Chapter IV from LITHUANIAN IDENTITY AND VALUES (2007)
(NOTE:  Focus on first four pages plus Conclusion)
Searching for Lithuanian Identity Between East and West
Antanas Andrijauskas

Note: Boldfacing of text (p. 1-4) done by Herb Klitzner
In Lithuania, as in other Western countries, at especially dramatic historical junctures interest has grown in "nonclassical" (as assessed from a traditional Eurocentric viewpoint) cultures, of which the great Eastern civilizations stand out as the more significant. Increasing contacts between cultures have periodically encouraged intellectuals to delve into the complex problems of the interaction between Eastern and Western cultural, philosophic and artistic traditions, and to grasp that each culture, despite its uniqueness, is a component part of universal world culture. In human cultural history, which spans many centuries, there exist unchanging truths and values that have not lost their relevance, ideals that unify the goals of the mankind. At any given point in history, separate cultures embody, actualize and express, in their own way, these attitudes toward values.

A national culture to which "a longing for world culture" is foreign has no future. The better able a culture is to naturally assimilate the values of other cultures, the more deep its impulses to develop. Here, the problem of dialog between cultures arises – how authentically to transfer concepts from "foreign" cultures to one’s own. The boundaries between that which is "one’s own" and that which is "foreign" shift and constantly change, no matter what megacultural systems influence a national culture.

EARLY LITHUANIAN INTEREST IN THE EAST

Contrary to our stereotypical thinking, the history of culture does not provide a universal system of cultural models and categories. Indian, Chinese, Japanese, French, and Lithuanian culturological concepts are not equivalent and do not share coordinating systems. It is not possible, therefore, mechanically to transfer values from one culture to another without losing authenticity. On the other hand, world culture does contain values, truths, and ideals that express goals common to all people, that are universal and intelligible to all nations. For this reason, it is possible for values created by different cultures and civilizations freely to circulate and be exchanged.
One’s own culture can be better understood only by looking at it from the outside, by comparing its system of values and symbols to those of other cultures. "In order to see things objectively," wrote Carl Gustav Jung, "one must always look at them from the outside. … Everything that annoys us in others helps us to understand ourselves. When we act this way, a dialog naturally develops between different cultural traditions, one that helps overcome the isolation of a specific culture, the narrowness of its horizon" (Jung, 1992: 250).

A meaningful polylog (or interchange of various cultural voices) with other cultures and their spiritual values is possible only by maintaining the attitude of openness in which the communicating parties respect one another, do not avoid contact with one another, and recognize the importance of cultural values and symbols different from their own. On the other hand, any cultural polylog requires openness of thought to critical views and differences of opinion. Finally, a full-fledged polylog is impossible without a certain body of shared ideas that open up space both to a diversity of opinions and positions and to mutual communication. Indifference toward other cultures and exaggerated admiration of one’s own, its blind exaltation, are characteristic only of an uncultured person and merely attest to spiritual immaturity. If one does not respect the cultural values of other nations, one cannot meaningfully love one’s own culture or comprehend its position in the course of history and in the context of world culture. Moreover, contempt for other cultures is usually directly connected to trampling on one’s own ethnic traditions of culture.
Extremely important, therefore, for meaningful cultural contacts is a responsible attitude on the part of each participant toward their own tradition of ethnic culture as an open system of values and symbols able to provide nourishment for the further development of spiritual values. An ethnic tradition is transmitted while remaining stable in the constant elemental metamorphoses of life and culture. It is the change of all changes, invariable in its eternal variability. It is a refreshing wellspring of authentic values, constantly nourishing all the rootlets of culture. Attention to cultural values and symbols created in the past also opens up a space for the future, i.e. the experience of the road taken thus also ensures the future. A rich tradition of ethnic culture not only combines stability with a constant change of values, but is also the point of departure for intercultural polylog.

Fate or a hidden logic of historical development has cast Lithuanians, the last pagans of Europe, into an area of land between the Eastern and Western worlds. Here was that spiritual space, formed by "the hidden mind of history" (Hegel) where the creative energy of our nation unfolded along with the tragedy of her culture and existence; where the threat of national destruction and extinction constantly hovered about; and where, on the other hand, lay nestled the sources for original flights of our national spirit, for the tradition of marvelous harmonic singing and unique wooden folk sculpture. For centuries, Lithuanian culture has interacted with the cultures of neighboring nations, has experienced their influence, and has influenced them in turn.

