
Lithuanians are singing here for the first time in their history, in the history
of Vilnius.?’
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Al T hear from you is modernism, modernism. So to hell with you: let there be
modernism! Just make sure that it is our own, native, Lithuanian, Soviet
modernism.!

Antanas Snieckus

Stalin died just as Marcinkevi¢ius and his cohort were graduating from university
and beginning their professional careers. The authorities immediately allowed
a greater degree of political, economic and cultural freedom, instilling hope
for a new start, as well as some fear of uncertainty, throughout the Soviet Union.
In his “Secret Speech” to the Twentieth Party Congress of the CPSU in 1956,
Khrushchev condemned Stalin’s use of terror as a criminal excess. Millions of
prisoners and exiles were amnestied, and many returned home, including tens
of thousands of Lithuanian deportees.

Meanwhile, the Hungarian Uprising had an echo of unrest in the Baltics.
Moscow’s decision to allow the deportees to return was taken without con-
sulting the national communist leaders in the republics. In Lithuania, Anta-
nas Snieckus was taken aback and feared the political destabilization that the
return of the deportees might cause. Indeed, the All Souls’ Day tradition of
lighting candles at cemeteries turned into mass protests in November 1956 as
crowds of students in Vilnius and Kaunas sang patriotic songs and marched
to the city centres, calling for independent Lithuania, for the departure of the
Russians, and clashing with police.?

The protests were contained, however, and passed off as an act of ordinary
hooligans. A few university officials were dismissed, but the broader process
of cultural liberalization continued.? Previously banned works of literature,
including several canonical texts of the national movement from the nineteenth
century, were published. The publication of biographies of artists and writers from
the interwar period “rehabilitated” many previously taboo names, thus serving
to legitimate a large part of the cultural heritage of that period too.*

Important writers such as Antanas Miskinis (1905-83), Valys Drazdauskas
(1906-81) and Juozas Keliuotis (1902-83) returned from Siberian exile and
resumed creative work, although they were subjected to close monitoring and
ideological pressure. The regime strove to incorporate elements of national
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Lithuanian identity into Soviet historiography. This had begun already in 1949
with the first efforts to write a history of the LSSR, but the first significant result of
this effort appeared only in 1957 with the publication of a history textbook for
high-school children.®

In this dynamic, contradictory social context, an entire new class of young
Lithuanian artists, writers and musicians went through their formative years.
They were created through the patronage of a state that provided a guaranteed
level of income and status higher than anything that previous generations of
intellectuals could have expected.

De-Stalinization, however, did not spell an end to the goal of Sovietization
through individual and social transformation. Instead, by renouncing terror
as a tool of policy, Khrushchev hoped to revive popular support for moder-
nization, to trigger reforms from below. The cultural Thaw was not anti-Soviet
in inspiration but aimed rather at creating an authentic, grass-roots Soviet
culture. The cult of sincerity, the expression of genuine feelings and emotions
were part and parcel of what was described at the time as the “modernization”
of Soviet literature, with lyrical poetry taking centre stage.®

In Lithuania, this process would be led by the new generation of postwar
intellectuals. They absorbed and replicated the cultural models of the Thaw
developed in Moscow and Leningrad, adapting them to the specific social
circumstances of postwar Lithuania and blending them with the revival of
interwar cultural traditions. In the decade after Stalin’s death, the postwar
intelligentsia would come into their own as the constructors of the modern,
Soviet Lithuanian nation.”

After 1956, Lithuanian literature and other forms of cultural expression
burst into the forefront of public discussion and progressive change, securing
its position as the arena for serious exchanges of ideas that would be main-
tained until the collapse of the Soviet Union. After years of Stalinist repression,
Lithuanian literature and the arts would go through a veritable renaissance,
and it was in this new cultural sphere where the contours of the new Soviet
Lithuanian identity were formed and disseminated.

The strength of national communism

The political and cultural effects of de-Stalinization were magnified in
Lithuania by the strength and cohesion of the national communist leadership.
Having served as the First Secretary of the Lithuanian Communist Party since
1927, Snieckus exercised considerable authority in Moscow. He enjoyed the
trust of Stalin and had proven his loyalty during the course of his long career
as a communist, which had begun in Voronezh, the city to which he was
evacuated during World War I along with the other pupils at the Vilnius
gymanasium where he had been studying in 1915.3

There, among the large Lithuanian émigré community, Snieckus became
involved in leftist circles and soon became a committed communist, under
the tutelage of Zigmas Angarietis, one of the leaders of the Lithuanian
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ranks by enforcing requirements that various functionaries and administrators
know the native language. By 1959, the overwhelming majority of people in
leading government and party posts were under 40, and mostly Lithuanian.!®

And beyond the cultural elites, the mass migration of young Lithuanians to
the cities was changing the face of Vilnius. Until the early 1950s, in-migrants
from outside of Lithuania made up about half of the newly arriving population
in Vilnius, with the other half coming from within Lithuanian territory. After
1950, an increasing percentage of new inhabitants of Vilnius came from
within Lithuania: 60 percent between 1952 and 1957, and 73 percent between
1963-65. As recalled by Vilnius resident Vytauté Zilinskaité:

Nobody talks about this now but I personally saw how the city was becoming
Lithuanian ... We lived near Ausros Vartai [the Ostra Brama gate], where the
Pedagogical Institute had a number of lecture halls. We saw a steady stream
of girls going to the institute — very many of them. Their hands were worn
from milking cows and other farm work. They were wearing slippers for
lack of better footwear ... They were all Lithuanians, so that was how it
all started ... This was around 1953.17

Critically, Lithuanians did not only become the majority in the city, but they
were overrepresented in the spheres of technical engineers (57 percent),
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Figure 5.1 Antanas Sutkus, University. Students signing up for entrance exams to
Vilnius University. Vilnius, 1959
Courtesy of Antanas Sutkus.
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During the five-year period after Stalin’s death, about 4 million prisoners
were released from the Gulag, shrinking the imprisoned population through-
out the USSR by a factor of five. The problem of social reintegration for so
large a population was felt throughout the Soviet Union, as local commu-
nities generally treated the Gulag returnees as criminals and pariahs, devising
a multitude of measures to ensure their continued marginalization, in spite of
directives from Moscow stating that they were to be given housing and
employment within two weeks of their return.??

Former deportees started to return to Lithuania in 1956, with the initial
release of about 17,000 people. These numbers grew after 1958 to reach a
total of 80,000 by 1970.2* The communist Lithuanian leadership and the local
security services were strongly against Khrushchev’s decision to amnesty and
to allow their return. Sniekus was livid at what he described as the careless
experimentation of Khrushchev. A declassified report of the local KGB com-
plains that the deportees were “erroncously and prematurely released from
incarceration.” The security services believed they “had not renounced their
hostile views of Soviet power” and “exerted negative influence on unstable
segments of the population,” and that they would resume “their efforts to
form an anti-Soviet nationalist underground.”?*

As a result, the returnees were subject to ongoing surveillance, they were
allowed to travel abroad only in exceptional cases, and their movements within
the LSSR were often watched. If there was any suspicion of involvement in
subversive activities, the deportees were often subjected to public denuncia-
tion and compromise in the local press, reinforcing their exclusion from
society.?’

Notably, the exclusion faced by returnees was not only or even primarily
imposed from above, but also very much a Lithuanian affair; although the
one does not exclude the other. The social vulnerability of some deportees
increased their vulnerability to manipulation and coercion by the security
services. In exchange for an offer to erase the stigma of deportation from their
official documents, a number of deportees, and even the children of deportees
who had never been imprisoned, agreed to serve as KGB informants.?®

When the deportees began to come back after the death of Stalin, the
communities to which they returned were not the same as before. Already in
1946, Algimantas IndriGinas, who returned illegally to Lithuania even before
the death of Stalin, wrote: “Having returned to Lithuania I felt that here life
moved a couple decades ahead, while I did not even stay in the same spot but
moved some decades back.”?” Indeed, both groups had undergone a profound
transformation; one might say there were now two nations of Soviet Lithuania,
both shaped by displacement.

Those who returned in the 1950s or later felt the social schism in even
stronger terms. The deportees were often met with broad suspicion and were
seen as a source of unnecessary trouble. People were afraid that the returnees
would lay claims to their former property, thus disrupting the stability that
had recently been established. There was also a widespread fear of the criminal
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ways that the deportees had allegedly adopted during their incarceration; they were
seen as no better than the criminals whose company they had kept.

The social stigma of criminality extended even to the children of deportees.
Joana Jak$taité-Kurmelavi¢iené, who was deported with her family and
returned in 1958, recalls how many parents would complain at meetings that
the school “took in all sorts of bandit families, and now they will harm our
children.” Algirdas Janulevi¢ius describes how the propiska system of regis-
tering one’s place of registration was abused to keep returnees marginalized:
“I could not register for half a year. I did not register because I was not
employed, and yet nobody would employ a deportee because he wasn’t regis-
tered. ... We were treated as lepers although we were not told so directly.”?®
Some were forced to move or were recruited to work outside of the LSSR,
like the family of Biruté Mickeviciuté-Bickauskiené, deported in 1947 as a
teenager. After an unsuccessful attempt to integrate in Lithuania after her return
in 1952, she had to settle with her family in Kaliningrad.?”

Indeed, a report of a commission sent by the USSR Council of Ministers to
investigate the integration of returnees took note of the extent to which
Lithuanian municipalities created artificial administrative barriers to the
reintegration of Gulag returnees. Similar measures were noted in Gorky,
Baku and Yerevan, but the Lithuanian municipalities were singled out in this
report for the range of measures they deployed. Duplicating the function of
the existing police passport bureau, special municipal commissions were created
to review requests for registration. The minimum “sanitary norm,” or minimal
living space per person, was arbitrarily raised, and many returnees were
issued only temporary registration instead of permanent cards that were
necessary to secure employment.®

Poetry and patronage

Notably, the social marginalization of the former deportees took place against
the background of the increasingly broad accommodation of mainstream
Lithuanian society to Soviet rule, and the growing confidence among the
intellectuals that their choice to work within the system would not be in vain
and could make a contribution to the development of the nation. The
strength of institutional nationalism in Soviet Lithuania allowed for a broad
and far-reaching compromise between the rulers and the ruled; and between
the Lithuanian communist party leadership and the creative elites in particular.
In exchange for displays of loyalty and membership in the communist party,
intellectuals were left free to preserve and advance Lithuanian culture.?!

It is in the context of this relatively liberal political environment and
increasing assertiveness of the Lithuanian cultural elites that its postwar gen-
eration became the active constructors of a new Soviet Lithuanian identity.
Cultural achievement gave them a sense of fulfilment, and allowed them to
put aside the sense of guilt that weighed upon the older generation that was
scarred by the years of war; “The Thaw gave more than this minimum. It
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Lithuanian man who goes from his village to Vilnius to study — a story of
survival and arrival that resonated strongly with the experience of many
Lithuanians at the time.

The original edition, enhanced by a handsome photograph of the
author and illustrated with stylized folk lithographs made by a local artist,
testified to Lithuania’s book-publishing renown within the Soviet Union. It
was genuinely popular and a much-loved work, especially among the youth,
many of whom memorized the poem in its entirety.’*After years of dreary
Stalinist imitations of Soviet classics, it was not only the first popular work
that tapped deeply into the folksy traditions of Lithuanian literature, but
also the first to represent what Marcinkevi¢ius and so many Lithuanians
were living through at this time, namely, dislocation from the country to the
towns,

The exemplary biography was the heart of the Socialist Realist narrative, a
means of making the abstract principles of Marxism-Leninism concrete and
comprehensible to the average citizen. The dogma of historical progress was
embedded in a narrative of initiation whereby the individual hero is received
into the great Soviet family — a Bildungsroman that would transform its
readers by inscribing them into the master narrative of history. Over time, the
socialist realist novel acquired a number of standard plots. The most common
works were production novels, where the main drama concerns the fulfilment
of the plan or the completion of a construction project. Other less common
variants focussed on a historical theme, a worthy intellectual or inventor, war
or revolution, a villain or a spy, or the West. In all cases, the hero passes from
a state of lower to higher consciousness, following a path of moral and political
growth and task fulfilment.*°

In the case of Soviet Lithuanian literature, Marcinkevic¢ius built the
exemplary biography around the passage from the countryside to the Soviet city.
Like Viktor Ehrenburg’s The Thaw or Ivan Dudintsev’s Not by Bread Alone
in Soviet Russia, The Twentieth Spring depicted the “exemplary biography”
of Soviet Lithuanian literature in a way that best responded to the ideological
demands of the Khrushchev era.

The protagonist, the nineteen-year-old Simas Kairys, is the first of his kin
to get an education. But while Vilnius is the destination of the voyage and
setting for the subsequent action, the focus of the poem is on the subjectivity
of the migrant, his rite of passage into urbanity and adulthood at the same
time. After his arrival in Vilnius, Kairys makes friends, meets a girl, and is
caught up in the struggle between the Soviet mode of thinking and that of the
underground anti-Soviet resistance. Kairys ends up choosing the correct,
Soviet path, and in doing so he rejects not only the clearly wrong path of the
armed resistance, but also the naive, apolitical and misguided, but in reality
very attractive, “middle way,” supposedly typical of the mentality the
Lithuanian village. Critically, the young man learns to recognize and orient
himself among the confusing mass of urban signs, to find a way through the
unfamiliar and often deceptive urban environment.
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a shiny new motorbike. Well educated and talented, he also demonstrates a
passion for idealist philosophy and the latest intellectual trends in the West.
He is especially interested in the ideas of the philosopher “Oscar Badler” (a non
de clef for Oswald Spengler) and he shares his fascination with his friends — a
kruzhok of young artists and intellectuals. The plot is intricate, with unexpected
turns and intrigues in the relationships between Romas and his father, his
stepsister, and his friends.

The book is written in a crisp style and fascinated young Lithuanian readers
by giving them a window into the world of Romas and his friends — the
“golden youth” of a modern Soviet city. And while the drama is really about
Romas and his efforts to express his personality and find his place in the Soviet
world, his tortured and conflicted character is juxtaposed against the simple
virtue of his fellow student from the Art Institute — Gailitinas. Gailitinas is a
village youth who recently moved to the city, but who seems untroubled by
the transition and maintains a telluric connection to the land: “Gailitinas was
from the village. He loved the earth in a pantheistic fashion and knew how to
draw it in all seasons ... He was tall, very naive, and very good.”>!

Throughout the text, Gailiinas serves as a kind of ethical standard or a
moral compass which helps the young reader to understand the development
of Romas. For example, when Romas and his refined friends expound bom-
bastically on esoteric topics of art and philosophy, they are dumfounded by
Gailitnas” simple, direct questions, which they are surprisingly unable to
answer. His earthiness unmasks the pretensions of the urban snobs and
exposes their shallowness.

