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[Interviewer: I’m not sure if we should take some time to recall some of the festival program first, 

or simply begin the interview. For example we have some materials here about the “Night Poetry,” 

and the “Morning Reflections” that might help recall the events . . .] 

I don’t know, I haven’t slept the past two nights thinking about it . . . [laughs]. I wasn’t sure if I’d say 

the right thing.  

[Interviewer Well then we can just start with some demographic information about where you 

were born, went to school, etc.] 

That’s fine. I was born in Lithuania, in the Pakruojis region, in the small town of Rozalimas, not far 

from here. I studied three years at Vilnius University. I did well there, but the administration and I 

didn’t agree about what I should study—they suggested that I study some things I didn’t like and we 

parted ways with no hard feelings. Well, not completely without hard feelings overall. Later I 

matriculated at Šiauliai Pedagogical Institute, where I graduated.  Then for two more years I studied in 

Leningrad as it was then called. I came to Šiauliai for a temporary visit in 1961 and I’ve lived here ever 

since. [laughs] I stayed.  

[Interviewer: And your profession?]  

I studied fine arts and my degree is in fine arts and for my entire life I’ve been an artist. The work was 

very much the same all the time. In my “work booklet” as we used to have to call it, it says that I 

worked in a fine arts school, as an instructor, deputy director, director. But I was more interested in 

drawing itself than in all of the other things, so later I went back to being a regular worker and 

teacher. And now I still draw, I just don’t have to go to work.  

Now I’ll tell you a little bit about my work in the theater. My life in the theater began in 1956-57. We 

lived at the time not far from the city of Panevėžys and began to attend while I was still a grade-

school student in about the 7th grade, the theater of  [Juozas] Miltinis. And somehow I became 

through Miltinis’s work very interested in theater. And from that time I’ve never put the theater 

behind me. Since 1965 I have seen literally all the plays in Šiauliai—all of them, though perhaps not 

every single one of the children’s plays. But to this day I try to see even the children’s plays. I love the 

theater.  

Another part of my biography: in the theater it happened that they needed to change directors and 

[Gytis] Padegimas came to me studio and tried to convince me to work as a theater director in 
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Siauliai. Of course I said no---I thought he was joking at the start---So he called on the mayor the city, 

Kazimieras Šavinis.  Šavinis and I got along well, and, in short, they proved to me that I was the most 

intelligent, the most clever, the man most needed for the theater. Well, I heard them out, though 

these memories are difficult for me, and I agreed, for one year. And I went to the ministry to confirm 

the agreement with this in mind and we confirmed the matter. So, it happened that I held that 

position for a year.  

[Interviewer: And which year was that?] 

I only vaguely remember, I’m just telling this because there’s nothing more to say about my 

biography, and because the theater, for me, was an important place. It’s interesting and it’s always 

been interesting and important to me.  

Well, and then there began that “Atgaiva.” Padegimas. Sąjūdis. Everything changing. You know what I 

think? From Miltinis’s time and for the whole time after, and now, there truly is a Lithuanian 

dramaturgy in the Lithuanian theater. All the time it has been a reality and all the time this problem is 

being constantly addressed. Up until Atgaiva—you see it was such a period. What was permitted? 

What was not permitted? What was censored and all that—it wasn’t easy, not everyone who wanted 

to produce a Lithuanian play was allowed to do so. In an interview with me Kazys Saja once explained 

that thirty percent of the plays he wrote were produced, and all the rest were in desk drawers. So 

sure, there was something to write and produce, one probably didn’t write just for oneself or for 

nothing. But as he said, “a better or different situation just doesn’t exist, and what can one do about 

it?”    

When Atgaiva began, it was with the slogans “Lithuanian drama!” “Lithuanian theater!” etc. And you 

know, what happened in Šiauliai was a great theatrical-artistic-cultural and finally—to put it in a 

peculiar way —a “political” demonstration. Everybody really wanted that “Lithuanianness”—in art, 

and in literature, in theater, in music. And yes, those things took hold in order to launch freedom—so 

that things could be as they should be.  