When the historical metamorphoses of the Lithuanian reception of the East are analyzed, what becomes clear is the exceptional significance of the idea of the Orient in the search for Lithuanian cultural identity. For members of the Lithuanian intellectual elite, the East was often not so much the "other", a distant exotic world, as something spiritually close, a magic mirror, as it were, in which they sought the origins of their own human physiognomy and mentality, which were different from those of the rational Christian West, and where they sought to know themselves and fully understand the advantages and shortcomings of their own culture. For many of our most prominent intellectuals and artists, therefore, the East did not represent, as for many Westerners, self-knowledge through the "other", because the Orient was imagined as a world of romantic dreams, as something half-forgotten, nestled in the depths of their subconscious. The discussions that constantly arose in Lithuania about cultural orientations to the East or to the West and the spontaneous efforts to be dissociated from the influence of Western Christian civilization allow one to grasp the undeniable importance of the idea of the Orient in the search for a Lithuanian cultural identity. This idea was often an intellectual means to help reveal the significance of the pagan Baltic substratum for Lithuanian cultural history and to fortify one’s own identity.

Problems of the interaction of Eastern and Western culture are extremely important for Lithuanians. Our ancestors almost certainly came to Europe from the continent of Asia; therefore, in language, mythology, folklore, works of art, musical harmonies, and various archetypal cultural forms there have survived many connections with the traditional forms of Eastern culture. Lithuanians created the greatest state in Europe – the Grand Duchy of Lithuania – in response to the rapacious expansion of the Teutonic orders and Western Christian civilization. The rulers of this state, however, because of their own expansion to the East, were unable to make Lithuanian the official written language of state administration. It existed only among the lower strata of the common people. As the territories inhabited by the Lithuanian ethnos continued to grow smaller, the failure to use Lithuanian in the administration of the state, in the educational system, and in the lives of the nobility determined the tragic history of the state and the nation.

Later, the historical Lithuanian nation and the state formed at the crossroads of Eastern and Western civilization, in struggles with the orders of the Teutonic Knights and the Brothers of the Sword as well as with various Russian duchies, the Tartars, Sweden, and other countries on which the Grand Duchy of Lithuania bordered or with which geopolitical interests conflicted. Over the centuries, Lithuanian culture has been influenced by various cultures far and near and has combined elements from the cultures of the Christian West as well as of Eastern Slavs, Karaimes, Tartars, Jews, and other peoples of the East. Although in the Late Middle Ages the Grand Duchy of Lithuania allied itself with Poland and officially became part of the Western Christian world, conservative peasant culture, as attested by many bishops and missionaries, staunchly preserved the old pagan Baltic religion until the end of the 17th century. In fact, many of the rudiments of this religion survived until the first half of the 19th century, when in ideological opposition to the social and political oppression of the Russian Empire and to the forced propagation of Orthodoxy the Catholic religion became firmly established.

It was not by accident that the prominent Lithuanian philosopher Stasys Šalkauskis connected the rebirth of Lithuanian national culture with a synthesis of the cultural values of Eastern and Western Christendom when he recognized the undoubted Eastern influence on the formation of the culture and mentality of the Lithuanians (Šalkauskis, 1995, vol. IV: 73). Indeed, an emphasis on contemplation rather than action, an emotional perception of the world, special reverence for nature and its various manifestations (trees and forests, springs and rivers, hills, grass snakes), the worshipful sacralization of nature, and many other things characteristic of the Lithuanian mentality bring us close to the Eastern Slavs and the traditional cultural forms of the East.

In Lithuania, as in other European countries, interest in the cultures of eastern nations had already begun during the times of missionary Orientalism. In those days, pilgrims and missionaries from the Grand Duchy of Lithuania traveled to the lands of the East and spread information about the countries they had visited. One of the best such descriptions was left by Mikalojus Kristupas Radvila.1 An account of his travels in 1582-1583 through Palestine, Egypt, and Syria was published in Latin as Hierosolymitana Peregrinatio (Pilgrimage to Jerusalem; Braunsberg (East Prussia), 1601). Received with great interest by readers in various European countries, this work later appeared in translations and new editions.

