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[Interviewer: We can start by simply asking what you remember about Atgaiva, but before that 

we’d like some biographical information.] 

I’m Juozas Bindokas. I’ve been an actor in the Siauliai Drama Theater for a very long time.  I graduated 

from what was then known as the State Conservatory in 1972. I began studying there in 1968. I was 

born May 5, 1951 in Lazdijai, in the region of Dzūkija. I went to grade school in Lazdijai.  

[Interviewer: And what are you doing now?] 

Since the separation, since the Soviet days—by the way I’m a person formed by Soviet times, I served 

in the Soviet Army and took an oath then to the defend the Soviet Union—but my entire professional 

life I’ve worked as an actor in the Siauliai Theater and I work there now. I’ve worked 43 years in the 

Siauliai Theater. Taking pictures has always been my hobby. I really enjoy photography. It was lucky 

that in my class at the institute there were a lot of excellent  actors, it was a very strong class. You 

know, Eglė Gabrienaitė, Algis Matulionis, Romas Ramanauskas, Petras Venclovas, . . . . Truly very 

strong actors. So it’s now very nice to see pictures from when they were students in the 70s. There’s 

Nekrošius, and Vytatuas Kernagis. They were young and beautiful then.  And now, well not so much. 

[laughs]  

[Interviewer: So you worked in the theater when Atgaiva took place?] 

Yes I worked in the theater then. The idea for the festival was Gytis Padegimas’s. The situation was 

such that under Gorbachev the regime was somewhat softened. The Baltic republics were permitted 

to be somewhat more free, and I’ll tell you how this was made apparent to me personally. I have a 

cousin in the United States. When I made a request to let me visit that cousin in 1986, they did not 

approve that request. They simply said, “There is no possibility for you to leave” and that was it, with 

no explanation. In 1988, they let me go. And from this I concluded that they had begun to look at us a 

bit more permissively. So in May of 1988 I was in the United States, and just after I returned 

everything began. All the events like Sąjūdis, all the political rallies. And in the theater, because I love 

to take pictures, I was invited to be on the festival editorial board—I don’t know if I was actually a 

member, but I captured the events, because I took a lot of pictures then in Siauliai. There was a 

growing political awareness then that led to strategic action and an effort to break away. So with the 

help of Titnagas’s press and Valentinas Didžgalvis, and Mikulenienė and the editorial board we all 

decided to try to create a newspaper that would be published overnight and appear in the morning 

and would include the latest news [about the festival].  



2 
 

[Interviewer: So you were mainly a witness to Atgaiva.] 

Yes, and a kind of participant.  

[Interviewer: And did you act in any of the plays?] 

Yes, in some, and I photographed plays also. I didn’t act in Žvakidė but I have photos of it.  Can you 

use photos of Žvakidė? And Žilvinas also, I know that somewhat from the photos I have. And I know 

the plays not only from the photos but in general, through the rehearsals.  I did act in Žilvinas. Žvakidė 

was in the little theater and Žilvinas was on the larger stage.  

[Interviewer: So would you say your role was mainly as the festival photographer?] 

Well, yes I would say so. I don’t know if I was the “official” photographer or not, but I know that 

Didžgalvis and I would decide the question of what would be on the front page. In the first issue, as 

you can see, the front page image was of the Hill of Crosses.  We liked that a lot. After that we used 

“rupintolėjis” somewhere. [Mr. Bindokas refers to a stack of photos he brought to the interview.]  I 

used to run over to the museum—there really wasn’t a photo studio— and take pictures, sitting on 

the steps, and I remember when I took this photo and that photos. Many of these are mine, there 

could be a few taken by others, you’ll need to look through them. But believe me, we really 

photographed this event.  

[Interviewer: Yes we talked with Venckus and he said that all the actors were given certain 

assignments, things to take care of.] 

No so much for me; my job was mainly to be the photographer.  

[Interviewer: And what was the experience of the festival like? In general what were your 

experiences during it?] 

You see, it was a shared, communal experience.  Don’t forget that a month and a half before Atgaiva 

the literary or “language festival” took place. Though Atgaiva was ten days long, this was a one-time, 

one-day event. And at the festival all the most famous actors impersonated important historical 

figures, like Žemaitė, Daukantas, and Višinksis. I have lots of negatives from that so you can look 

through them and scan them.  And a great many people attended that festival, showing that a real 

movement had already begun—everyone longed for freedom, everyone came together. This began in 

1988 or perhaps a little earlier but I felt it in 1988—that path of resistance.   