The festival itself, of course, was a highly spiritual event. I wasn’t one of the organizers of this 

celebration so, I don’t know, for me personally as a spectator and someone very interested in such 

matters, it was an enormous celebration of theater. And not only for those who worked in the 

theater—writers, actors, musicians, etc.—but for us the spectators, it was an enormous series of 

events including conference papers and serious discussion of problems. We started to talk about 

playwrights who had left the country in 1943 or 44. The Šiauliai theater staged a Drėma [Škėma] play 

in that little chapel of St. Ignatius, which then belonged to the theater. It was something new and 

different. Something unusual was happening. Emotions ran high. Emotion began to rule the day, to 

dominate everything. It became, “Who can shout out the most clever slogan? Who can speak out 

most shrewdly?” . . . . Padegimas was so on fire with emotion that he said from the podium, to 
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applause and ovations, I quote, “I declare the theater a nuclear-free zone!” Emotion, emotion, 

emotion.  That’s how it was, to the point where, in a way, that’s all there was.  

For me, one of the most interesting thigs about Atgaiva was the little newspaper that was put out.  

[Interviewer: The “Bulletin.”]  

Yes that’s it. You could always find out what was happening and where. And for me Atgaiva was most 

important as a theoretical discussion of theater. The place of the theater. The possibilities of the 

theater. The problems of the theater that were discussed in the conferences and the statements of 

the critics. [Vasiliauskas’s emphasis].  It was uniquely interesting. When I talk about it, it seems to me I 

took something from it, and that we changed during those several days.  

I also have to say that there were theater people who viewed the festival with detachment. I don’t 

want to say they opposed it or something, but they viewed it with detachment. The contemporary 

critic Jansonas, for example, he was one of those who, a little bit—and he did actively participate in 

conferences, lectures, in everything, he was very active—but he took the attitude of “This will pass, 

and then everything will be just as it was before.” And maybe I’m phrasing this too severely, but that 

was his temperament. And I met him a couple times over coffee after a few of the performances in 

that cafe that’s no longer there. And I went up to him and we shook hands, we knew each other, 

greeted each other, and I was bold enough to ask him about his views.  And he said, “Believe me, this 

‘Atgaiva’ will pass. A few years from now, everything will be right back where it was.”  

Of course, at that point, I somehow considered and thought, “No, no that won’t happen. Not with this 

wave of rebirth, not with this “Atgaiva.” I thought, “We will actually change now, things will change.” 

But now I have to admit, he was right. [pause] 

How many Lithuanian plays do we see? Now in Klaipeda one’s being staged. Juozaitis’s play. 

Padegimas is directing it, in a new theater and everything. You can’t say that there is no Lithuanian 

theater. There is. There is. I’m not a drama theorist, but anyway our Lithuanian theater, which is 

famous in Europe and perhaps not just in Europe, is famous only for certain well-known and 

recognized plays. But such plays like the one Jurašas created, on the level of Barbora Radvilaitė or 

Šventežeris, in the Lithuanian theater. Clearly Barbora Radvilaitė, as a performance and work of 

dramaturgy can be taken anywhere in the world and all the doors will be open. And not only that, 

people from other cultures will understand our Barbora Radvilaitė and what we mean by that play. 

There’s always that problem of perspective. But this festival—I can say now perhaps wrapping up my 

thoughts—Atgaiva, somehow very much shook up Lithuanian theater people, it forced them to think 

a bit differently, and not only to think but it gave us a benchmark for what we could do in the future.  