Lithuania especially desired to know more about the countries of the East when the ideologies of the Enlightenment and Romanticism were flourishing. During those times, the fashion of chinoiserie spread across Europe, "Chinese" rooms, gardens, and pavilions sprang up on country estates, and Chinese porcelain, art works, and trinkets of various kinds were passionately collected. At their country estates the magnates of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania – of the Radvila, Sapiega, Pacas, Chodkevičius, Tyszkiewicz, Oginskis, and other families – accumulated collections of art and various objects from Eastern nations; at some of these estates theatrical shows were put on even with exotic Eastern costumes. As Count Benedikt th Tyszkiewicz’s surviving photographs attest, these traditions were still alive even at the beginning of the 20th century. One of the photographs from 1903 shows Benedikt Tyszkiewicz taking over from his father control of their estate while accompanied by a solemn procession dressed up in the theatrical costumes of Chinese mandarins and their servants. The Egyptological collections donated to the Louvre by the counts of the Tyszkiewicz family are the pride of this museum, but many of the other important collections of the magnates of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania were lost because of various calamities or ended up in the collections and museums of other countries.

19TH CENTURY

Traditionally and thoroughly, in the context of the Western culture of that time, contact with Eastern cultures in the 19th century was given meaning through the artistic works of the Romantics born in the territory of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, whose search for a cultural identity received impetus from the unique Orientalism of Adam Mickiewicz, a poet nurtured by the interaction of Lithuanian and Polish culture. At the time that so-called Romantic Orientalism was flourishing, the rudiments of academic Oriental studies began to form at Vilnius University. However, an insurrection followed by the closing of the university broke off this new field of research in Lithuania, and scholars interested in the cultural traditions of Eastern nations spread out to various centers of learning in Western Europe and Russia.

Undoubtedly, the most significant figure in Lithuanian Oriental studies during those times was Jó​zef Sękowski (1800–1858), who initiated Arabic studies in Lithuania and Russia. Born on the estate of Antagalonys near Molėtai, this descendant of a noble family was inspired to take an interest in the East by his uncle Gabriel Groddeck and by Joachim Lelewel. In 1819, while a student at Vilnius University, he traveled to Constantinople, Syria, and Egypt, where he studied Arabic, Persian, and Turkish, as well as the cultural history of the nations of the Near East. In 1821 Sękowski returned to Lithuania, and in 1822 he became a professor at Vilnius University and taught Eastern languages. Soon, however, when the University of St. Petersburg dismissed two professors from the departments of Arabic and Turkish – J. F. Demagne and F. B. Charmoy, who were disciples of Silvestre de Sacy – for supporting the Decembrists, he was appointed ordinary professor at this university. For 25 years he chaired the department of Eastern languages and taught Arabic and Turkish. Famous for his wide-ranging erudition in the humanities, Sękowski mainly devoted his attention to pedagogical work and literary activity; he was an excellent storyteller and master of words. He became famous for literary works full of Oriental motifs, accounts of his travels, translations from Arabic literature, and a small number of theoretical studies about early Arabic poetics. In 1828, while still very young, Sękowski was elected corresponding member of the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences.

The process of national consciousness, promoted by individual Lithuanian intellectuals during the second half of the 19th century, and renascent historical reminiscences (foggy memories revived by the Romantics about a glorious historical Lithuanian past) bestowed, at the beginning of the 20th century, on the idea of the Orient an almost global historiosophic and existential meaning. Lithuanians were encouraged to take a deeper interest in the countries of the East not only by the growing ideology of national rebirth but also by widespread theories about the origin of the Lithuanian nation in India and about the closeness of Lithuanian to Sanskrit. People returning from the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905 disseminated many exotic objects from China, Japan, and other Far Eastern nations, and these objects also encouraged society to take a deeper interest in the cultures of the East.

20TH CENTURY

In the Lithuanian Orientalism of the 20th century and in the search for national identity closely connected with it, we can distinguish four basic periods, which are directly connected to historical upheavals. The first encompasses the beginning of the 20th century, from the lifting of the press ban to the first year of the consolidation of independence. The second is the two decades of the existence of an independent Lithuanian state, when the foundations were being laid for a modern Lithuanian national culture. The third is the years of Soviet occupation, which lasted half a century. This latter period can be divided into two stages: the first – the time of Stalinist repression and of the inertia that appeared after that, the second – the so-called thaw, which ended with the second restoration of independence. During the first stage the intellectuals and artists who lived and created as emigrants were more active, while during the second the cultural processes in Lithuania were already gaining marked vitality. The fourth period is the present.