And it happened first in the area of culture. It began with culture: theater, language (that language 

festival was October 1, 1988) and the ten days of Atgaiva. It was a Lithuanian drama festival—

Lithuanian! And every day there were events—there were morning  events, the “Morning 

Reflections,” then the performance, then after the performance the evening meetings. Everything 
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that happened was part of a movement! Young people participated, students participated, priests, 

the best professors and intellectuals participated, and for the people of Siauliai this was a big event.  

[Interviewer: And big crowds attended?] 

It was packed. Practically full because as I said it was resistance. [Bindokas’s emphasis] It was a great 

coming together that expressed that resistance toward the entire system. And as I said, afterward   

there were events remembering the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, in Vilnius but also in Siauliai. And I 

have pictures I can show you, there were things like, actors portraying Stalin and Hitler sitting 

together with their respective flags, and another flag that read, “The KGB equals the SS”. And at once 

after half a year, or in August, a little more than 6 months, on August 23, there was already general 

protest, general protest. And a little later there was the military demobilization, and then the final 

Soviet Army parade, again I have photos of this. But things started with the agitation in the cultural 

sphere.  From the language festival and from the Lithuanian drama festival, everything snowballed 

into more serious matters.   

[Interviewer: And how did state power and politicians react to these cultural events?] 

I think our authorities reacted, well I don’t recall who was the local committee chairman at the time, 

so I’m not sure, I wasn’t in power, I was in the theater! I don’t remember if they participated or not, 

but the people in power then had great intellect, they were actually very smart people. I think they 

were disposed to allow it, it couldn’t have happened otherwise, because they were with us, as 

Lithuanians.  

[Interviewer: Do you remember if there were whose who didn’t want to allow such a festival in 

Siauliai?] 

I don’t know, perhaps Padegimas and other leaders can answer that; Juškus, Padegimas, maybe 

Steponavičiūtė. Anyway, Padegimas and the organizers should know more about that. We actors 

weren’t included in all the discussions so we didn’t know everything that was going on.  

[Interviewer: So can we say that before the festival the situation was more difficult in Lithuania and 

Siauliai?] 

The Soviet regime, well, you are young and you don’t know what that meant. The Soviet system, well. 

. . . 

[Interviewer: But the festival had an impact, didn’t it?] 

Of course, there’s no doubt about that. The time was ripe, and there came a moment when that pain 

had to explode, to reach a tipping point. And it began namely because it boiled over in the area of 

culture. 
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[Interviewer: And did the festival itself change any of your views in any way?]  

I think no, the festival itself didn’t change our views, because we already believed in freedom and 

that’s why it happened. The festival didn’t change us, but we expressed THROUGH the festival our 

beliefs. We did it, not the festival. We expressed ourselves through the festival.  

[Second interviewer:  And how, namely? How were your beliefs expressed in the festival?] 

How? Well, you see, always at an event like a funeral or a baptism, the sadness and the joy needs to 

be shared. Everyone gathers together in a single mass, in a group. And that’s what happened at 

Atgaiva. The people and brightest intellectuals united and, all together, with everyone, at midnight in 

the church, and at 7:30 in the evening in the theater, we gathered. We were together. And when the 

program ended, we stayed in our seats together, and we stayed with each other, and we shared some 

wine or had some coffee, and we kept each other company and talked. It was about being together.   

It was a coming together. We united, and we supported one another.  

[Interviewer:   And what events did you participate in?]  

I didn’t have time to go to everything because I sometimes had to hurry to develop photos. And when 

I had to develop photos, I had to use a bathroom as darkroom. All of those photos were made in that 

makeshift darkroom. There was a wooden grate on the floor and I set the photos up on it. To develop 

them I closed the door. They gave me an apartment in the city near the theater and that made it 

easier to go back there to develop the pictures.  

. . . . 

And you can see the pictures are good quality and they turned out well, though I’m an amateur and 

self-taught photographer. I just always like to photograph things, so I took this up. 

[Mr. Bindokas explains how he developed photos of Atgaiva festival in the makeshift darkroom.] 

It was an interesting process.  

[Interviewer: And the photos were printed overnight?] 