Later, Romas makes a kind of pilgrimage to the collective farm, experiences
a revelation about the spirituality of working the land, and develops a deeper
emotional closeness to people who work in a factory. The dichotomy between
the “impure urbanite” and the “pure villager” carries through to the last line
of the story: “Everything was washed away, all of the dirt, garbage and useless
chatter, and the earth was so intelligent as not to resist.”>?

Like its predecessor The Twentieth Spring, The Pine that Laughed was
genuinely popular among young Lithuanian readers, in part because of the
elements of romance and hints of eroticism contained in several passages,
which broke with the extreme prudishness of the Stalinist era and the complete
absence of boulevard literature.>® For others, it was the “hint of complexity”
underlying the characters and their actions which distinguished these works
against the otherwise gray mass of Soviet Lithuanian literature of the time.>*

Moreover, the work was strongly supported by the cultural establishment.
It was printed in an initial run of 15,000 copies, and was distributed and
reviewed throughout the country. Influential critics hailed MarcinkeviCius as
“the spiritual leader” of his generation.

Now we can see in an especially pronounced manner the coming to life of
a new generation ... Justinas MarcinkeviCius feels the greatest responsi-
bility for his generation. Not every writer could become the spiritual
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message of the novel could well have been inspired by Khrushchev’s campaign,
but it could also have been an expression of the indigenous nativism of
MarcinkeviCius and his peers of humble social origins. For them, Venclova
belonged to a different social category with a completely different biographical
experience, set of values and outlook on the world - a social distinction as
clear in reality as the fictional opposition of Romas and Gailitnas.

Interestingly, in the recollections of contemporaries, this distinction was not
so much political as it was social. The younger members of the postwar intelli-
gentsia like Martinaitis (b. 1936), Romualdas Granauskas (b. 1939) and Viktorija
Daujotyté (b. 1945), who as political non-conformists subscribed to Tomas
Venclova’s views and admired his work as a poet and scholar, felt an insur-
mountable personal distance between themselves and Venclova due to his
social position - they referred to him as a “lord” (ponas) only half in jest.®

The high official position of his father Antanas also alienated Tomas Venclova
from more nativist Lithuanian dissident circles, such as the “cultural soirees”
organized by Meilé LukSieng, at which Gulag deportees could find a venue to
speak about their experiences. Although Venclova had close relations of con-
fidence with leading dissidents in Moscow and Leningrad, this did not in itself
bring him closer to certain dissidents in Lithuania, who kept him in a so-called
“zone of silence,” meaning that one should not speak of sensitive issues in his
presence.@

During the Brezhnev years, the tension between the appeal of an urban,
modern and cosmopolitan way of life, on the one hand, and the heritage
of traditional, rural communities on the other would grow into a veritable
Kulturkampf between the progressive and conservative wings of the Soviet
intelligentsia (to be discussed in Chapter 7). Within the LSSR, this tension
would eventually resolve firmly on the side of tradition and cultural nativism,
but until the mid-1960s, the Soviet Lithuanian intellectuals maintained their
efforts to explore the progressive, positive aspects of Soviet modernism and its
manifestation in the new forms of urban life.
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6 Soviet modernity and its limits

By the mid 1960s the Soviet Union was nearing the peak of its power and
influence. The economy was growing, consumer products were increasingly
plentiful, and the Soviet armed forces were well on their way towards nuclear
parity with the United States. A Soviet citizen, Yuri Gagarin, had been the
first man to reach orbit in 1961, and the USSR was projecting its image as a force
for progress, an alternative and entirely credible route to modernity.

In spite of its small size, Lithuania gained renown for its high productivity
in agriculture, modern light industry, and above all its contributions to Soviet
culture and the culture of progressive internationalism. In 1965, the Lithuanian
Soviet Socialist Republic celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of its incor-
poration into the USSR, and was itself awarded the Order of Lenin that year
for its contribution to the construction of socialism.

This was the Golden Age of Soviet Lithuania, if ever there was one. The state-
sponsored effort to cultivate a Soviet Lithuanian intelligentsia could be declared
a success, and the leading members of the newly formed Lithuanian elite began
to enjoy the status of celebrities beyond their native republic, reaching the “all-
Soviet” level and beyond, into the expanding world of progressive internationalism
cultivated by the vast machine of Soviet international cultural relations.

In fact, the Soviet Baltic republics as awhole were rapidly gaining a fashionable
status as the “Soviet West” - a place where the leading members of the Soviet
intelligentsia could benefit from the familiar and the unfamiliar at the same
time.1 But while the framework of Soviet modernity and internationalism
propelled certain members of the intelligentsia to previously unimaginable heights,
their ambitions to secure recognition for Lithuanian culture in the cosmopolitan
West were ultimately disappointed, precipitating a return to the more traditional
sources of national culture.

National achievements

In addition to writers like MieZelaitis, MarcinkeviCius and Baltakis, the graphic
artist Stasys Krasauskas (1929-77) was in high demand to illustrate all-Union
bestsellers.2 The sculptor Gediminas Jokidbonis (1927-2006) was awarded the
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For people of my generation, the history of the Molotov—Ribbentrop pact
began with the film Nobody Wanted to Die. 1 watched it when I was 10, 12,
even 14 years old, and could never really understand what was happening.
Which side was our side, which side were we against? Where were the
fascists, and where were we, the Soviets? How could this be?®

Khrushchev’s Thaw was marked not only by internal liberalization but
efforts to engage with the West in terms of cultural, scientific and person-to-
person exchanges. Khrushchev set a personal example as the first Soviet
leader who travelled extensively, seen to partake in the local culture and
rituals, admittedly of the more populist kind, like eating hot-dogs in America.
A major 1955 Geneva conference of leaders from both sides of the Iron
Curtain made some ground-breaking agreements in the area of tourism, trade
and culture. The “spirit of Geneva” was key to normalizing cultural and sci-
entific relations in subsequent years, leading to sharp increases in foreign
exchanges as well as tourism both into and from the Soviet Union.” The
Moscow International Youth Festival of 1957, which had thousands of young
people visiting Moscow, marked a watershed in the opening of Soviet culture
to the West and the effort to put a distinctly Soviet stamp on the emerging
world culture.®

The Soviet Lithuanian intelligentsia participated fully in such exchanges,
travelling abroad and - after 1959, when Vilnius, Riga and Tallinn were
added to the list of cities that foreigners could visit — by hosting foreign
delegations. Given their European character and relatively advanced infra-
structure, the capital cities of the Baltic republics were used by the authorities
in Moscow as showcases for the achievements of Soviet science, culture and
industry, and by implication the Soviet nationalities policy as well.”?

At the same time, the exposure to international currents in the arts
empowered the Soviet Lithuanian intelligentsia to chart a distinct national
course in the broader Soviet context. A new cohort of Lithuanian architects
entered the stage, including such prominent figures as Algimantas and
Vytautas Nasvytis (twin brothers born in 1928), Vytautas Brédikis (b. 1930),
Vytautas Edmundas Cekanauskas (b. 1930) and others. In 1954, a delegation
of young Lithuanian architects led by Justinas Seibokas (b. 1929) made a
number of trips to neutral Finland and Sweden to see the latest developments
of regional architecture and urban planning.'® Inspired and influenced by the
Nordic schools of architecture, they developed a distinctive Soviet Lithuanian
architectural style that soon gained international recognition. Designs for the
first new postwar suburb of Lazdynai in Vilnius were completed in 1966 and
construction began in 1969 to produce the first work of residential construction
to be awarded the All-Union Prize for architecture in 19741

The opening in Vilnius of the Neringa Café, designed by the Nasvytis bothers,
was celebrated as reflecting modern European trends in architecture and seen
as a revival of the Kaunas school of modernism that was launched during the
interwar period. The interior design with its original layout of small tables
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pretentious way in which he describes the city.?> But even this pretentiousness
cannot be blamed on Miezelaitis alone — in many ways it was an indelible
part of an environment where travel was special privilege of a few and almost
a necessary trait of an official Soviet “literary genius.”

That said, their interactions with the wider world, beyond the congratulatory
atmosphere of progressive internationalism, were characterized by greater
cultural friction, revealing certain limitations and weaknesses in the Soviet
Lithuanian model. Greimas, for example, met a group of Lithuanian intel-
lectuals visiting Alexandria in 1957, where he worked as a teacher at a French
boarding school for girls. He was struck by their strong sense of patriotism —
not Soviet, but national — as well as by how many features they shared
with his father’s generation of interwar Lithuanians. These included a pro-
nounced sentimentality, a special pride in the Lithuanian landscape (“the
Mediterranean is not as beautiful as our Baltic coast”), the enhancements
made to the capital of Vilnius, and the same uneasy attitudes towards the
Poles (“we received them so well in Lithuania and they still dare to criticize our
culture!”)?3

By all accounts a sympathetic observer, Greimas nonetheless found the
young Lithuanian intellectuals to be culturally isolated, their pretensions to
cosmopolitanism naive. They were fiercely proud of Lithuania’s cultural
achievements: its poetry, art, drama, architecture and even basketball and
paper manufacturing, but equally ignorant of cultural developments in the
Western world. He noted their strong cohort mentality, speaking of “our”
achievements in various areas of endeavour, but he was also bemused by their
assertion that the translation of Shakespeare into Lithuanian was a great step
forward for de-Stalinization and Lithuania’s integration into world culture.
He feared that isolation from the West would continue to act as a serious
limitation on Soviet Lithuanian culture, though he was equally confident that
their provincialism would prove to be a sufficient brake on the feared loss of
national identity through Russification.?*

Cosmopolitan fantasies

Within Lithuania itself, the rapid growth of the cities reinforced the contemporary
rhetoric of human mastery over the environment, be it the vast expanses and
natural resources of northern Siberia, the cosmos, or the cityscape. “It scems
that we stepped out of the room into the street, into a large city,” Tomas
Venclova wrote in a 1962 book called Rockets, Planets and Us which extolled
space travel as a new “post-colonial” form of scientific exploration and
expansion that would set a new standard for human civilization, transcending
the greedy imperialism of past empires:

The travellers of the past were attracted not only by adventure. They were
lured by the colonies and gold, their heroic actions were accompanied by
robbery. People from communist society who conquer the cosmos will not
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not become a truly urban poet. And perhaps it will never happen.
Nonetheless, our poetry will register in the city one day. If not today, then
tomorrow.3

However, this intention was often frustrated by the friction of the passage
between two separate worlds, two value systems and two perspectives on their
surroundings. In a poem published in 1967 entitled “First Generation from
the Plough,” Baltakis captures the plight of the post-war generations taking up
new professions and identities in the city:

From Lelitnai, Gargzdai, from Zagaré

We are the first generation from the plough.
Engineers, party activists, poets

Half city and half village.

Like asphalt tar in tire treads

We have soil beneath our nails.

The hand that remembers the shaft of the scythe
Flits across Whatman paper like a meadow.
Like a strange, heavy rake

Crude fingers grasp a pen.

Even if we reach the Arctic with turbogiants
in our dreams we are still harnessing a horse.
From Lelidnai, Gargzdai, from Zagaré

We are the first generation from the plough.

In us the earth remains unsettled

Half city and half village.3L

MarcinkeviCius was driven by similar ambitions and anxieties. In 1961 he
wrote an epic poem called “Publicistic poem” which echoed the widespread
fascination with Walt Whitman’s poetry, and showed the intent to communicate
philosophical ideas through modern means like , %Contemporary
critics pointed out how fragments from Whitman’s poetry used in the opening
of the work revealed a poet seeking to inscribe his oeuvre into world culture,
of an ambition to speak about issues of universal importance to the world,
assuming the position of a “true internationalist.”3

Similar efforts were continued in Marcinkevicius’ epic poem from 1965
entitled 3 subtitled * 5 % ) Named after the 1939 story by
Jean-Paul Sartre, the poem clearly aspired to bring Lithuanian literature up
to speed with the leading trends of modern world literature and philosophy.3
Critics were falling one over another in praising this work as a new radical
turn in the development of Lithuanian culture. It was praised for its philoso-
phical scope, intellectual depth, innovation in form, and uniqueness of
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expression.>* Even Russian critics writing in the metropolitan journals joined
in its praise.®

A lyrical voice intones at the beginning of the poem: “The cracked wall of
the house is like a grey screen, telling the history of a person through sparse,
modern means.”*® The city in the poem has no particular name or features, it
is simply “the city” and is symbolized by a wall casting a shadow over a court-
yard. The wall is joined by several other abstract figures: a woman, repre-
senting fate, destiny, historical continuity; a beast representing fear; a man
who lost his legs, a symbol of war; and several other, equally abstract figures.

The poem inspired and was cited in the opening images of a cutting edge
1968 documentary by Almantas Grikevicius (1935-2011), one of the up-and-
coming directors of the new Lithuanian cinema. Entitled Laikas eina per
miestg (Time walks through the city), the film juxtaposes scenes of modern,
bustling Vilnius with “flashbacks” to the memory of war and fragments of
Lithuania’s conflict-ridden history, evoked through scenes of churches, med-
ieval military fortifications, mass tombs and forests, accompanied by eerie
modern music alternating between religious and warlike themes.

Marcinkevicius himself pointed out on many occasions that he was striving
for an innovative, avant-garde way of exploring existential questions regarding
the flow of history and human fate. He consciously sought to exclude those
“national attributes” that were so dear to him and characteristic of his work
(for example, in his poem Donelaitis) because they would have interfered with
his effort at the time to “search for universality in thought and creativity.”3’

Marcinkevicius also described The Wall as the first effort of a man who
“is rooted in the village, in its customs, in its landscape ... to touch upon
the urban phenomenon and an existence rooted in the city.”3® He imagined
the city as a milieu that did not and could not generate its own folklore, as the
village did, and so he took it upon himself as a writer to “look at the city
through various genres: to compose a city poem, a city fairy tale, a city drama,
and so on.” In the end, he admitted the artificiality of this approach, which
turned out to be a disappointment and yielded only about 200 lines that he
worked into the poem.?® The Wall was outwardly praised, but also criticized
in private for its artificial schematics and “literariness.”*°

The reference of The Wall to the famous French existentialist philosopher
was not coincidental. Sartre was at the peak of his renown among Eastern bloc
intellectuals after he refused to accept the Nobel Prize for Literature, awarded
to him in October 1964, so as not to take a side in the cultural struggle
between East and West.*! To Lithuanians, his works were readily available in
Russian and in Polish translations. He was very much respected and even adored
in Lithuania.*?