Of course, I think that our current theater is truly done at a high artistic level, and that we have 

excellent theater directors, many of them. For example, our countryman from Pakruojis, Nekrošius, 
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he’s ours. But the crisis after Atgaiva was enormous; it’s no secret to anyone that afterward there was 

a great crisis, that when the changes in the theater began, everything began, well, backward. The 

reform began—I myself, that year when I was the director there, I went to the ministry to ask them to 

help fix the roof of the theater. The theater was leaking like an umbrella with holes in it. Well I went 

down there to request the money for the roof, and that was the day the actors were kicked out of the 

Theater of the Academy—there’s no polite way to say it, the actors were kicked out. I saw Tomkus 

there, he knew what was happening, and then I ran into my contemporary Henrikas Kurauskas. If 

Atgaiva was, you know, some kind of fountain, well, after some time passed, it was a quagmire. A 

quagmire. Yes, it became a quagmire.  We experienced that fountain, then we splashed through the 

quagmire, and I think we now have a very serious, solid theater. And Atgaiva was, in the life of our 

theater, one of the anchors, I would say. And that anchor was strong. Some relied on it, some wanted 

to pull it up. But it played a huge role in our theatrical culture.  

Such was my role in it and my take on it. I’m not sure if there’s anything else I can say. I can’t really 

remember the performances . . . . I don’t know, the theater companies came, and there were those 

readings, and the performances . . . everything is there in the little [festival] newspaper.  

[Interviewer: Yes, there were those issues of the Bulletin that you read.] 

Yes, yes. It wasn’t possible to attend everything. . .  

[Interviewer: And how did you decide what to attend? Which events did you choose?] 

I went to as many as time would allow. And there were some that were sold out, and people couldn’t 

get in to some of them. Sometimes if I knew somebody in the production I got in through the dressing 

room entrance. I snuck in sometimes, of course not to every event though. And at those meetings and 

demonstrations there were big crowds. Big crowds. And I don’t know, on average, how many in 

Šiauliai attended the theater, Venckus can tell you more precisely, that guy’s a real manager. But 

then, in the theater, it was proposed that we try to reach those who don’t usually attend the theater. 

We wanted to let them know that something’s happening here, something’s here for you, something 

interesting. And we got some results.  

[Interviewer: You said that you were a teacher at that time. Were the schoolchildren encouraged to 

come to the festival or did they themselves decide to attend?] 

That’s a totally separate question, but I’ll say this: Yes, I brought my schoolchildren. It’s a separate 

question. I brought other children. The theater is not just for the kids who are always bringing flowers 

on stage and getting kissed by actors and all that. If the young people aren’t attending the theater, it’s 

the fault of the theaters also. We need to stage plays not just for children, not just for children. But 

also for adolescents. Look at primary school children and their teachers. I think all primary schoolers 

are introduced to the theater and go there with their teachers. And adolescents? They go to the same 
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kids’ plays they’ve seen two or three times, right? With a cousin, or the teachers take them there. And 

later? There’s a gap here. And after that, suddenly they’re brought to see something like a Koršunovas 

play. What can an adolescent do with that? But this is a separate issue.  

[Interviewer: So, you can’t recall much about the events you witnessed, but do you have any other 

memories of things that perhaps stuck in your mind and have stayed with you?] 

Well, I’m not sure whether it was at Atgaiva or not, but . . . .Was it at Atgaiva that Padegimas staged 

Škėma?  

[Interviewer: Yes] 

At Atgaiva? Well about  Škėma’s play at Atgaiva I can tell you everything from beginning to end. That 

play made a big impression on me. It was in that little church. Who created the scenery right now I 

can’t recall. There were some angels I recall that were revealed and concealed. . . .But it had a huge 

impact on me. The most important thing was the setting. There had never been a Lithuanian play 

about the postwar period. I think, for those of us who were able to attend that play, for us, that play 

was Atgaiva. It was Atgaiva—different, set in a different place, done in a different way. It couldn’t 

have been any better.  

. . . . . . 

[Interviewer: Maybe you also have some memories, as a visual artist, about the scenery of some of 

the plays?] 

Well I’ll tell you I never in my life judge a play simply according to whether I like it or not. I always try 

to judge what it expresses as a work of art. I’m often mad at myself for not being able to comprehend 

everything that I’d like to. Generally I do always give special attention the scenery and I know 

Lithuanian set designers. I sometimes remember their work better than the play itself. I think 

Lithuanian set designers work at a very high level. And there’s plenty of good work now. To give 

myself a compliment I’ll say that when I worked in that art school I always encouraged the children to 

study stage art, and to go to the theater.  