Yes! I’m not sure exactly when Titnagas printed them. I don’t know the technical process. But I turned 

in the photos and, maybe Didžgalvis knows more, he was the editor.  

[Interviewer: And which performances that you saw were your favorites?] 

Wow, that’s hard, it’s been thirty years! [laughs]  But for me probably ,,Čia nebus mirties” [There’ll be 

no Death Here] by the National Drama Theater, by Tuminas, was the best.  

[Interviewer: And what about the Šiauliai plays?] 
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Well, of course I’m a patriot! They were great too! 

[Interviewer: And what can you say about the lead-up and preparations for the festival?] 

I wasn’t involved in that, I was in the United States earlier that year and then on vacation. I wasn’t 

part of the preparations. I didn’t hear much about it beforehand, we were just regular actors . . . . 

Padegimas would know more about that, he initiated the idea. Though it had to be supported by the 

Ministry of Culture with funding and everything. And the Theater Union had to support it.  About 

these organizational matters I really don’t know. But as much we could, we all participated.  

[Second interviewer:  Were there any people who were, for whatever reason, against Atgaiva, 

against the festival?] 

No, I didn’t hear of anyone like that. But perhaps there were some. Because you see, when there’s 

such a movement and you don’t want to dare, to take that risk, you might wonder about its purpose. 

But not to my knowledge. In my circle, there weren’t any who were against it.  

[Interviewer: And how did you feel after the festival? It seems it was ten days of very intense living. 

What happened afterward?]  

I teas as always when there’s an event like that. Personally I like to hurry, to run, to work fast and to 

be very busy. For me, being that busy is a high. Because then you work fast and see the results right 

away, without waiting. Take a photo today, and tomorrow it appears. That’s great! Really great.  

[Interviewer: And didn’t you need to rereorganize and get life back in order when everything 

calmed down?] 

No, there would nothing to get in order! I’m never orderly anyway.  [laughs]  

[Interviewer: How was the atmosphere in the theater afterward? What kind of mood lingered 

afterward?] 

Well, work started up again. The rehearsals. And I would have to think about how rehearsals have 

changed from the days of Padegimas, it’s difficult to say. But also, all of the subsequent events began. 

They had already outgrown themselves, becoming more rebellious. Locally, I would say, Atgaiva 

joined people from all over the republic. Professors came from Vilnius, intellectuals came here, but it 

was nevertheless a local event. In Vilnius they probably didn’t even know much about it. Just certain 

specialist knew of it. But afterward greater events sprouted up. We went forward to 1991. In 1991 . . . 

. You couldn’t imagine how it was when I was at the funerals.  I wasn’t at the January defense of the 

TV tower. I was in Vilnius on January 14 and I photographed the wounded. And on January 16 I 

traveled as a representative of the newspaper. Yes that’s correct and I was in Riga on January 22. 

What I mean is, things had grown to reach Vilnius by then. Of course things happened here, there 
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were meetings here that were very strong. But then later everything thing reached the Seimas and 

there was the defense of the TV-Radio tower.  

[Second Interviewer: But could you say that things began here in Siauliai for some reason in some 

way? Is that correct?] 

I don’t know. I don’t know what happened in Klaipeda, or what was happening in Kaunas.  

[Second Interviewer: But you can say that Atgaiva had an influence. That it echoed and you could 

connect things that happened here to January 13, 1991?]  

Yes, it was a type of beginning. The beginning of Sąjūdis, in which very clearly Atgaiva, those ten days 

truly were a very distinct feature, and which spread to other places. Like I said, the monument to 

Višinskis was put up at that time. Lots of such projects were beginning to be discussed, and they 

reached the political level, and as I said the commemoration of the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact was part 

of this too. I’ve looked at those pictures again and there are a great many people there. And what else 

happened in Siauliai? The military demobilization. August 24, 1991 I believe. On the evening of August 

23 there was a bonfire by the lake here.  The military installation was German work, built by 

prisoners. . . .On the final day I got up at 6 to go photograph the last of the military presence. I got a 

picture of the yardkeeper with a broom standing there. It was a very meaningful picture. Taken on the 

last morning for Soviet soldiers. August 24. But it actually took a long time for them to leave.  

These are some my memories. [Mr. Bindokas refers to his photos and describes some of them: of the 

military demobilization, the demonstrations in Siauliai connected with the creation of the Višinskis 

monument, the language festival of 1988, his photos of those wounded at the Vilnius TV Tower in 

January 1991, and the funerals for those killed at the TV Tower in 1991.]  