Accordingly, Sartre’s five-day visit to the country in 1965 was seen as the
cultural event of the decade, as proof of the cultural achievements of Soviet
Lithuania and most of all its integration into the larger universe of cosmo-
politan culture. He had traveled many times already to various parts of the
USSR (including the Baltics), but it was the first time that Soviet Lithuania
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was enraged that Sartre did not give much consideration to his literary genius
(which was so obsessively praised within the USSR), or offer to popularize his
poetry in France. Just a few years later, after Sartre fell out of favor with the
Soviet authorities for his support of Mao and his opposition to the invasion
of Czechoslovakia, Miezelaitis published a sarcastic poem featuring a con-
versation between “the snob Sartre” and a rapintojélis — a traditional folk
Lithuanian wooden sculpture of the Christ figure, a clear symbol of two
worlds that are destined not to understand one another.>*

From discovery to disillusionment

The sense of disillusionment arising from this highly charged encounter of
Soviet Lithuania with a paragon of Western culture was of greater con-
sequence than the disappointment of personal ambitions. A subsequent 1967
meeting between Sartre and Marcinkevi¢ius, who at this point was already
gaining stature as the most popular writer of the nation, provides an even
clearer picture of the failed cultural encounter between the ambitious nationalism
of a Soviet Lithuanian and the cosmopolitanism culture of the metropolitan West.

Marcinkevicius was not in Lithuania to take part in Sartre’s 1965 visit, but
he made up for the lost opportunity during his visit to Paris in 1967, upon the
invitation of a French writers’ society. After the critical success of Blood and
Ashes and The Wall, MarcinkeviCius was using his growing prominence in the
USSR and beyond to promote Lithuania on the world stage. In particular, he
had a plan to use UNESCO as a publishing house for the literature of small
nations and a means of securing international recognition for Lithuania’s
unique language and culture.

In his numerous accounts of the meeting, written and told on several
occasions to various interlocutors (including this author),>® Marcinkeviéius
admits that he was nervous about how it would go, and spent a lot of time in
preparations. He was pleased that Sartre proposed to meet for dinner at his
favorite café, and especially glad when Sartre arrived with Simone de Beauvoir.
He had just read a translation of her book, Les Belles Images, and so he felt
more secure about his ability to carry on the conversation, in spite of the
awkwardness of speaking through an interpreter.

They covered a range of topics over dinner and MarcinkeviCius slowly
gathered courage to make his UNESCO proposal. But instead of replying directly,
Sartre shifted the conversation to the works of James Joyce. Marcinkevicius
was initially at a loss and thought perhaps the interpreter was leading him
astray, but after a few minutes he realized what Sartre meant to say. Just as
the Irish author wrote in English, Sartre was implying that Lithuanians who
wanted to reach an international audience should write in Russian, and abandon
their attempts to elevate their own language and literature to the level of
world literature.

Marcinkevicius was utterly shocked and dejected by this reply, feeling that
his ambitions and those of his peers to find a place for Lithuanian culture in
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You will see the frightened shadow of a cloud
Scurrying across the field ...
So let us try.”’

The choir then loudly recites the word Lietuva (Lithuania) pronounced in three
syllables, each with heavy emphasis: “LIE-TU-VA, LIE-TU-VA.” Some years
later, at the peak of the popular movement against Soviet rule, these same
refrains would be chanted by hundreds of thousands of ecstatic Lithuanians
gathered in public protests, a phenomenon that astounded and puzzled for-
eign observers like the journalist and historian Anatol Lieven, who described
these highly theatrical rallies as something of a cross between a communist
convention and a Catholic mass.>®

Between the meeting of Marcinkevicius and Sartre and the popular move-
ment, Lithuanian society underwent a profound transformation. In retrospect,
some people like Regimantas Adomaitis, a famous theatre actor, trace the
beginnings of the popular movement against Soviet rule to this period.

For me Sgjudis started in 1969 with the production of Mindaugas and
then some time later, MaZvydas. These performances allowed us to express
what was latent in our hearts, our minds, our souls. ... They were a social
event that woke us up, united us. I remember an incredible atmosphere of
unity and solidarity among all who were on stage and those who were in
the audience.>®

Similarly, the respected theatre critic Antanas Vengris confided to Aldona
Liobyté that he could not keep himself from crying throughout a reading of
Daukantas, another historical epic by Marcinkevicius.®

These dramas gave their author the status of a national icon and
cult figure — the national poet. Characterizing his own self-development,
Marcinkevi¢ius said that after his meeting with Sartre, he became a poet
“with the land,” shifting his focus from cosmopolitan breadth to national
depth. His subsequent works were infused with a folkloric lyricism and moral
categories like spirituality, simplicity, sincerity and tradition. He asserted the
act of writing in Lithuanian as his mission and destiny — abandoning
the language would have meant a betrayal of the national cause.®!

For all of the individual drama of this revelation, Marcinkeviéius was far
from alone in turning away from the forward-looking attitude and pre-
occupation with the idea of progress and modernity. As his friend and course
mate Algirdas Baltakis recalls, “T consciously tried to make myself an urban
poet but it came to nothing, In any case, this village route is buried deep
inside of me, God damn it, and that’s all there is to it.”®? At some point in the
mid-1960s, the tenor of Lithuanian culture made a significant shift. Instead
of looking forward to the future of life in the modern city, it turned backward,
and began a profound reflection on what was being lost during the transition.
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came to rely on Russian national sentiment to bolster its waning socialist
legitimacy. As great-power chauvinists gained ground in the political and
cultural bureaucracies, the Soviet state stepped up the pressure on dissidents,
liberals and manifestations of non-Russian nationalism, notably in Ukraine.
In Soviet Lithuania, by way of contrast, the strength of the national
communist leadership and the cohesiveness of the cultural elites focussed the
repressive energies of the regime onto the local liberals, cosmopolitans and dis-
sidents, leaving the rustic turn to grow in the shade, as it were, of the quasi-
official Russian nativist movement. What began as a seemingly apolitical revival
of folk heritage grew into a widespread ethnographic movement that articu-
lated standards of cultural authenticity that were implicitly anti-Soviet. Acti-
vists mobilized the youth through various forms of expeditions, folk rituals
and performance focussed on individual and collective self-transformation.
Artists and writers crystallized the widespread but vague nostalgia for the lost
way of life into an increasingly politicized discourse of traumatic displacement
that held Soviet-style modernity to be the source of contemporary malaise.

Peasant metropolis

The rustic turn was rooted in the profound social changes caused by rapid
urbanization in the Soviet Union; specifically, the creation of large urban
populations of individuals who had recently migrated from the villages. As an
unintended by-product of the Stalinist model of modernization through
forced collectivization and industrialization, the explosive, uncontrolled growth
of Soviet cities combined aspects of urban and rural life in a complex cultural
synthesis that has fascinated Western observers since Walter Benjamin coined
the phrase “rural metropolis” during his visit to Moscow in 1926-27 and
described in his Moscow Diary.?

Benjamin is perhaps the most celebrated but certainly not the first foreigner
to focus on this aspect of Soviet life. In 1922 the American journalist Louis
Fischer already noticed that Russian “cities seemed to be filled with people
fresh from the forests and wheat fields.”* In equally picturesque but bitterly
ironic terms, Russian observers who actually lived through this period like Vasily
Grossman remind us of the traumatic, “urbicidal” cost of such rapid social
transformation:

the movement of millions of people resulted in that bright-eyed, high-
cheekboned provincial people who filled the streets of Leningrad, while in
the labour camp barracks Ivan Grigorievich encountered more and more
of those sad Petersburgeans with their French sounding ‘r’s.>

Demographic statistics bear out these literary impressions. By Western
standards, the USSR as a whole was urbanized belatedly and rapidly. In 1917
less than one in six residents of the Russian Empire lived in cities, compared
to three out of four in Great Britain and about half of the residents in
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meaning that melioration put a sudden and literal end to the most significant
lieux de mémoire of traditional Lithuanian society. The campaign eliminated
the single-family homestead as a social structure, leaving the countryside
dotted with abandoned cemeteries, wooden houses and barns leaning into the
ground, the yards overgrown with high grasses and bush — a semi-erased map
of a lost world.

Similarly, the extremely rapid in-migration of people from the countryside
left the new urban population in a state of psychological and cultural dis-
orientation. In a prophetic 1970 essay that accurately identified the social
causes of Soviet collapse, Russian dissident and historian Andrey Amal’rik
highlighted the social effects of collectivization and rapid urbanization:

The “proletarianization™ of the countryside has created an “alien” class
that is neither peasant nor worker. They have the dual psychology of the
owners of tiny homesteads and of farm hands working on gigantic and
anonymous farms. How this class views itself, and what it wants, is
known, I think, to nobody. Furthermore, the mass exodus of peasants to
the city has created a new type of city dweller: a person who has broken
with his old environment, way of life, and culture, and who is finding it
very difficult to discover his place in his new environment and feels ill at
ease in it. He is both frightened and aggressive. He no longer has any
idea to what level of society he belongs.”

These reflections were echoed later in a 1992 interview by the Lithuanian writer
Romualdas Granauskas, who describes the root causes of social malaise in
Soviet Lithuanian cities with an almost anthropological detachment and
attention to everyday detail:

He got lost. Pushed out of his village, his field, his rivulet by the campaign
of melioration ... having left behind his neighbors who had become like
relatives over time, he bought an apartment in the city, moved into the
multi-story building without any idea where to put his butter churn or his
oak barrel. After having moved in, he nevertheless would get up with the
dawn, observe the weather through the window, gauge the wind. After
coming home from some job to which he was assigned by the state, he
had nothing to do, nothing to undertake, because he was used to working
until late. And out of this disorientation many started to drink ... !°

Russian village prose

Russian intellectuals who sought to represent and give voice to this new
category of homo sovieticus gathered around the themes and motifs of village
prose, which grew to become the most prevalent genre of literature of the
Brezhnev era. Geoffrey Hosking draws an analogy between the emergence of
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communism. De-Stalinization had undermined established ideological certainties
and it uncovered traumatic memories of the past, generating divergent and
incompatible martyrologies. Liberals who supported the Thaw progressed
from the de-Stalinization promoted by Khrushchev to a more comprehensive
critique of the Soviet system and the communist idea as a whole. The con-
servatives who reacted cautiously or who were directly threatened by Khrush-
chev’s reforms also sought to articulate new forms of collective identity that
would survive the wreckage of the Soviet model.'*

On the left, artists and intellectuals focused on the political tyranny of Stalin,
the mass purges of the urban elites in the late 1930s, on the anti-cosmopolitan/
anti-Semitic campaign of the late 1940s, on the destruction of the best and the
brightest of the Russian and Soviet intellectual elites in general. Initially, they
sought to revive utopian ideals of socialist community, with high culture and
the traditions of the urban intelligentsia as the source of a social revival. After
the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 and with the demise of any
hope for “socialism with a human face,” they turned increasingly to Western
models of modernization that emphasized democratic development, universal
human rights and cosmopolitan citizenship. Those who engaged in dissent
were subject to continual harassment; many chose to emigrate or were forced
into exile.

The martyrology of the right focussed on collectivization and the destruction
of the peasant way of life. In this narrative the heroes were not Mandelstam and
Pasternak, but the simple, uneducated peasant, while Khrushchev came across
as no less a villain than Stalin. Khrushchev’s “hare-brained schemes” and
disastrous agricultural reforms, his vision of various nationalities merging
into a cosmopolitan Soviet nation, and his dogmatic persecution of religious
belief, which resulted in the demolition or closure of over 10,000 Orthodox
churches, provoked an irrational but powerful nostalgia for the halcyon days
of social conservatism under Stalin. Rather than turn to the West, the Soviet
right rejected modernization altogether, seeking to develop an alternative set
of values based on the nation’s spiritual links with the natural world, on folk
culture and tradition.

Further echoes of anti-cosmopolitanism

The Kulturkampf between the liberals and conservatives reached a turning
point in 1972 with the publication of a long, two-page broadsheet article in
Literaturnaya gazeta called “Against Anti-Historicism,” signed by one “Doctor of
Historical Sciences A. Yakovlev,” which subjected the views of several dozen
Russian village prose writers, poets, critics, and historians who sought the sources
of national identity in the rural tradition to a withering ideological critique.

The article caused an immediate sensation, as all could easily surmise that
the real author was none other than Aleksandr Nikolayevich Yakovlev, head
of the Kremlin’s Department of Ideology and Propaganda.’> Cultural con-
servatives feared the publication marked the beginning of a witch-hunt, making
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touch with Brezhnev’s approach to the nationalities question, which had
recently (at the XXTIV Party Congress in 1971) abandoned the goal of “merging”
(slianie) the various nations of the USSR, pursued by the Soviet nationalities
policy under Khrushchev, and celebrated instead the fictitious “unified Soviet
people” (yediny sovietsky narod) as an accomplished fact.

(A joke from the period captures Brezhnev’s approach to such problems:
Stalin, Khrushchev and Brezhnev are together in a train which breaks down.
Stalin orders the conductor to be shot, but the train does not move. Khrushchev
orders the conductor to be rehabilitated, but the train still does not move.
Brezhnev then reaches to draw the curtains, turns on the gramophone and
exclaims, “There, moving at last!”)

Notably, the reference in “Against Anti-Historicism” to “stagnant traditions”
singles out three non-Russian types of rural settlement to amplify the idea of
backwardness and tribalism: an aul/ is a fortified village typical of the Caucasus;
a khutor is homestead settlement typical of Ukraine and southern Russia, and
the term was also used to refer to homestead settlements in the Baltics. Finally, a
kishlak is a rural settlement typical of the semi-nomadic peoples of Central
Asia — the term means “wintering place,” derived from the Turkic gis — winter.

With such references, Yakovlev was only giving expression to the chauvinism
implicit in Soviet nationalities policy, which presumed that non-Russian
nationalities would gradually assimilate to Russian culture — an implicit but
fundamental point of Soviet nationalities policy. Not surprisingly, letters of
complaint from the Ukrainian and Uzbek writers’ unions were organized
by the Communist Party leaders in each republic and they too were used by
Kremlin conservatives to force Yakovlev’s ouster.??

Naturally, Yakovlev’s departure to Canada did nothing to help the cause
of the non-Russian republics. Petro Shelest, leader of the Communist Party of
Ukraine, was also dismissed in 1972 (as was the leader of the Georgian
Communist Party) and the Ukrainian intelligentsia subjected to a deep purge.
Hundreds of dissidents, including many artists, writers and intellectuals, were
targeted with prosecutions, and a number of writers including Zinoviy Krasivsky
and Anatoly Lupynis were forcibly committed to psychiatric clinics.?? Within
Russia, the liberal and dissident-nationalist wings of the Russian village prose
movement were suppressed through the suspension of the journal Veche and
the exile of Solzhenitsyn in 1974.