However, let us return to the beginning of the 20th century, when, after the ban on the Lithuanian press was lifted, great importance was attached to the problems of the restoration of independence and of the cultural orientation of a future independent Lithuania. On the eve of World War I, during this war, and especially in the early postwar years, with many of the traditional values of Western civilization discredited, the need arose to seek new vital sources of spiritual inspiration. At that time, in Lithuania, as in Finland at the other end of the Baltic Sea, the gaze of many people turned to the East, and chaotic discussions, often cut off from reality, flared up among intellectuals and artists as to which way the renascent Lithuanian culture should go – East or West? Because of Asiatic theories about Finno-Ugric origins, the Finnish elite more and more closely "approached" the East and sought inspiration even in distant Japan; the gaze of the Lithuanians did not extend that far. "Disputes about guidelines to orient the Lithuanian culture and illusory cultural projects did not change the elemental cultural process nourished by underground tributaries (atavistic subconscious phenomena, mythological images, ethical norms, attachment to a certain gamut of colors), but they did highlight and define the geopolitical situation in which the national culture was fated to be born and to develop. Lithuanian artists became aware that it was their lot to exist "on the boundary between two worlds", to create in the crosswinds of East and West" (Kubilius, 1983: 66).

During this time of choice, only a few people – but they were among the most prominent figures in Lithuanian culture, especially Mikalojus Konstantinas Čiurlionis, Mstislavas Dobužinskis, Petras Rimša, Stasys Šalkauskis, Vydūnas, Vincas Krėvė, Jurgis Baltrušaitis, Sr., Maironis, Juozas Albinas Herbačiauskas, Balys Sruoga, and others – turned their gaze to the East, where they sought original ways of making contact between Lithuanian culture and the great cultures of Eastern nations. The creative work of all these figures was connected not only with attention to various aspects of the culture of Eastern nations, but also with the idea of national self-determination, which was their fundamental position in life. That Orientalism formed the basis of how, at that time, the brightest stars of Lithuanian culture connected emotionally with the world is not at all amazing, for these were highly intellectual, diversely educated personalities who had traveled and seen much, could make comparisons, and had a better understanding of the issues of that time and the tasks that lay before Lithuanian culture. Many of them worked in different cultural fields, but they were united by similar worldviews, openness to other cultures, and the desire to integrate the values and symbols of those cultures into their own.

This Orientalistic search, which was closely connected to the problem of cultural identity, was most clearly revealed in the works of Čiurlionis, Vydūnas, and Krėvė. They were connected by Orientalistic motifs, national commitment, universalistic attitudes, and the philosophical nature of their creative work, but they were separated by their initial paths and the forms of Eastern culture toward which they were oriented. The study of the artistic culture of the world was, for them, inseparable from openness to the East and an orientation toward national artistic traditions. For all of them, Oriental ideas and the art, music, and lore of Lithuanian folk culture were the basis for a renascent national art.

Čiurlionis

Directly fused with national artistic traditions, Čiurlionis’ neoromantic and symbolist Orientalism was determined by the universalism characteristic of his feeling for the world and by the simply incredible receptiveness of contemporary Lithuanian peasant culture to the refined art of the Far East, which, in his opinion, could enrich the means of artistic expression of that time. Čiurlionis was convinced that the most authentic art of various nations and epochs was created by the people, and this understanding became especially clear in his mature work. He was inspired by eastern civilizations and by the rainy, foggy Lithuanian landscape of muted greens, the work of folk artists, and old songs. Čiurlionis’ Lithuanian character is revealed not in external form or theme but in the deep strata of his colors, harmony, and melodies.

Vydūnas

Another propagator of Oriental ideas – Vydūnas – was attracted to Indian philosophy in response to German pragmatism and rationalism. He was interested in various fields of the humanities – philosophy, religion, ethics, and sociology, as well as the history of philosophy, literature, and art – and as an external student studied at the universities of Greifswald (1896-1898), the Halle (1899), Leipzig (1900-1902), and after 1912 Berlin, where he attended the lectures of the famous professors Wilhelm Schuppe, Alois Riehl, Wilhelm Wundt, Johannes Volkelt, Adolf von Harnack, Ernst Troeltsch, Karl Lamprecht, and others, who opened up for him the diversity of the forms of world culture.

On the other hand, Vydūnas was strongly influenced by the ideas of eclectic theosophical Orientalism and by the desire to find new spiritual ideals to help revive Lithuanian national consciousness and authentic traditional culture, whose forms had been reduced to the lowest common denominator. In classical Indian philosophy (which according to his interpretation, was influenced by Schopenhauer and the theosophical tradition, exalted suffering, human moral consciousness, and inner discipline) Vydūnas found important ethical reference points that he believed would help his occupied fatherland achieve spiritual rebirth. The warp for creating his concept of national culture became clear in the studies Mūsų uždavinys (Our Task, 1911) and Tautos Gyvata (The Life of the Nation, 1920) and in the programmatic work Sieben Hundert Jahre deutsch-litauischer Beziehungen (Seven Hundred Years of German-Lithuanian Relations, 1932). In the latter book he revealed German-Lithuanian relations to be "a huge drama" and for the first time portrayed them from an Aistian viewpoint. Extremely important for him was the concept of fatherland, which was losing its meaning in East Prussia: 