[Interviewer: We wanted to ask you also about this “protest.” Apparently it was decided to 

postpone the Atgaiva festival.] 

Yes, I know. I read through that. [Mr. Bindokas looks at the names written on the protest document: 

Giedrius Kuprevičius, Valdas Vasiliauskas, etc.]  

I don’t know anything about this. I would think that, again, Padegimas would have to know more 

about it. I think Kuprevicius and Vasiliauskas were the responsible persons in the Ministry [of Culture]. 

I don’t know what duties Vailiauskas had there exactly. Here’s a picture of Vasiliauskas at Atgaiva. 

Maybe he would know. . . . .He is a member of the Seimas now, but then worked in the Ministry.  

[Interviewer: I think he may have been on the Awards Committee too.] 

We had an awards committee? I didn’t know. But I don’t think it was important who won things, it 

was important that it happened. And that all of Lithuania came.   
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[Second Interviewer:  I wonder if you find the tone of the protest document interesting, the choice 

of words. Because the writer of the protest states that the Siauliai Theater absolutely “refuses” to 

postpone the festival.] 

[Mr. Bindokas reads through the “protest appeal” document] 

Hmm. It’s from the Siauliai Drama Collective, so my signature should be on it, but I don’t remember 

this. Yes they said they refused to move the festival to March. They explicitly refused. And they 

triumphed, they won. The authorities gave in. They gave in. They held it in December. Good.  And 

Vasiliauskas did participate, there’s his photo. He’s in the Seimas, we can call him.  

[Interviewer: And how did those who participated in the festival feel about it?] 

Among those I knew, it was a communal effort and everyone was very glad to participate. Even the 

regular workers, theater hands and coat check people were standing in the demonstrations holding 

candles.  From Juškus and Padegimas at the top, to the actors, all the way to those who were checking 

coats, everyone helped and participated. We all participated. [Bindokas’s emphasis) It was such a 

moment, I don’t know how to describe it.  

[Interviewer: And what did those who lived in Siauliai think of everything, you probably talked with 

them about this?] 

It’s hard to recall, but it seems to me everyone viewed it favorably and it was a team effort. It was a 

common cause and it seems that the Sąjūdis movement inspired us all at once. As I said, I didn’t hear 

any of that questioning about why we needed this, or anyone saying that everything was OK anyway. 

No, things were bad for everybody.  For example, in my case, I had just returned from the United 

States, and you saw how things were there, and how things were here. And movements and actions 

began because people began to see how they lived.  

[Interviewer: The context mattered a lot.] 

Yes this was Gorbachev’s time, he allowed things. And If Gorbachev hadn’t started to make 

concessions, none of this would have happened. But some of what we did probably wasn’t allowed 

anyway.  I’m not sure though, all I can say is, it happened and it brought everyone together.  

[Interviewer: So would you think our title is appropriate, the phrase we’re using, “Ten days that 

Shook Lithuania”? Certainly they shook Siauliai?] 

Oh certainly. It shook Lithuania probably, but I don’t know for sure. Except, in the area of culture, yes. 

In the area of culture, yes. I hesitate to say throughout the country, but in our region it was a very 

strong thing. In our region, yes, but it’s hard to say for all of Lithuania because only the most well-

known people from other places were here. These things were happening throughout Lithuania, and I 
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don’t know, maybe in comparison to events in other places, Kaunas, Klaipeda, events in Vilnius, 

perhaps we weren’t all that different. But for us, in this region, here, the phrase applies to us 

certainly.  

. . . . . 

[Second Interviewer: But many young people participated, right? A lot of students?] 

Yes, yes.  

[. . . .] 

As I said, students, clergy, society in general.  

[Second Interviewer: Would you perhaps remember anything more about Škėma’s play? It took 

place in the church and others have mentioned that this play was very meaningful.] 

Yes, we performed quite a lot in that church. When they gave the church back to us. I don’t know who 

was behind the idea, but it had been a storage building in Soviet times. I’m not sure when we officially 

got it back, but it was during the time when Padegimas was with our theater. Padegimas started that, 

and I have photos of the plays we acted there. I have negatives of Škėma’s Žvakidė and I can scan 

them and bring them to you.  