Meanwhile, nationalist members of the Soviet Russian cultural establishment
were advanced to leading positions and Russian village prose came to be
associated with cultural and political conservatism.?* Yakovlev’s quixotic attempt
to mount a campaign “against anti-historicism” ended up provoking another
wave of anti-cosmopolitanism and great-power chauvinism.

In this context it is striking that even after the 1972 self-immolation of Romas
Kalanta (1953-72) in Kaunas and an eruption of mass demonstrations, there
was no real purge of the leadership or brutal crackdown on the intelligentsia in
Lithuania. A student in his early twenties, Kalanta died after setting himself
ablaze in the square adjoining the theatre in Kaunas where Soviet power was
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as though we lived on a reservation, and forget the other dimensions of
our culture. The national traditions of Lithuania include more than folk
sculptures, songs and laments, but also Vilnius University, the architecture
of Vilnius, the old and modern towns of Kaunas and Klaipéda, as well as
the literature and music of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Just
as we defend folk art from unnecessary intrusions, so too should we
defend even more passionately the monuments of professional art which
are often still found in a very bad state.?°

The article concludes with an appeal for a cosmopolitan conception of
Lithuanian culture that would embrace the full heritage of Vilnius and
other Lithuanian cities and promote the development of a genuinely urban cul-
ture. He emphasized that while Lithuania was becoming an urban country,
city culture was not the same as technical culture. While Kaunas and
Klaipéda were becoming technically more progressive, they still lacked the “the
real urbanity that comes only from an immersion in the heritage of humanism.”?!

In the mid-1970s, Venclova’s application to join the Lithuanian Writers’
Union was rejected, and while the circumstances of the decision are murky,
the probable reasons include not only his dissidence but also the social and
cultural distance that separated him from the mainstream of the local cultural
elites. Shortly thereafter, he would send an application to the Communist
Party of Lithuania to be allowed to emigrate, which was granted in 1977.
After establishing himself at Yale University, Venclova became one of the
most prominent international advocates for human rights in the Soviet Union
and a mediator between Soviet Lithuania and the West.

Venclova’s exclusion from the Lithuanian Writers’ Union and his subsequent
emigration is symbolic of the direction that Soviet Lithuanian culture was taking.
Shortly after he emigrated, he gave an interview to the American-Lithuanian
journal Akiraciai (Horizons) entitled “About Cities, Villages, Freedom and
Poetry.” After a number of questions relating to the circumstances of his
departure, his activities as a writer and dissident, and the strength of the resis-
tance movement, Venclova was asked whether the Lithuanian village might
once again, as it has throughout history, emerge as a wellspring of tradition to
inspire a cultural renaissance in Lithuania.

Venclova’s response was brusque. He asserted that if a national revival were
to appear in Soviet Lithuania, it would come rather from the new culture that
was emerging in the cities. Admitting that the Lithuanian village was in
moderately better shape than in Soviet Russia, it too had been destroyed by
collectivization and so would not make any contribution to a cultural or
political revival. Quite the opposite:

The efforts of our writers to search for ethical or aesthetic values in the
village seem pointless. It is not only Lithuanians who suffer from this
disease, but also, for example, Solzhenitsyn. The center of Lithuanian
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Soviet nationalities policy under Stalin also promoted folk culture as a
means of promoting Sovietized national identities, and while the rustic turn in
Soviet Lithuania generated a number of distinct subcultures, it was also very
much part of the cultural mainstream. The highest representatives of Soviet
Lithuanian officialdom like Juozas Baltusis and Antanas Venclova, among
others, supported and participated in the movement as a natural, positive
and, to their minds, politically neutral cultural trend. In his private diary
from 1967, for example, Antanas Venclova records his delight with a staged
performance of a traditional peasant wedding:

Yesterday, my wife and I experienced the rare joy of watching an amateur
art group of the older generation, performing the ancient wedding ritual
of the Kupiskis region. Real peasants were performing in authentic outfits,
and in such a way as happens in real life. This kind of documentary rea-
lism made a huge impression on me. ... It is wonderful that the native
customs of our fathers and forefathers, which seemed to be buried under
the ashes of time, are in fact alive, interesting, moving. And how many such
things are coming back to life in our times — songs, dances, and folk music —
all of this is becoming part of our daily existence, our pride! What a
strong connection links our times to the past! How lovely and how
necessary!®>

The show that Venclova so enthusiastically describes was the opening performance
of an ethnographic ensemble called Kupiskény vestuvés.

The popularity of Kupiskény vestuvés among elite figures like Venclova and
common Lithuanians alike was significant and portentous of subsequent cultural
developments. Aesthetically, the group’s performances contrasted sharply with
those of the standard Soviet folk ensemble. The leading troupe of the latter
genre, Lietuva, was modeled after the professional folk ensembles developed
by Igor Moiseyev in the 1930s. Moiseyev adapted folk dances for performance
by professional dancers using techniques from classical ballet and gymnastics.
Stalin was a great enthusiast, and so the genre quickly became the new
orthodoxy throughout the USSR, as each republic developed its own version
of such troupes.3®

Lietuva was established during the first Soviet occupation in 1940, continued
to perform during the first years of the Nazi occupation, and was again pro-
moted heavily in the postwar era, participating in All-Union festivals and
concerts given on significant holidays in Moscow and throughout the Soviet bloc.
The elite performers were rigorously selected from scores of applicants and
were all extremely good-looking and physically fit, the very model of Soviet
youth.?’

Meanwhile, the performances of Kupiskény vestuvés were based on a
completely different aesthetic and standard of authenticity. The group con-
sisted of elderly villagers who were not professional actors or singers. The
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the creativity of the people, to the manner in which pearls of artistic creativity
emerge from its very roots, and how only the Soviet order could have opened
such a miracle, which was its greatest merit.”*® Of course, there was nothing
political in the motivation of the elderly performers, but the national flavour and
enormous popularity of the group gave it a real social significance.

The group toured different regions of Lithuania relentlessly, filling Soviet
Lithuanian Houses of Culture to overcapacity. “Whoever has not seen Kupiskény
vestuvés is not a true Lithuanian,” was a common saying at the time.?® For
many spectators, the group seemed to have come out of nowhere, and they
would often describe the shows as some kind of miracle.*® In fact, however,
such ethnographic performances of traditional weddings first took place in
the interwar period, in concerts organized and promoted by the Catholic
Women’s League of Lithuania, particularly through its regional branch in
Kupiskis. They formed an integral part of the revival of peasant culture in line
with the cultural policy of the interwar republic and of the Lithuanian
awakening of the late nineteenth century.*!

However, while the earlier folk revivals drew on romantic notions of the
peasant as the keeper of an ancient heritage, they had also developed in the
context of a modernist project, seeking to “raise” peasant culture to the level
befitting a modern nation-state, be it the interwar republic or the postwar
LSSR. The rustic turn of the 1960s and 1970s, by way of contrast, took place
in a post-apocalyptic cultural atmosphere imbued with an overwhelming sense
of nostalgia and trauma. Instead of seeking to “improve” local peasant cul-
ture and to “raise” it to some modern, international standard, the emphasis
was on the postmodern impulse to “return” to the unsullied, pre-modern and
pre-Soviet original.

Indeed, Kupiskény vestuvés assumed a much greater cultural and social
significance during the Soviet period than it had during the interwar years.
The performances were received in a highly emotional, often ecstatic manner.
From personal experience I can recall how my grandmother Ona Inéitraité
(Varslauskieng), forced out by the last melioration campaign from her native
village of SalnakundZiai in the Kupiskis region to the city of Panevérys
(and hating it thoroughly), would reach a state of ecstatic grief and joy as
she watched the wedding performed on Soviet state television. The advanced age
of the performers in the roles of a young bride and groom jarred the conventions
of realism and embodied a deep sense of nostalgia for a culture and for rituals that
no subsequent generation would be able to perform in the same authentic manner.

Over time, Kupiskény vestuvés and Lietuva came to be seen as two opposed
paradigms of folk expression, and by extension, of national self-understanding.
While the aesthetics of the amateur ethnographic ensemble were seen as an
authentic manifestation of grass-roots culture, the stylized professionalism of
Lietuva was increasingly felt to be inauthentic, false, and Soviet. As one folk
revivalist recalled: “We hated the Lietuva ensemble, hated all these degraded,
official folk bands ... We were engaged in the search for authenticity — for
authenticity in melodies, everywhere.”*?
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that his sons — a teacher, a tractor driver and a professor — bring to their
community. It shows how the children of a simple peasant could become
members of the most progressive layers of Soviet society.

But under this surface of modernity, the setting of the story in the old vil-
lage house, the sound of the old man speaking a regional dialect, his manner
of speaking and idiomatic expressions were immediately recognizable as
archaic and as dying away, generating a powerful sense of nostalgia. The
seemingly innocent phrase of the protagonist, “nowadays people can make
everything but they still cannot make the sun,” signaled the limitations of
modernity and progress. The slow movement of the camera, the broken
montage, the strong visual symbolism and the juxtaposition of the modern
and the archaic not only contrasted with the progress-driven and plot-
centered documentaries of the time, but conveyed a palpable sense of trauma
and loss.*

Verba’s films were seen as establishing a new genre of film in Lithuania due
largely to his skilful appropriation of cinematic innovations associated with
the cinéma vérité movement in France, or the living camera movement in the
United States. Before the use of synchronous sound became economical in
the 1960s, visuals were typically filmed first and then music and voice-overs
were added in the studio as a separate process. In the new mode of documentary
filmmaking, the editing of footage with simultaneously recorded sound creates
the impression of lived or real time. Events just “happen” in front of the
camera, unleashing the power of performance by promoting a completely
different apprehension of the speaking subject.*®

By filming simple peasants and very old people, Verba was able to let
his subjects speak and to express themselves in a direct and ostensibly trans-
parent way that was not possible before. Using the techniques of cinema
vérit¢, Verba represented the past through its traces in the present, not only
topographically or archaeologically in the landscape, but physiologically
and empirically, in the performance of the voices and bodies of speaking
witnesses:

Old village huts with fruit and flower gardens, old people who, it seems,
have been living there forever. It seemed that there, on screen, the very essence
of what we call Lithuania is grasped. When I happen to be in a village
even now it seems to me that I am in Verba’s film. And these films
are not cinema but pieces of life.*’

His films introduced, in a novel manner, the archaic figure of the ethnic
Lithuanian autochthon, a character who “grows from the earth” like a tree,
an immediately recognizable figure in Lithuanian culture, seen as increasingly
anomalous in the all-too rapidly changing environment.

Verba worked closely with Lithuanian photographers who shared a similarly
rustic aesthetic. As recalled by Antanas Sutkus, he and his generation of photo-
graphers, including Romualdas Rakauskas (b. 1941), Aleksandras Macijauskas
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(b. 1938), Algimantas Kunéius (b. 1939) and Stanislovas Zvirgzdas (b. 1941)
among others, were lucky because the traditional Lithuanian village had still
not entirely disappeared when they came into the profession.*® Influenced
by the humanism of the Edward Steichen (1879-1973) and Henri Cartier-
Bresson (1908-2004), as well as the ethnographic realism of the interwar
Lithuanian photographer Balys Buracas (1897-1972), they developed a unique
style which was recognized in the Soviet context as “distinctly Lithuanian, ™4
One of the striking motifs of this school was the focus on the individual who
emerged and appeared inseparable from the rural landscape.>®

Figure 7.3 Antanas Sutkus, The Last Summer
In People of Lithuania, 1959—. Zarasai, 1968. © Antanas Sutkus.
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Figure 7.4 Romualdas Rakauskas, Blooming. Dzukija district, Lithuania, 1974-1984

Performing Lithuania

Algirdas Tarvydas, a photographer and film director who worked as an
assistant to Verba in the making of Ciutyta rita and Simtameéiy godos,
emphasizes the close engagement of their work with contemporary social and
cultural developments in Lithuania. “It was right at this time, starting in 1962
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that the ethnographic societies and folk ensembles were being founded ...
People in the cities started to sing ancient village songs ... It was all in the
atmosphere ... Verba collected this all in his documentaries.”>!

The yearning for a new standard of authenticity was the implicit driving
force of an ethnocultural movement that embraced several forms of activity,
including folklore groups, hikers clubs and cultural monument preservation
groups (paminklosaugos draugijos).>> The groups and their respective mem-
berships varied, but their motivation and intentions were interrelated. The
common concerns of these groups with cultural authenticity became increasingly
focussed on the act of self-transformation and collective becoming through
the performance of ethnic culture.

The cultural project to preserve and recover the dying remains of a lost
civilization strengthened during the 1970s as an idea that began to unify the
intelligentsia with a new sense of purpose. Professional ethnographers from
Vilnius University played an important role in this process, notably the phi-
lologist Norbertas Vélius, who organized student expeditions to the villages to
collect and codify songs, riddles, tales and other forms of oral tradition.

Since the mid-1950s, the Department of Lithuanian Philology had grown
into one of the most prestigious areas of study. It had dozens of professional
ethnologists and folklorists who directed the national preoccupation with the
collection, classification, and publication of Lithuanian folklore. This profes-
sional work was popularized among students, including those specializing in
engineering, scientific and other fields.>?

The stated goal of the hikers’ club, for example, was “to learn about the
country, to preserve cultural monuments, to cultivate oneself physically and
spiritually and to seek enlightenment.” Another group called Romuva was
torn by internal tensions and ideological diversity: one branch was focussed
on preserving historical monuments, another on reviving the pre-modern,
pagan roots of ethnic culture. These two branches were more or less accep-
table to the authorities, while yet another section viewed Christianity as the
source of Lithuanian national identity and had close ties with the anti-Soviet
Catholic underground.>*

On the surface, however, they were difficult to distinguish, since their
activities all incorporated the singing of folk songs, going on hiking trips and
celebrating traditional festivities. Some members emphasized the collection of
folklore, others put more emphasis on bringing enlightenment to the rural
areas, others on bringing village culture to urban milieux, and still others delved
in mystical explorations of the national ethos. But regardless of their differ-
ences or their level of accommodation or opposition to the authorities, all
were involved in the search of an authentic self.

According to Ainé Ramonaité, the ethnographic movement formed a
“parallel society” along with the Catholic Church that was opposed to the
Soviet system. Noting that the KGB closely monitored and even prosecuted
some of its members, she attributes a distinctly anti-Soviet ethos to the
movement as a whole. “During Soviet times,” she writes,
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based on a lyrical folk song sung in an “authentic” rustic style, these images
contribute to an ironic mood of tragic nostalgia. The film was also translated
into Russian and distributed across the USSR, with a new Russian title 7,500
Miles Through a Life, a title that sought to dilute the anti-modernism of the
story by posing as a biography of Vasinauskas himself. This group initiative to
record the journey of an agronomist in journalism and film represented the
beginnings of an alliance between the technical and the creative intelligentsia
as a force for cultural and social change, one that would take on a more
obvious and political significance under glasnost’ a decade later.