[. . . . .] 

[Interviewer: What you said about not being able to get into the Atgaiva performances was 

interesting.  Were there advance tickets sold?] 

Absolutely, there had to be.  I really don’t remember everything but, we managed. It didn’t really 

matter if there were tickets or not. You could get in. You just wanted to get in. The greats of Šiauliai 

theater history had come together, and there’s never been anything like it since. Padegimas tried so 
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hard, he wanted to do so much and he did, he did so much. But Shakespeare’s Hamlet is 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet. 

I won’t be upset if you don’t agree, you can go ahead and translate that thought.  

[Interviewer: So you were mainly a spectator at Atgaiva right?]  

Yes of course, a spectator. I was a person who understood that something important was happening. 

Things happened that were, to some, strange or unfamiliar things. To others, they were interesting 

things. It was a time when it possible to do such things. Look, for example, at how much importance 

we [Šiauliai] in give to monuments.  At that time there was a meeting in Šiauliai square, and at the 

meeting it was said that we need to set up a monument to Povilas Višinskis.  It was immediately 

agreed that we needed to do this. Someone passed a hat to collect the money, and they counted the 

money, and, conscientiously, the monument was put up—without any anger, or fights, or 

disagreement, or any of that stuff. And it now stands. Well, at that time there was such strength or 

purpose, such power.  They also wanted to build a new theater then, but . . . . 

[Interviewer: Did the festival somehow perhaps change your views, perhaps politically?]  

No. . . .Of course, theater without politics or politics without theater doesn’t exist, it’s not possible. 

But for me nothing changed politically. I don’t connect those things. But that it made me think again 

about matters of Lithuanian culture in the theater—certainly. Certainly I’ve always been concerned 

about those things in the theater and still am today.  

[Interviewer: So it didn’t seem especially politically influential to you?]   

I was already then a grown-up and I didn’t look at those at things childishly.  To me the stage is what’s 

interesting. I’ve always gone to the theater and always will.   

[Interviewer: But how would you evaluate in general the broader meaning of Atgaiva?]  

Favorably. A very positive event. I always think of it that way. It’s well-known that the great director 

was clearly Gytis Padegimas. But I don’t know whose original idea it was.  Padegimas was running 

everywhere, he was like the general director.  

[Interviewer: Were there any negative reactions?]  

No, there weren’t. If someone says there were, well, I don’t know of any.   

Bu you know what I do remember? Something from the festival bulletin. I remember I was sitting with 

a group of people and we were reading the bulletin, and there were several sentences written, as I 

remember, that were critical in some way, maybe not even negative but dubious about something. I 

don’t remember what; I can’t quote it or anything. And the person who wrote it sat down and said 
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something like, “the bulletin’s bad and the festival’s bad and that Padegimas is worse.” There were 

such people. But this is natural, it’s always going to be that way.  In the theater it’ll always be that 

way. . . .The theater is beautiful when you’re watching from your seat in the auditorium and if you 

don’t go back into the make-up room to see the theater from the other side. Then, it’s no longer quite 

so beautiful.  

[Second Interviewer: I’m interested to know more about your impressions of Škėma’s play. You said 

it was impressive, could you talk more about that play?]  

You know, I think seeing Padegimas’s production of Škėma’s play in St. Ignatius church, then called 

the little theater, inspired me to speak out. I was a part of things when the movement to open the 

churches happened, and I was a city council member, and when the re-opening of the churches began 

there were some who said, “maybe we don’t need this, this is our theater, etc. maybe we don’t need 

churches because there are enough cathedrals, etc.” You know, it takes all kinds. But then there 

actually was no cathedral and no diocese. And to some in the city that little church, as an object of 

culture, didn’t seem necessary.  I don’t often get up on the platform to speak, but at that time I got up 

and I said, “You know what? One power brutally took away that church. At the minimum, we in the 

theater must be smart enough to peacefully, without red tape, give it back. That’s all there is to it. 