Literature and the discourse of displacement

The discourse of trauma and deracination was expressed most explicitly and
forcefully in works of literature, and it was through literature that the alternative
aesthetics of authentic identity would reach the greatest number of Lithuanians.
From the mid-1960s, at about the same time when the Soviets pushed forward
with the melioration of the countryside that destroyed the last remaining
homesteads, the most popular works of Lithuanian literature expressed a
lament over the separation from the land that with time grew in intensity
until it emerged as a widely shared vision of cultural apocalypse and national
disaster. By the early 1980s, well before the onset of glasnost’, this discourse
of physical and cultural displacement had started to sensitize Lithuanians to
the trauma of deracination as a basic condition of Soviet modernity.

Lithuanian writers never used the term “village prose” to describe a discrete
school of Lithuanian literature. Novels by authors like Mykolas Sluckis (Steps
to the Sky, 1963), Vytautas PetkeviCius (On Bread, Love and the Gun, 1963),
Jonas Avyzius (The Village at the Crossroads, 1964) focussed on the “class strug-
gle” in the countryside during the collectivization campaign. Later works by
Juozas Aputis, Romualdas Granauskas, Bronius Radzevi¢ius, Henrikas éigriejus,
Vytautas Bubnys and others explored the trauma of deracination that accom-
panied the transformation of the countryside. The concern with the tectonic
cultural changes involved in the process of rapid urbanization was not a
discrete literary movement but rather the pervasive cultural background to
creative pursuits of all kinds.

Moreover, after the departure of Tomas Venclova, the rustic turn never
turned into a divisive issue between Lithuanian liberals and conservatives in the
way that Russian village prose eventually came to be seen as the preserve of
the nationalist camp. Granted, a certain rift developed between the Generation
of 1930 and the next generations of writers like Martinaitis (b. 1936) and
Sigitas Geda (b. 1943), who added a political stance of non-conformism to
their avant-garde aesthetics and viewed their “elders” (who were just a few
years older but occupied a significantly different niche in the cultural mosaic)
as cultural and political conservatives.®

The very ubiquity of the rustic turn in Soviet Lithuania is attested by the
way in which it became a staple not only of cultural conservatives, but of the
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younger generations of cultural innovators and political non-conformists, and
how broadly it permeated not only literature but music, cinema and art to
form a powerful cultural synthesis. Sigitas Geda’s first collection of poems
entitled Pédos (Footsteps) in which expressionist images and colors imitate
the simplicity and freshness of folk language and a mythological perspective of
the nation, provided a creative impulse for an entire plethora of avant-garde
works in music, painting and other forms of cultural expression, %

His next major work, Strazdas, evoked the legendary figure of the Catholic
priest and poet of the late eighteenth century who deliberately partook of the
difficult life of Lithuanian serfs. This text blended violence, eroticism, religion
and mythological archetypes onto a surrealist canvas that simultaneously
conveyed a subversive political message: Antanas Strazdas (Antoni Drozdowski,
1760-1833) was the first Lithuanian poet to be censored by the Russian
imperial authorities, and the implied comparison with the Soviet period was
sufficiently clear.®’

The poem was adapted as a theatre play in Kaunas in 1984, and later in
1990 as a feature film. The play was set to the music of the minimalist composer
Bronius Kutavi¢ius, who in his turn was inspired by Geda’s poetry to compose
the Pantheistic Oratorio (1970), and Last Pagan Rites (1978), valued as among
the most important and influential Lithuanian contemporary music works.*®
Contemporaries recall that they listened to Kutavicius® Rites with its incantations
of Geda’s poetry in a very literal sense, as a ritual of self-transformation: “We
listened to this music with our entire bodies, with sweet bumps which started at
our foot soles and went up under our ears ... its power passing over us, it
empowers us, our spirit, our language, our listening,” recalls literary critic Vik-
torija Daujotyté.®®

That said, Daujotyté also emphasizes that it was literature that played
the leading role in the renewal of culture through the revival of archaic
and mythological themes.”® Moreover, the discursive nature of literature
allowed avant-garde poets such as Martinaitis in the cycle of poems Kukucio
baladés (1977) to ground such themes in a narrative of the transition
from the country to the city. The lyrical hero Kukutis (the name is derived
from cuckoo bird) is a complex and enigmatic character embodied in a
simple peasant who represents the spirit of a dying agrarian civilization. As
a village fool, a simpleton, an idiot and a clever and persistent trickster, he
represents a figure familiar from folklore, and yet reflects something much
darker and doomed. His carnivalesque appearances in the modern context of
Soviet Lithuania impart the shock of anachronism. Kukutis brings a chaotic
inconvenience to the well-ordered structure of modern Soviet society, evoking
the return of repressed memories and visions and an unsettling sense of
trauma,

For example, in a poem called “Kukutis Dreams up Zuvelidkés Village
on Cathedral Square,” a chaotic stream-of-consciousness description of
village life is juxtaposed to clean and well-proportioned space in the center
of the modern capital. Dizzy from the summer heat, Kukutis lays his head on
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a loaf of bread and conjures his home village on the central square of Vilnius
through a dream:

Like after the great flood out of Noah’s saved ark into the square pour
forth flocks of sparrows and dogs bloated cows one year old calves and
girls surrounded by bulls with wreaths braided of the first dandelions of
the year on their heads at the end of the Cathedral Square leaning on a
pitch fork Mr. Little Fish happily stares at a lamb in front of the bell
tower showing off a sheepskin coat the entire square becomes crowded
with Zuveligkés from all corners something live comes crawling out hurrying
everything starts to bellow moo cackle oink whistle crow crackle neigh
squeal bellow quack hiss cluck bleat cock a doodle doo howl yelp cackle
and smell like a cattle yard’s warmth in a manure wagon’s wheels the
coolness of a hundred year old pantry the hot depths of vodka unclean
old people’s words from the tower to the Vilnelé river Zuveliskés sets itself
up with the cow’s footpath stretching right through the very center of the
Cathedral and after an afternoon’s nap the historical chickens suffocatingly
cluck with Antose on the hay wagon and her firmly pressed-together breasts.”!

The vision of Kukutis gets him into trouble with a police officer who notes
that cars are stopping with people viewing the disgraceful scene. The com-
plaints continue, an official delegation is due to arrive, and Kukutis is ordered
to stop dreaming of “abolished farmsteads that the engineer has already
crossed off his list.” Eventually a fire brigade armed with water-hoses comes
to chase the apparition that has “risen from the dead” back into the ground.
The absurdity of Kukutis™ statements and appearances has something invo-
luntary and obsessive about them, like the flashbacks of traumatized memory.
Notably, in Martinaitis’ poetry, Vilnius has lost its romantic and idealized
quality and stands for the oppressively ordered presence of power, the new
urbanity in which there is no place for the “crossed-out” but lively chaos of
the “regressive” agricultural past.

However, nobody articulated the sense of trauma in more explicit and
apocalyptic terms than novelist Romualdas Granauskas in The Homestead
Under the Maple Tree. Published in instalments in Pergalé over the course of
1986, it was perhaps the culminating work of the discourse of traumatic dis-
placement. The novel evoked the same existential concern with questions of
ethics and repentance, collective identity and ecology that was erupting
throughout Soviet literature at the time, such as Chingiz Aitmatov’s Plakha
(The Executioner’s Bloc) published in Novy Mir that same year. It also echoes
the classics of Russian village prose like Valentin Rasputin’s Farewell to
Matyora or Solzhenitsyn’s Matryona’s House by portraying an old woman,
the last resident in an abandoned village, as the sole survivor of a vanished
world, with a deep sense of attachment to the land, an idealized ethical
commitment to communal relations, and centuries-old traditions in the context
of social destruction and degradation.
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Granauskas pushed the limit of literature towards its breaking point in
the direction of social and political critique, focussed on the tragedy of
collectivization, urbanization and melioration:

We have seen many wars and upheavals, fires, floods and plagues. Our
lives and destinies are in flux, but one thing never changes. Come what
may, your patch of land will not burn. It cannot be arrested or deported,
or blown to pieces. Come what may, you can rest yourself upon it, it may
be small and infertile, but still you wrap your arms around your children,
pressing their small heads to your chest, and calmly watch how the world
is thundering and trembling all around you.”?

He wrote the book over the course of a month, almost in a single draft. Some-
what raw as a literary text, it was highly effective in capturing and transmitting
the cultural mood of the time. First published in serial form in 1986, it provoked
a steady stream of essays and discussions on ecology, tradition, language and the
village. The apocalyptic sensibility of this text, together with an autochthonous
sense of national identity based on a post-traumatic attachment to and identifi-
cation with the land, became a core element of Lithuanian cultural and political
discourse in the late 1980s. Arvydas Juozaitis, one of the founding members of
the popular movement, told Granauskas that he wrote the speech for the
founding session of Sgjiidis “in a single breath,” the moment he had finished
reading The Homestead Under the Maple Tree.”

By instilling an intense nostalgia about the village as an alternative source
of authentic feeling and identity, the rustic turn amounted to nothing less
than a cultural revolution that stood the modernism of the Soviet Lithuanian
renaissance on its head. The process of urbanization, which for a time
inspired the creative classes to participate in the creation of a cosmopolitan
culture, came to be seen as one of several manifestations of the trauma of
displacement. The abandoned homestead, overgrown with trees, was a silent
witness to the trauma of deracination, of occupation and the brutality of the
postwar years — a lieu de mémoire that expressed an autochthonous vision of
collective identity based on the nation’s origins in the land.

Notes

1 Pierre Nora, “Reasons for the current upsurge in memory,” Eurozine.com (April
19, 2002).

2 Geoffrey Hosking, The Awakening of the Soviet Union (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1990), 23.

3 Walter Benjamin and Gary Smith, Moscow Diary (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1986).

4 Louis Fischer, in R.H.S. Crossman and Arthur Koestler, The God That Failed
(New York: Harper, 1950), 203.

5 Vasilii S. Grossman, Anna Aslanyan, Robert Chandler, and Elizabeth Chandler,
Everything Flows (London: Harvill Secker, 2010).

6 David Hoffman, Peasant Metropolis: Social Identities in Moscow, 1929-1941
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1994), 1-2.



150 The rustic turn

7 Goskomstat SSSR, Demograficheskiy yezhegodnik SSSR 1990 (Moscow: Finansy i
statistika, 1991), 11. In 1959, Lithuania’s urbanization rate was still just 39 percent,
well behind that of Estonia or Latvia at 56 percent, or the RSFSR at 52 percent, or
48 percent for the USSR as a whole. By 1989, Lithuania’s urbanization rate was
68 percent, higher than 65.9 for the USSR as a whole, about 71 for Estonia and
Latvia, and 73.5 for the RSFSR.

8 By the early 1970s, the average age of those employed in agriculture was 45 years old,
and only one fifth were below the age of 30. Two thirds of all pensioners lived in the
country, and one third of rural households did not have a single male worker in the
“able bodied” category of 16-55 years of age. Benedict V. Maciuika, “Contemporary
Social Problems in the Collectivized Lithuanian Countryside,” Lituanus 20.3 (Fall
1976): 5-27.

9 Andrei Amal’rik, Will the Soviet Union Survive Until 19847 (New York: Harper &
Row, 1970), 62-63.

10 Interview with Romualdas Granauskas, Vakarinés naujienos (October 2, 1992).
Similar points were made later by Leonidas Donskis in “Miesto likimas komunis-
tingje ir postkomunistingje Lietuvoje,” in Tarp Karlailio ir Klaipédos: Visuomenés ir
kultiros kritikos etiudai (Klaipédos Universiteto leidykla, 1997), 16-17.

11 Geoffrey Hosking, The Awakening of the Soviet Union. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1990), 23.

12 Maksimov notes further that “No urban literature of any distinction was published
in Tvardovskiy’s journal ... Everything that was powerful in Novy mir was the
peasants.” John Glad, Besedy v izgnanii: Russkoe Literaturnoe Zarubezhie
(Moskva: Izd-vo “Knizhnaiapalata”, 1991), 13.

13 See Nikolai Mitrokhin’s Russkaia partiia. Dvizhenie russkikh natsionalistov SSSR,
1953-1985 (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2003).

14 Vladislav Zubok, Zhivago's Children: The Last Russian Intelligentsia (Cambridge,
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009).

15 Aleksander Yakovlev became a historian after fighting in World War I, spent a year
as an exchange student at Columbia University in 1958 and worked as head of the
Department of Propaganda and Ideology of the CPSU from 1969 to 1973. He was
Ambassador to Canada until 1983, where became a close friend of Prime Minister
Pierre Trudeau, and developed a common understanding on a plan for reform with
Mikhail Gorbachev, then Soviet Minister of Agriculture, during the latter’s visit to
Canada.

16 Aleksandr Yakovlev, “Protiv antiistorizma,” Literaturnaya gazeta 46 (November
15, 1972), 4-5.

17 Alexandr Yakovlev, interviewed by Yu. Solomonov, “Fashizm prost, kak palka,
poetomu s nim tak slozhno borotsia,” Literaturnaya gazeta (July 9, 1997). See also
Yakovlev’s memoirs Sumerki (Moscow: Materik, 2005), 341,

18 Anatoly Salutsky, “Aleksandr Zinovyev vs. Aleksandr Yakovlev,” Literaturnaya
Gazeta 50-51 (December 18, 2002), 15.

19 In “Fashizm prost, kak palka,” Yakovlev relates Brezhnev’s words on the issue: Why did
you do this? Why did you not ask me first (raising his eyebrows)? And finally, putting a
hand on his shoulder: “You drop this now, and that will be the end of the matter.”

20 See John B. Dunlop, The Faces of Contemporary Russian Nationalism (Princeton,
NI Princeton University Press, 1983), 60; Yitzhak M. Brudny, Reinventing Russia:
Russian Nationalism and the Soviet State, 1953-1991 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2000), 57.

21 Sumerki, 342.

22 Alexandr Yakovlev, interviewed by Yu. Solomonov, “Fashizm prost, kak palka,
poetomu s nim tak slozhno borotsia,” Literaturnaya gazeta (July 9, 1997).

23 Borys Lewytszkyj, Politics and Society in Soviet Ukraine: 1953—1980 (Edmonton:
CIUS Press, 1984), 147-48. Bohdan Nahaylo, “Ukrainian Dissent and Opposition after






152  The rustic turn

46 Bill Nichols, Representing Reality: Issues and Concepts in Documentary (Bloomington,
IN: Indiana University Press, 1991), 42.

47 Rata Oginskaité, Nuo pradZios pasaulio. Apie dokumentininkg Verbg (Vilnius:
Aidai, 2010): [11].

48 Antanas Sutkus, “Fotografija — Zmogaus dvasios metrastis,” Bernardinai.lt (May
29, 2009).

49 Lev Anninskii, Solntse v vetviakh: Ocherki o litovskoi fotografii (Vilnius:
Obshchestvo fotoiskusstva Litovskoi SSR, 1984).

50 During interviews with the author, Sutkus and Zvirgzdas each noted that Steichen’s
The Family of Man and Cartier-Bresson’s People of Moscow came to Lithuania in
the form of catalogs from exhibitions of these series in Moscow in 1959 and 1958,
respectively.

51 In Rata Oginskaité, “Nuo pradzios pasaulio: apie dokumentininka Roberta
Verba,” (Vilnius: Aidai, 2010), 146. Algirdas Tarvydas, Interview by author. Audio
recording. Vilnius, March 7, 2011,

52 Ainé Ramonaité, “Paralelinés visuomenés’,” 33-58.

53 By 1972, the archives of the Philology Department were among the largest in the
Soviet Union with more than 800,000 individual exponents. A five-volume com-
pendium of folklore was published in 1968, and path breaking works of folklore
studies were published in 1970 and 1971. Bronius Vaskelis, “The Assertion of
Ethnic Identity Via Myth and Folklore in Soviet Lithuanian Literature,” Lituanus
19.2 (Summer 1973): 16-27.

54 Algirdas Patackas, “Apie Romuva, tévyniskuma ir neperZengiamas ribas” [inter-
viewed by Paulius Subacius], in Pastogés Lietuva: pogrindzio, SajudzZio ir laisvés
kronika (Vilnius: Aidai, 2011), 26.

55 Ainé Ramonaité, “‘Paralelinés visuomenés’,” 54.

56 See Laura Olson, Performing Russia: folk revival and Russian identity (New York:
RoutledgeCurzon, 2004).

57 Nerija Putinaité, Nenutritkusi styga. Prisitaikymas ir pasiprieSinimas soviety Lietuvoje
(Vilnius: Aidai, 2007), 289-90.

58 Ariinas Streikus. “Kierunki polityki pamigci na Litwie sowieckiej,” Politeja 16
(2011): 281-307.

59 Aranas Streikus, “Apie antikrik$¢ioniskus sovietiniy $venciy ir apeigu tikslus,”
Naujasis zZidinys-Aidai 10 (2003): 514-17.

60 See for example Frank Trentman’s analysis of the “rambler’s movement” in Eng-
land between the wars, where he emphasizes that efforts to ascribe a concrete
political motivation to this kind of grassroots movement often fail to grasp the
complex cultural dynamics at play. “Civilization and Its Discontents: English Neo-
Romanticism and the Transformation of Anti-Modernism in Twentieth-Century
Western Culture,” Journal of Contemporary History 29.4 (1994): 586.

61 Saulé Matuleviciené, “I§ pokalbiy su Romualdu Ozolu: 7-8 desimtmecio dvasinés
erdves,” Liaudies kultara 5 (2007): 45-53 at 48-49.

62 Saulé Matuleviciené, “Pogrindis, virtes Pastoge. Saulés Matulevicienés pokalbis su
Algirdu Patacku,” Liaudies kultara 1.118 (2008): 48.

63 One of the main preoccupations of the national communist leadership in Lithuania
was to protect the agricultural sector from some of the most misguided reforms
imposed by Khrushchev, which ultimately made Soviet Lithuanian agriculture far
more productive than the Soviet average and a source of national pride. Vasi-
nauskas once protested in an open letter against Khrushchev’s proposals and
managed to escape punishment thanks to his unrivalled reputation (his colleagues
who signed the letter lost their jobs).

64 Vasinauskas was accompanied throughout the journey by the journalist Vladas
Vaicekauskas, and on parts of it by film director Rimtautas Silinis (Verba’s former
editor) and his cameraman Kornelijus Matuzevicius, the son of the poet and rather






8 The rustic revolution

We were deported not only from our homeland but from our language, customs,
religion, respect for ourselves and our earth.
Vytautas Landsbergis, 19901

The popular movements that emerged throughout Central and Eastern
Europe in the late 1980s continue to fascinate and perplex. It was an era of
iconoclasm, marked by massive rallies, the burning of flags and the toppling of
statues, broadcast to the astonishment of the entire world. And behind these
sensational images, political transformation was driven by a deeper cultural
process that scholars describe as the “return of memory,” manifest in the
lifting of censorship, the opening of sealed archives, and the telling of trau-
matic life-stories long suppressed. According to Tomas Venclova, the return
of memory “brushed aside all social and individual distinctions and ensured a
dramatic national consolidation that led Lithuania into independent existence.”?

The mass publication of formerly suppressed memoirs of the deportees
played a key role in this process. Alfred Senn’s first-hand account of the
period singles out the publication of the memoirs of Dalia Grinkeviciaté
(a child deportee whose memoirs are frequently compared to the diary of Ann
Frank) as an event that “stunned the reading public and immediately took an
important place in the collective memory of Lithuanians as an oppressed
nation.”? Dovilé Budryté writes that the “political thaw ... instantly awakened
memories of the displacement” and highlights the role of ceremonies
commemorating the mass deportations.* The idea that the return of deportee
memory contributed to the consolidation of national identity is by now a
standard paragraph in high-school textbooks.>

In retrospect, however, it is clear that these profound changes of mass con-
sciousness could not have occurred by themselves. Instead, political scientists
like Mark Beissinger describe the process of nationalist mobilization as occur-
ring in stages, where a long, quiet stage marked by the gradual accumulation
of cultural capital is followed by an active stage when those resources are
translated into collective political action. The “return of memory,” just like
the “power of the powerless,” are phrases that were used to describe the final
deployment of this symbolic capital to bring about political change.®
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But like the “return of memory,” the “power of the powerless” was partly a
myth that reflected the utopian mindset of the times. In reality, power never
left the stage, but was concentrated into the hands of the masters of discourse,
the establishment intelligentsia who had been shaping Lithuanian memory
throughout the Soviet period. As Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost’ enabled a
more open and public discussion of previously forbidden topics, the role of
the writers grew in strength and expanded in scope, building on their unsur-
passed command of the language of public discourse that they themselves had
created, encompassing non-literary areas such as environmentalism, social issues
and politics through essays, opinion pieces and public speaking engagements.

This process was incarnated in the personal encounter of the former child
deportee Dalia Grinkevi¢itté and Justinas Marcinkevi¢ius, who not only
helped to publish her seminal text, but also promoted and framed its reception
through his own analysis and commentary. By weaving the deportee narra-
tives into the background discourse of trauma and loss that was already strongly
encoded in Soviet Lithuanian culture, MarcinkeviCius and other leading
members of the Soviet Lithuanian intelligentsia established a parallel between
the trauma of deportation and the trauma of the various forms of physical
and cultural displacements that characterized Soviet modernity in Lithuania,
from collectivization to industrialization and from urbanization to Russification.

The notion that Lithuanians were all deportees, deported from their land,
language and culture, came to be accepted as a self-evident basis for collective
identification and political action. The social transformation and sense of
solidarity that brought hundreds of thousands of people onto the streets was
powerfully reinforced by mass rituals of return (sugrizimas) and reburial of depor-
tees who perished in the Soviet camps. In this context, the rustic turn and a
specific discursive formation that represented urbanization, collectivization and
deportation as a single trauma of displacement established a common denomi-
nator for Lithuanian national identity that dissolved the rift between the minor-
ity who suffered direct repressions, like the deportees and dissidents, and the
majority who managed to accommodate themselves to the Soviet way of life.

The return of memory

Milan Kundera’s aphorism that the “struggle of man against power is the
struggle of memory against forgetting” was cited incessantly throughout the Soviet
bloc in the late 1980s, as previously suppressed materials about the past were
published in large-circulation newspapers, pamphlets and books.” In Lithuania
the lifting of censorship and the first open criticism of official history unleashed
an enormous wave of interest in “documentary” materials about the past,
understood to mean “authentic” materials that were not tainted by Soviet
ideology or censorship, especially concerning Lithuania’s incorporation into
the USSR, the post-war resistance and the deportations.?

Lithuanians of course had never “forgotten” about the deportations, as
almost everyone had at least one relative who had been to the camps. And
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while the Chronicles of the Catholic Church in Lithuania and other dissident
publications had only a small readership, they nonetheless provided an alter-
native source of information that was available to almost anybody who went
looking for information. In this respect the return of memory must be under-
stood rather as a mass phenomenon of a sudden and passionate interest in the
past among the social mainstream.

Starting in 1987, Lithuanians began to queue early in the morning to buy
the latest issue of Komjaunimo tiesa, the leading reformist newspaper that
took the lead in printing documentary materials on history, and reached a
phenomenal daily circulation of a half million issues in 1988.° History books
and memoirs published at the time had circulations of 50,000-75,000 with the
more popular reaching 100,000. For example, 90,000 copies of the memoirs
of Juozas Urb8ys, Lithuania During the Fateful Years 19391940, were publi-
shed in 1989, followed by serial publication in the journal Nemunas. Adolfas
Sapoka’s History of Lithuania, written in the interwar period, was first
serialized in Kultiiros barai and then printed in book form with a circulation
of 100,000.1°

But it was the story of Dalia Grinkeviciaté that had the greatest impact on
popular opinion. The Lithuanian reading public was shocked by her lurid
descriptions of suffering in the Gulag. Born to a middle-class family in
Kaunas, Dalia Grinkevic¢iaté had her childhood brought to an early end by
war and deportation. A week before the German invasion, on the night of
June 14-15, 1941, Grinkevi¢iuté, her mother and brother were arrested by the
NKVD and loaded onto cattle-cars bound for Siberia. Her father, a member
of a right-wing nationalist party, Tautininkai, and a former high-ranking official
in the independent Lithuanian government, was arrested the same night by
the Soviet secret police and separated from the family.!!

Grinkeviciuté was destined for Trofimovsk, a virtually uninhabited settle-
ment in northeastern Siberia. She and her fellow deportees were shipped
north by riverboat to the mouth of the Lena River where it flows into the Laptev
Sea. With inadequate shelter, miserly rations, and a murderous work-regime,
most inmates died during the first winter. Dalia and her mother were among
the few survivors, and they managed to relocate to a settlement further south.

In 1949, Dalia’s mother was close to death, and the two risked their relative
security and returned illegally to Kaunas by plane from Yakutsk. They lived
in hiding with friends and family, often changing location. Now on the verge
of death, Dalia’s mother asked to go to their former house, even though this
increased the risk of discovery. They did, and when Dalia’s mother died, she
had no alternative but to bury her in the cellar of their home, again to avoid
detection and arrest. Shortly thereafter she was discovered, retried, sent to
prison, and then back into exile.

Grinkeviciuté wrote the first version of her memoirs in 1949-50, after she had
escaped to Lithuania. She buried the manuscript in the yard of their house just
before she was arrested in 1950, and the text was unearthed only in 1991, the
year Lithuania regained its independence and several years after Grinkevi¢iuté’s
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death in December 1987. As a result, it was not her “childhood” memoirs that
played such an important role during the popular movement, but a subsequent
text that she wrote in the 1970s, when she was already a politically conscious
dissident. This text, written in Russian and entitled Litovskie ssylnye v Yakutie
(Lithuanian Exiles in Yakutsk), was first published in 1979 by the underground
journal Pamiat’ in Moscow. It was circulated through samizdat, and underwent
continual mutation as it was manually copied and recopied. It was eventually
smuggled abroad and published in French and English.

Sometime in the early 1980s, Grinkevi¢itité rewrote the 1979 version into
Lithuanian. Aldona Sulskyté, her roommate and friend and a member of a
repressed family herself, assisted in the writing process, not only in terms of
editing and recopying but also carrying the manuscript on her person or
hiding it at times when GrinkeviCitté was being interrogated or when
the apartment was searched by the police. Grinkeviciaté called this last
text the basic or fundamental version of her testimony. It was this version of
her memoirs that would emerge into open discourse and exercise such a
powerful effect on Soviet Lithuanian society.!?

Unlike the other versions of her testimony, none of which has a title, this
last manuscript has what appears to be the beginning of a title. The word
“Our” is followed by ten dots, which led some to speculate that she intended
to call it Misy mazoji Zemé (Our Small Land), as an ironic reference to the
title of Leonid Brezhnev’s memoirs Nasha malaya zemlya. But while the
reference to Brezhnev is speculative, the epigraph just below the title: “Their
Innocence Was Their Guilt,” was taken from the epic poem Blood and Ashes
by Justinas Marcinkevi¢ius. In the poem, this phrase serves as a refrain to a
highly moving narrative of traumatic experience, as the villagers of Pirciupiai
were being herded into a barn and set on fire.

Like most Lithuanians living in the LSSR at the time, Grinkevi¢iuté was a
great admirer of the works of MarcinkeviCius, especially Mindaugas, Mazvydas
and Katedra, the trilogy of historical dramas that had gained the status of a
national epic. She had never met him before but trusted him implicitly,
hoping that he would help bring her own writing to Lithuanians. “I know that
you will understand me,” read a little note attached to the notebook which
Marcinkevi¢ius took into his hands.!3

Marcinkevi¢ius had indeed developed an incredible rapport with his
readers. His many poems and other literary works were more than just
popular and memorized by schoolchildren, but enjoyed a truly cult status.
He gave innumerable and always well-attended public readings, where the
audience, mostly but by no means only women, was regularly reduced to
tears. For example, Aldona Liobyté describes the mood of one such poetry
reading in 1980 which she attended: “ ... archaic farm wells, hearts, God, a
horse, and ladies with a tear in their eyes ... overall it was sorrowful, cozy,
elevated.”!4

By the same token, Marcinkevicius’s status meant that the gap between
the two in terms of social standing was immense, so Grinkevic¢iaté had
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prepared a special pretext to justify a meeting. She called him several times,
proposing to give him some precious artefacts of Bishop Motiejus Valancius,
one of the leaders of the first Lithuanian national awakening of the late nine-
teenth century.!> This ruse was necessary because Grinkevidiiité’s status as
a dissident and a former deportee meant that she still lived on the margins
of society. And even though the deportees would soon be elevated to the
status of national heroes themselves, the establishment intelligentsia continued
to look upon them and upon dissidents with considerable irony and even
disdain.'®

Gender and professional status also raised barriers in what was still a
highly parochial society. The great prestige accorded to professional writers in
Soviet Lithuania had a negative side in the derision shown to amateur writers
who were not part of the club and jeered as “graphomaniacs.” Amateur
female writers were the subject of special scorn, and were most often referred
to as “scribbling women.”?’