Tomorrow it’s no longer ours. And that’s the whole matter. We don’t need documents of ownership 

or anything. What purpose would they serve? Just give it back.” 

[. . . .] 

Seeing Škėma’s play, I saw something for the first time in my life: The theater situated differently. In 

the church.  It meant that there were certain overlapping meanings: In Škėma’s play the action takes 

in a church during the postwar period. Quite possibly, the action takes place in reality. [Vasiliaskas’s 

emphasis] That reality, in the church, is in control. And the acting, with Pranas Piaulokas, was 

powerful, and Baranauskas was also impressive. I felt, I remember, those days, like in Rozalimas. 

Those scenes when our two brothers were carried back from the forest with their skulls split and laid 

before the altar and their parents who held them in their arms—Isn’t that our own family members? 

Everything in the play was connected with these things. I saw those who were shot—it was the same. 

For me there were such strong correspondences to life. Nothing needed to be explained to me 

anymore! I truly agreed and identified with Škėma, with the director, with Piaulokas, with the church, 

with the content and everything else. Yes! Yes to everything! This is the way things were. And it was 

the first time in my life I felt this way.   

[Interviewer: But if it had happened in a regular theater. . .] 

It would have been a different play! Completely different. There sitting in the theater auditorium, 

wearing your necktie, you say, something interesting’s happening.  But this time you felt that you 



8 
 

were sitting in a church, having come for mass, and you were shocked to see what was happening 

during that holy mass.  

[Interviewer: So all that was meaningful. . .] 

Yes, all of that! The surroundings, the time period, the subject matter. In my opinion, that’s the way it 

was. But honestly I have to say: Don’t get the impression that everyone loved that play like I did.  

[Interviewer: Ok, it’s your personal opinion then.] 

Yes, I’m speaking about myself, from my own viewpoint.  

[Interviewer: Yes, and the reviews varied quite a bit.] 

Well, I’ll tell you, it was a complicated situation for critics, for theater people. Atgaiva required many 

of them to very clearly contradict themselves. Let’s say, you had until then defended Soviet theater. 

You defended—and I’m not saying that they did wrong in doing this—but let’s say you championed 

Soviet theater. Well, you championed social realism.  In 1949 when they put up those statues that 

were recently pulled down from the bridge in Vilnius, well, everyone praised those monuments then! 

What works of art! And what about those who despite their worries bowed their heads when they 

walked by, simply as a way of surviving that time?  And those who read things, read accordingly. And 

now you need to tell them, no, it’s not that way. It’s not like we said before, it’s different. Some of 

them look at this and wonder how the position could swing back and forth. Their idea of the theater 

was, I come to the play, and you act for me. It’s that simple. Any other kind of theater they didn’t 

understand. And often those who were put to work writing about theater were just regular reporters. 

Regular reporters, and in Siauliai I know many of them and could name names.  

[Mr. Vasiliauskas discusses eccentricities of theater criticism and certain theater reviewers during the 

Soviet period]  

[Interviewer: What do you remember about the “Night Poetry,” the evening readings? Did you 

attend those?] 

Yes, I attended the Night Poetry, I went and saw them. The audience grew for those, some left the 

auditorium and others arrived. It was very friendly human communication, very civilized interaction, 

not necessarily about the performance, but very good interaction among people. And if one came to 

Šauliai for the festival it wouldn’t have been smart to miss those. People enjoyed them and benefited 

from them.   

[Interviewer: And they went until very late at night, didn’t they?] 
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Yes, late, late. Especially if you had to go to work in the morning! And don’t forget there was a 

political meeting every day, we had to go those! I went to those talks in the mornings. But if the 

meeting was for the purpose of condemning officials of our local government, I didn’t go. We were all 

in it together I think, and if this or that person held a certain position, or resigned it, or worked 

somewhere at a certain time, I didn’t think it was worth paying great attention to.   

[Interviewer: Would you agree that calling the festival “Ten Days that Shook Lithuania” is 

appropriate?]  

Yes it’s good. It fits. 

[You felt that the “shaking” of things did happen?]  

Yes, yes. It describes the time period.  