Nevertheless, by July 16, 1987, Grinkevi¢iaté had secured her appointment
and traveled from the small townlet of Laukuva where she resided to Vilnius.
During the same trip, she also visited Kazys Saja, a well-known playwright
with whom she had been corresponding for some time, along with his wife
Zita Mazeikaité. The couple agreed to retype Grinkevi¢itté’s memoirs, and
they distributed the manuscript informally as they prepared it for publication.
Grinkeviéinité died in December 1987, several months before the first instal-
ment of her memoirs was published in the August 1988 issue of the monthly
journal Pergalé.

Her testimony had a strong impact on the reading public. “Until now we have
read nothing so horrifying on this subject,” stated the writer Vytautas Martinkus.'®
Saulius Zukas described the text as the source of the “moral rejuvenation” of
the Lithuanian nation.'® Professional writers like Juozas Aputis called on their
peers to “put down their pen” and “give their place to deportee literature and
memoirs.”?® However, the mass publication of other deportee memoirs that
came in 1989 did not dislodge the professional writers from their positions of
social influence.

In fact, the encounter of Grinkevicinté and Marcinkevi¢ius shows how the
social and moral role of the Soviet Lithuanian literary elite was only enhanced
by the free publication of formerly repressed works. Indeed, the Soviet Lithua-
nian reading public was first exposed to Grinkeviciaté’s memoirs through
their citation in an article written by Marcinkevi¢ius about his encounter with
her and his own experience of reading her text.?!

Although glasnost’ was gaining speed, deportee memoirs were still sub-
ject to censorship, but nothing could prevent Marcinkevi¢ius from citing
Grinkevidiaté’s manuscript in his own work. In effect, the citation of her work
in his published article broke the taboo and cleared the way for the publica-
tion of the full text a few months later. By using his status to confer legitimacy
and status on Grinkeviciuté as an ex-deportee as well as a woman writer, Mar-
cinkeviCius also confirmed his own status as the custodian and voice of the
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nation’s collective memory, which now came to embrace the experience of the
deportees.

In the article, Marcinkevi¢ius alludes to the anecdotes that used to circulate
about how some deportees did quite well for themselves in Siberia as farmers
and had to be forced to return to Lithuania, an ironic and repeated “dekula-
kization.” By contextualizing the reception of GrinkeviCitté’s testimony
against the background of social stereotypes, the article pre-emptively addresses
potential sources of scepticism, before asking how such an injustice could
have been allowed to happen, and by extension how it could be allowed to
pass without remorse or repentance, thus turning the ethical gaze squarely on
contemporary Lithuanian society.

The text then turns to the testimony itself, choosing to reproduce a fragment
of Grinkevidiuté’s manuscript that represents the experience of displacement
as a defining aspect of Lithuanian identity:

Trofimovsk Island now is empty and uninhabited again. During storms
the waves of the Laptev Sea with enormous force are beating against
its shore and are persistently destroying it. When in 1949 the last deportees
were transported for fishing to other places the waves already started
destroying the end of the joint grave and it started disintegrating. There is
no doubt that all the corpses have already been washed away long ago. In
what seas and oceans are they still travelling and searching for the path to
their far away homeland???

Marcinkevi€ius closes by articulating a path for social redemption. Although
Lithuanians have up to now neglected the memory of the deportees, and did not
do enough to make amends to the survivors, they could now, at least “take in
their souls, which is their memory.” As a postscript he calls for the construction of
a monument to the victims of Stalinism. By recounting the steps of his own
coming to terms with the person of Grinkevi¢iaté and with her testimony, Mar-
cinkeviius set the pattern for the popular reception of her work, and launched the
process of appropriating deportee texts into the collective memory of the
nation.

Two lives: a tragic symmetry

Marcinkevicius® article puts the focus on the crimes of Stalin and the victims
of Stalinism. But the confrontation with the past during the popular movement
quickly went beyond de-Stalinization to reject the Soviet period as a whole.
And this repudiation of the past raised a number of difficult questions: who
precisely were the victims of the Soviet regime? Was it only those who were
deported, imprisoned, or killed? Those mobilized into the army, forced to
work in a specific place, or prevented from working in a chosen profession?
And who was to blame? Beyond the police and security forces responsible for
political repressions, should the list include government officials, party members,
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and members of Komsomol? And what about leading members of the official
intelligentsia like Marcinkevicius?

Indeed, the tragic symmetry of the life stories of Grinkevi¢iaté and
Marcinkevi¢ius dramatically illustrates the deep social divide between the
deportees and mainstream Soviet Lithuanian society. The two were born
less than three years apart, but their social origins were starkly different.
Marcinkevi¢ius was born to a poor farmer in a small village, and the Bible
was practically the only book to which he was exposed in his early childhood.
Grinkevi¢iaté, meanwhile, was born in Kaunas into the intelligentsia family of
a high government official. As an upper-middle class city girl, she went to one
of the best schools in the country, the Ausra girl’s gymnasium. The household
was cultured, and Dalia was constantly exposed to music, books and the
theatre.

The arrival of Soviet power would change their fates irrevocably.
Grinkeviciuté lost everything, and was sent as a fourteen-year-old child to
probable death. Marcinkevicius witnessed the trauma of war and the brutal
guerrilla war in the countryside. But with the help of good grades in school
and Soviet educational policies that promoted the entry of workers and
peasants to institutions of higher education, he was able to enter Vilnius
University and study literature. In 1949, the year when Grinkeviciaté escaped
from the Gulag and was hiding in Kaunas, forced secretly to dig the earth
with her own hands to bury her mother in the basement of their former
family home, Marcinkevic¢ius and his cohort were literally singing in the
streets of Vilnius.

As Marcinkevi¢ius and the Generation of 1930 assumed leading positions
among the new Soviet Lithuanian cultural elite after Stalin’s death,
Grinkevidiaté was released from prison, but still forbidden to travel west of
the Ural Mountains. In 1954 she started her medical education in Omsk, and
after Khrushchev’s amnesty of 1956 was finally allowed to return to Lithuania.
She obtained a medical degree from Kaunas University in 1960 and took up
a job in the hospital of the small provincial townlet of Laukuva. Grinkevic¢iaté
was bitter but not broken by the experience of exile and was outspoken in her
criticism of the regime. She became an active participant in the Soviet dissident
movement, which meant that she was subject to regular police surveillance
and harassment by the authorities for the rest of her life.

In principle, Grinkeviciaté could well have viewed MarcinkeviCius as a
representative of the regime that ruined her life. And yet, by entrusting her
manuscript to him shortly before her death, she not only secured the trans-
mission of her memory to subsequent generations, but symbolically bridged
the gap between those who cooperated with the regime and those who were
brutally repressed. For Grinkevi¢itité, Marcinkevi¢ius commanded tre-
mendous moral authority, due to the emotional power of his literary works
and their ability to communicate the experience of trauma. In the last years of
the Soviet Union, the Soviet Lithuanian intelligentsia would transform this
symbolic capital into a force for political change.
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writings on ecology and nature were extremely influential at the time and who
would be one of the signatories of the act of independence, asserted that
the writers proved to be “the most courageous and ahead of the rest. We all
trusted them.”2%

As recalled by contemporaries, the speeches of writers delivered at public
gatherings, conferences, and party meetings unfailingly expressed precisely
those words that the audience was expecting to hear; the very words that they
intuited would be and should be pronounced. They spoke with an intonation
that conveyed as much emotional affect as the speeches of deportees, whose
gravitas derived from the tragic nature of their biographies rather than any
particular skill with words. Indeed, the “wolves of discourse” had the self-
confidence to speak publically that few could match. Their speeches were
constantly relayed by the mass media and were frequently transcribed, copied
and circulated by hand.27

In an essay published at the height of the popular movement in 1988,
Vytautas Martinkus describes the role of the writer in the following exalted terms:

The writer, without even wanting it, is called upon to atone for the sins of
others. He is the defender of the sober mind, of philosophical thinking
and, of course, honesty. We now have the situation under our skies like that
described by Nikolai Chernyshevsky, more than 100 years ago in Russia,
when literature was the concentrated essence of the nation’s intellectual
life. As a result, the writer has the duty to be interested in such matters
which in other countries have come to belong to the competence of specia-
lists in other branches of intellectual activity. Thus, to rephrase the great
Russian critic, | would say that while England could easily manage
without, for example, C. R Snow, | cannot imagine how Lithuania could
manage without, for example, Justinas Marcinkevicius.28

Of course, not all agreed with this sentiment. In 1986, Algirdas Patackas, the
aforementioned participant in the hiker’s’ movement, was imprisoned for
editing a samizdat journal. He lost his job and upon his release in 1987 had to
work as a laborer, though he soon entered politics and would later become a
signatory of the act of independence. For people like Patackas, who risked his
career and wellbeing to engage in active opposition to the Soviet regime, the
Soviet Lithuanian writers were seen as conformists: “MarcinkeviCius was
never our man. People who lived, in those times, an independent life, would
never let him into their company.”2

Vytautas AliSauskas, a Catholic philosopher who like Patackas lost his job
due to anti-Soviet activities and became active in the popular movement, was even
more outspoken in his criticism: “All those lines about goodness, spirituality
and nature made my stomach turn,” he recalls, referring to the sublime pas-
toralism of Marcinkevicius’ late poetry. “The regime was doing what it needed
to do, and all that was fully incorporated in it. To use the Soviet expression,”
he said, “it was opium for the masses.”3
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Figure 8.1 Rally to mark signing of Molotov—Ribbentrop Pact. Surveillance photo
taken by the LSSR KGB. Vilnius, August 23, 1987
LYA, f. 1771, ap. 270, b. 182, 1. 63. Courtesy of ELTA.

Figure 8.2 Algirdas Sabaliauskas, Justinas Marcinkevicius at a meeting of Sajidis.
Vingis Park, Vilnius, June 11, 1989
Courtesy of LCVA.,



166  The rustic revolution

only in Lithuania are there processions in the tens of thousands carrying
crosses across the country to the Hill of Crosses. ... Only in Lithuania can
young men in the guise of medieval knights march in to defend the Par-
liament building against Soviet tanks. ... This occurs against a backdrop of
almost daily celebrations of all conceivable memorial days, numerous re-
inaugurations of destroyed monuments, reburials of exhumed bodies of
Siberian deportees.*®

The sodyba or homestead of artist Vilius Orvidas (1952-92) provides a
vivid example of the syncretic nature of the discourse of displacement. Starting
in the 1970s, Orvidas began to gather stones and trees from villages destroyed
during the times of forced urbanization and arranged them into art forms on
his farmstead in northwestern Lithuania (Samogitia) not far from the town of
Salantai. He hung trees upside down, carved stones and turned the farmstead
into a combination of installation, sanctuary, museum and archive.

His “relics,” as Orvidas called them, came to comprise an eclectic collection of
sculptures, crosses and stones, old tree trunks placed next to wild vegetation
and cultivated plants, and even an old Soviet tank. In the mid-1980s, the site
became a highly symbolic magnet for all sorts of individuals who were dis-
contented or looking for alternatives to the mainstream — from intellectuals
and students to drug addicts, folk music enthusiasts, punks and other
subcultures — a common meeting place, a destination for pilgrimages.*!

The act of making pilgrimages had its origins in the ethnocultural move-
ment of the 1960s and 1970s, assumed a new dimension in late 1986 when
Lithuanians took advantage of the lifting of restrictions to visit the distant
sites of the Gulag system. This mass social phenomenon of bringing back the
remains of perished deportees was interpreted as a “return” (sugriZimas) — a
spontaneous, grass-roots movement driven by individual families who took
advantage of Gorbachev’s liberal reforms to go to Siberia to recover the remains
of their loved ones.

Made for television documentary films like Lithuania Between Past and
Future (Antanas Maciulevicius, 1990) and The Return (Petras AbukeviCius,
Vytautas DamasSevi¢ius, 1990) among many others documented the
commemorative rituals of Gulag deportees and their descendants during the
twilight of the USSR.*? In Lithuania between Past and Future, for example,
scenes of people digging up graves in Siberia and coffins draped in Lithuanian
flags at the airport in Vilnius are framed by an extended discussion by ethno-
grapher Norbertas Vélius, among others, on the mythology and culture of the
ancient Lithuanians. “Lithuanians are inseparable from their land. Even after
death they return to their homeland ... They could never understand a person
who voluntarily chooses to live outside of his home country.”** The ritual of
return is thus contextualized in the framework of deeply rooted myths and
beliefs. The cinematic representation of pilgrimages to Siberia to recover the
remains of ancestors for reburial in the homeland of Lithuania disseminated the
denaturing effects of displacement on identity to a broad audience of viewers.
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This phenomenon of reburial was not unique to the Baltics, and has parallels
throughout the post-communist world. In a study of what she calls the “politics
of dead bodies,” cultural anthropologist Katherine Verdery describes how the
remains of persons persecuted by the communist regimes have been disinterred
and reburied with elaborate ceremony as a means of “giving new contours to
the past through revising genealogies and rewriting history.”**

When the deportee memoirs began to be published en masse in 1988, and
the phenomenon of sugriZimas reached its peak in 1989 with televised mass
ceremonies of reburial, the narratives and images of deportation and return
were received against the background of the pre-existing discourse of traumatic
displacement, which had already drawn an explicit equivalence between the
minority experience of deportation and the other forms of displacement
experienced by the majority.

In December 1991, when the Soviet Union finally collapsed, Martinaitis
summed up the attachment of Lithuanians to the land as a counterpoint or
response to the trauma of deportation:

The earth was turned during the years of collectivization; during the
years of melioration, there were attempts to eliminate our relationship
with the earth using politics, science, school and literature. In the end, we
were all deportees; collectivization was deportation.*

By equating these two forms of displacement with specific reference to the
modernization and socialist enlightenment agenda (“politics, science, school
and literature”) of the postwar regime, Martinaitis drew the minority of
Lithuanians who had actually been sent to the Gulag into the same category
as the majority of Lithuanians who had not, but who had experienced various
other forms of social, cultural or physical displacement in the context of
Soviet-style modernization.

The mass rites of reburial gave all Lithuanians, including those who were
actively repressed and those who had accommodated themselves to the regime, or
even benefited from it to some extent, the opportunity to identify with the
deportees. Collectivization, urbanization and Russification were seen as one
with the trauma of deportation. In spite of the potential for a clash between
the “two nations” of Soviet Lithuania, the cohesion of the popular movement
was maintained through the performative identification of the majority of
Lithuanians with the trauma of displacement.

Notes

1 Vytautas Landsbergis, speech delivered at a public meeting. In Tremtinys 6.21
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2 Tomas Venclova, “A Fifth Year of Independence: Lithuania, 1922 and 1994,” East
European Politics and Societies 9 (1995): 344.

3 Alfred Senn, Lithuania Awakening (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
1990), 45.
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The monuments noted by Greenblatt do indeed “stake a Lithuanian claim
to the city,” as he puts it, but they were mostly erected during the Soviet, not the
post-Soviet period. For example, the (only) memorial to Zemaité in Vilnius was
installed in 1970 by Algimantas and Vytautas Nasvytis, the twin brother
architects who designed the Neringa Café, while the statue itself was sculpted
by Petras Aleksandravicius in 1950. The “celebration of national identity”
that Greenblatt describes began with the establishment of independence in
1918 and never really stopped during the Soviet period.

By the time the return of memory had reached its peak in 1989, the
Lithuanian character of the city had long been taken for granted, the “Vilnius
Question” resolved once and for all — at least on the surface. If anything, the
post-Soviet period has witnessed a deeper reflection among some Lithuanian
intellectuals about their arrival in the city after the war and the contingency
of its Lithuanian character, as in the following passage from Marcelijus
Martinaitis’s essay “Vilnius, My Village.”

After the war we traveled to [Vilnius] in lorries decorated with birch tree
branches singing: “We will rebuild the city of Gediminas ... ” But we did
not know this city at all until the time when our children had all but grown
up, until we ourselves started reading the memoirs of old Vilnius residents,
looking for family names, faces, drawings, pictures, city plans, old street
names, places where palaces, sanctuaries, old defence fortifications had
been built.”

Indeed, the first monuments erected in Vilnius during the post-Soviet era were
focussed on commemorating the deportations and other atrocities committed
during the Soviet and Nazi occupations, including the Holocaust, something
that was impossible during the Soviet era. During Soviet times, the specific
character of the Holocaust as the genocide of the Jews was ignored.?

Pace Greenblatt, the historical monument located closest to the site of the
Great Synagogue is not that of Zemaité, but that of the Vilna Gaon, erected in
1997 to commemorate the 200th anniversary of the death of the celebrated
Jewish rabbi and scholar. The Vilna Gaon Lithuanian State Jewish Museum
was established in 1989, and the first official admission of Lithuanian invol-
vement in the Holocaust was made in 1990. In 1994, September 23 was declared
the National Memorial Day for the Genocide of Lithuanian Jews, and it has
been commemorated every year since.

On March 1, 1995, Algirdas Brazauskas delivered an address to the Israeli
Knesset as the President of Lithuania where he openly admitted the involvement
of Lithuanians in the Holocaust, asked for forgiveness and promised to bring war
criminals to justice. Efforts at reconciliation were institutionalized in 1998,
when President Valdas Adamkus established the International Commission for
the Evaluation of the Crimes of the Nazi and Soviet Occupation Regimes in
Lithuania, with a mandate to establish the truth of the crimes of the Nazi and
Soviet regimes, to commemorate the victims, and to educate the public.’
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categories and have lost the desire and ability to realize there are other
categories and other kinds of values, sometimes even more important ones.
A primitive, unreflecting nationalism has come to the fore: I would call it
a Strepsiadesian cult of one’s own deme, the desire to immortalize isola-
tion and provinciality. The fact that Lithuania has always been — although
it is no longer — an agrarian society of small farmers strengthens this kind
of nationalism,!!

The article provoked a heated and often bitter debate, in which Venclova was
in turn accused of elitism, arrogance and a lack of standing to make such
critical remarks, given his privileged and protected status as the son of a high
Soviet official who was insulated from the brutal experience suffered by the
majority of the population during the postwar period, and later as an émigré
in the USA.'?

Indeed, the passing of the collective euphoria that attended the collapse of
the USSR has uncovered long-standing fissures in Lithuanian society, which
never went through a strict policy of lustration, or process of historical
reconciliation that could have laid to rest the steady stream of accusations
and mutual suspicions that continue to hang over any discussions of the past.
While there has been a considerable amount of academic and some social
debate over the active collaboration of the few, it is the passive accomodation
of the many to Soviet rule that remains a painful issue.

While few would find fault with the decision taken the majority of
Lithuanians at one point or another in the late 1940s to the early 1950s to
make the best of the inevitability of Soviet rule, it is the equally incon-
trovertible fact that Lithuanian society, culture and identity as they exist
today were shaped and formed by nearly fifty years of Sovietization that is so
difficult to accept. As poet and critic Vytautas Rubavi¢ius writes, Lithuanians
eschew naming the Soviet experience as their own, as something they “have
all lived through and accumulated, and which is now expressed in various
cultural forms.”!3

It is clearly impossible that a half-century of development under Soviet rule
could have gone without leaving a trace, but this is the impression created
by that strand of Lithuanian historical discourse which views the period of
occupation as an abyss, as an abnormal gap between two periods of normal-
ity. Ironically, the urge to make a radical break with the Soviet past suits
those who were always against the Soviet regime, and wanted to bury its every
trace, as well as those who were most intimately implicated in the regime and
wanted to cover their traces.

The problem with this approach to the past, which remembers the Soviet
period only through the commemoration of the regime’s victims, is that it also
had the effect of wiping out any appreciation for the everyday dimension of
life under the Soviets, and thus any sensibility towards the social and cultural
legacy of that period in the present, aside from the platitude that “old Soviet
ways” of doing things must be overcome.
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Martinaitis had already reflected on this issue in a 1993 essay. Even while
he acknowledges the importance of the rustic turn to the rejeuvenation and
healing of Lithuanian collective identity (“The village of Lithuania is return-
ing and will be returning for a long time, as if from deportation. Not only
from distant Siberia but also from the deportations that took place within
Lithuania. For what were these collectivizations, meliorizations and cement
houses if not deportation?”), he warns against the mirage of the “Lithuanian
utopia™:

The rites, celebrations and cutoms that have returned to us from past
epochs represent a kind of utopia, a model of the ideal life registered in
traditional culture, which we can restore through discourses of myth,
religion and ethnic culture ... And in this way we are gripped by the
conviction that we can return and become the same as we were some fifty
or more years ago, before the catastrophe. We hear a lot now from the
lips of protestors and politicians about this fixed, mythological time,
which was ended by the occupations.'*

Since then, Lithuanian memory of the Soviet period appears to have reached
a point similar to German memory in the 1970s, when calls were made for an
increased attention to A/ltagsgeschichte, or the history of everyday life.!> In order
to be able to talk about the Third Reich not as an exception but as an integral
part of history, and thus for individuals to take responsibility for what has
occurred, it was argued that Germans had to stop viewing their past as
external and separate from their own experience, and to mobilize their private
and family memories of the period. Martinaitis himself produced a fascinating
example of this kind of personal exploration in his 2009 memoirs, We Lived.'®

Indeed, it was a commonplace among German historians in the late 1970s
that personal stories and reminiscences had to be evoked and told as means of
overcoming the “quasi-hypnotic paralysis” that most Germans had with regard to
the Nazi past.}” Scholars recognized that the focus of A/ltagsgeschichte on the
“normality” of life under Nazi rule carried the risk of romanticizing the past
or indulging in nostalgia, but argued that, when properly done, it enabled
a thematic detachment (Verfremdung) as the basis for a new apprehension
of the past.!®

It was, perhaps, only with the recent passing of key members of the
Generation of 1930 that Lithuanian society has been offered an opportunity
to develop a similar sense of detachment from the Soviet period. In the
summer of 2010, for example, thousands of Lithuanians came out to mourn
the passing of Algirdas Brazauskas, the last communist leader of Soviet
Lithuania and the first leader of a Soviet republic to cut ties with the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union. The political controversy that Brazauskas
provoked during his life followed him into the grave, as the Catholic Church
refused to admit his corpse into the Great Cathedral of Vilnius for the mass
that he expressly requested in his last testament.
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Appendix

Biographies of people interviewed
for this book

Apanavicius, Algimantas (b. 1935), composer. Born in Marijampolé district.
Graduated from the Lithuanian Conservatory in Vilnius in 1961. Worked at
the Lithuanian film studios since 1960 with the most prominent filmmakers
and script writers. Composed music for about 150 films, including Vytautas
Zalakevitius’ Nobody Wanted to Die.

Areska, Vitas (b. 1927), literary critic, writer, professor. Born to a family of
poor farmers in Rokiskis district. Moved to Vilnius in 1945, graduated from the
Vilnius Pedagogical Institute in 1952, received a doctorate from the Institute
of World Literature in Moscow in 1964. Joined the Writers’ Union in 1971.
Held numerous distinguished academic and administrative posts.

Baltakis, Algimantas (b. 1930), poet, critic, translator, one of the three key
members of the Generation of 1930 along with Marcinkevi¢ius and Maldonis.
Born to the family of a poor village organ player in the Utena district. Moved
to Kaunas in 1937. Graduated from the Faculty of Lithuanian Philology of Vil-
nius University in 1954. Joined the Writers’ Union in 1955, held various
positions on the editorial board of Pergalé since 1956, including editor-in-chief
(1964-76/1985-90).

Brédikis, Vytautas (b. 1930), architect, pedagogue, professor at Vilnius Academy
of Art. Born in Birzai to a lower middle class Lithuanian family. Moved to
Vilnius in 1949 to study at the Department of Architecture at the Vilnius Art
Institute. Worked from 1955 at the Urban Planning Institute in Vilnius, since
1958 a member of the Soviet Lithuanian Union of Architects. Co-architect of the
Lazdynai residential district in Vilnius (together with Vytautas Cekanauskas
and others), which was awarded a Lenin Prize in 1974,

Bubnys, Vytautas Jurgis (b. 1932), writer, pedagogue, public figure, politician.
Born in Prienai district, graduated from Vilnius Pedagogical Institute. Member
of the Lithuanian Soviet Writers’ Union since 1958, member of various editorial
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Reimeris, Vaceys (b. 1921), poet, influential member of Soviet Lithuanian cul-
tural nomenclatura. Born to a poor family in Kur§énai district, Samogitia.
During World War IT moved to Russia, and was mobilized to the army. Joined
Soviet Lithuanian Writers” Union in 1947, held many influential posts in the
Union as sat on various editorial boards.

Saja, Kazys (b. 1932), playwright, novelist, public figure. Born to a family of
poor farmers in the Pasvalys district, orphaned and raised by relatives. Stu-
died in Klaipéda and Kaunas before graduating in Lithuanian philology from
the Vilnius Pedagogical Institute in 1958. A member of the Writers’ Union.
Active in the politics of Sgjiidis, signatory to the Act of the Re-Establishment
of the State of Lithuania.

Silinis, Rimtautas Vladislovas (b. 1937), documentary filmmaker. Born in
Utena to a family of agronomists and doctors. Graduated from Vilnius
University in history and philology. Joined the Lithuanian Film Studio as an
editor in 1965, started to produce films in 1966 and remained in the industry
for four decades.

Sluckis, Mykolas (1928-2013), prose writer, influential Soviet Lithuanian
Writers” Union official. Born in Panevezys to a poor Jewish family, which
perished in the Holocaust. He was attending a pioneer camp in Palanga
when the Nazis invaded and was evacuated to the USSR. Returned to
Lithuania in 1944, graduated in Russian Philology from Vilnius University in
1951. Claimed that since childhood his dream was to become a Lithuanian
writer. Joined the Writers’ Union, served as Secretary of the Board from
1959. After independence withdrew from the public scene.

Sulskyteé, Aldona (1930-2008), teacher, poet, dissident. Her father fought in
the Lithuanian wars of independence and served as a police officer for the inter-
war republic. He was arrested by the Soviets in 1945 and deported, while
Sulskyté went into hiding with her mother and sister. She later became a close
friend and roommate of Dalia Grinkevidiité. The two lived in Laukuva, and
Sulskyté was indirectly involved in dissident activities, hiding Grinkevi¢iaté’s
manuscript from the authorities. After Grinkevi¢iaté’s death, Sulskyté maintained
a memorial exposition of her life and works in their house.

Sutkus Antanas (b. 1939), photographer, co-founder of the Lithuanian Pho-
tography Art Society in 1969, one of the “founding fathers” of the national
school of Lithuanian art photography after the war. Born in a village in the
Kaunas district. Graduated in journalism from Vilnius University in 1964,
active photographer since 1958 when he began his studies. Served as its
Chairman from 1980 to 1989.

Tarvydas, Algirdas (b. 1940), film director, photographer, cameraman. Born
in Kaunas, Worked with a team of filmmakers on the official documentary
series on Soviet life in the LSSR called “Soviet Lithuania.” Worked with
Robertas Verba on Simtamediy godos (1969) and Ciatyta rita (1968).
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Veisaite, Irena (b. 1928), literary and theatre critic, public figure. Cousin of
Aleksandras Shtromas. Born in Kaunas and studied at the Sholom Aleichem
Gymnasium in Kaunas 1934-41. Parents perished in the Kaunas Ghetto.
Graduated from the Saloméja Néris high school in Vilnius in 1947, and from
Moscow State University in 1954 in German language and literature. Defended
her dissertation at Leningrad State University in 1963, Taught at the Vilnius
Pedagogical University from 1953. Long-term President of the Open Society
in Lithuania Foundation.

Venclova, Tomas (b. 1937), scholar, poet, dissident and human rights activist.
Born in Klaipéda, the son of Antanas Venclova, a writer, the first Soviet
Minister of Culture in Lithuania and author of the words of the Soviet
Lithuanian national anthem. The family moved to Vilnius in 1946 and Tomas
graduated from Vilnius University, Department of Lithuanian Philology in 1960.
Became a dissident in the late 1960s, denied entry to the Lithuanian Writers’
Union in 1975. Co-founder of the Lithuanian Helsinki Movement in 1976,
emigrated to the USA in 1977, later became a Professor at Yale University.

Zilinskaité Vytauté (b. 1930), poet, humourist, acadaimed writer of children’s
literature. Born in Kaunas to a family of educated professionals. Her father
was a passionate Vilnius patriot and the head of the Kaunas section of the
Union for the Liberation of Vilnius. Zilinskaité’s family moved to Vilnius just
before WWII and she stayed there throughout the war. Although her father
was repressed after the war, she entered Vilnius University in 1950, aided
perhaps by her athletic achievements as a member of the LSSR national vol-
leyball team. Studied journalism, wrote for a number of literary journals and
joined the Writers” Union in 1963,

Zingeris, Markas (1947), writer, poet, playwright, journalist. Born in the Prie-
nai district, graduated from Vilnius University in journalism in 1971, Taught
philosophy in Kaunas from 1971 to 1976, then worked for the State Historical
Museum. Member of the Writers’ Union since 1990. Director of the Vilna
Gaon State Jewish Museum since 2005.

Zvirgidas, Stanislovas (b. 1941), photographer. Born in the Prienai district and
studied history at Vilnius University in 1960-61, but expelled and imprisoned
in the Moldavian SSR until 1965 for participating in an event in which the
banned Lithuanian flag was raised. In 1972 he studied photography at the
University of Popular Art in Moscow and thereafter worked as a photo-
grapher. Chairman of the Lithuanian Union of Photographers since 1996.
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