Surely, one’s Fatherland means so much because this is where everything was experienced for the first time: the self-sacrificing love of one’s mother, the tender care of one’s parents. Here, for the first time, one heard a human voice. Here, a mother’s warmth, a father’s reflectiveness let one, for the first time, experience humanity. Thus, in one’s Fatherland one was, for the first time, cloaked in the rays of the sun, wrapped in the darkness of night; here, the first spring blossomed, the first autumn withered, and luxuriant summer thrived, winter dawned with white wings. […] Indeed, one’s Fatherland is a space in a certain time. However, with it are united the characteristics of one’s nature. In one’s Fatherland, in the space of one’s youth, one begins to assimilate one’s existence. As consciousness matures, the content of one’s life grows, the whole world grows. In one’s Fatherland is the beginning of growing and becoming. (Vydūnas, 2001: 68)

The basis for the discovery of the fatherland and for the spiritual rebirth of the nation lay, Vydūnas believed, in raising the level of culture and becoming acquainted with the ethical values fostered for millennia in the East. These things, according to him, would help strengthen the traditional forms of Lithuanian culture, the ideals of national vitality and humanism. In this conception of national rebirth, the philosophy of the East emerged as the main ethical signpost and the catalyst for spiritual values.

Krėvė

Krėvė was moved to take an interest in the East by neoromantic Orientalism. He is one of the most complex and truly universal personalities of Lithuanian literature in the first half of the 20th century, the originator of a qualitatively new philosophical prose and dramaturgy. Like many intellectuals who had chosen a Lithuanian identity, in his youth he evolved from poetry written in Polish to national ideals. The Orientalistic tendencies in his work continued to grow stronger after his Indo-European studies at Kiev University. He even wrote scholarly Sanskritological studies (The Original Indo-European Homeland, 1909, and The Origin of the Names Buddha and Pratyekabuddha, 1913), and in 1912 he began giving lectures on the history of Buddhism at Baku University. While living in Baku alongside magnificent 12th century architectural monuments, he came into direct contact with cultural vestiges of the great Eastern civilizations, and this experience led him to the deeper study of Indology and Zoroastrianism. Krėvė was connected to Indian idealism by basic attitudes that permeated his feeling for the world. It is no accident that not only his dramatic heroes Šarūnas and Skirgaila, who emerge from a glorious Lithuanian past, but also the characters he draws from the common people have many of the clear-cut features of Eastern sages.

INTER-WAR PERIOD

After the restoration of independence, Orientalism in Polish-occupied Vilnius and in the provisional capital of Kaunas developed in essentially different ways. After flourishing in the second half of the 19th century, Vilnius became a provincial corner of Poland, and Kaunas – the center of Lithuanian cultural life, with rapidly developing processes of national culture. Many of the intellectuals and artists who had emerged at the beginning of the century (except Čiurlionis, who died in 1911) continued developing their Orientalistic ideas. Because of a lack of specialists in the provisional capital, it was not possible to lay the foundations for systematic Oriental studies. Nonetheless, after Kaunas University was re-established, Sanskrit was taught there, lectures were given on the cultural history of Eastern countries, and students were acquainted with the culture and hieroglyphic writing of Egypt. Most active in this field were Ričardas Mironas, Marija Rudzinskaitė-Arcimavičienė, and Jurgis Baltrušaitis, Jr. 

Mironas translated classical texts of Indian civilization from Sanskrit, while Rudzinskaitė-Arcimavičienė even began publishing a series of short books, Senovės Rytai (The Ancient East), of which five volumes appeared from 1932 to 1936. During 1933-1939, at Kaunas University, general and Oriental art history were taught by Jurgis Baltrušaitis, Jr., who had excellent training in these fields. However, this art historian of rare talent worked far too briefly as a teacher and lacked a specialized, properly trained body of students who could continue his Oriental and comparative studies. On the other hand, he finally developed as an original art historian of world stature only after leaving Lithuania. Thus, his field of influence was not great in inter-war Lithuania.

Alongside the cultural leaders of that first generation that had restored Lithuanian independence, Orientalistic ideas were also cultivated by the new generation of intellectuals and artists formed in a more open society. After drawing closer to Western civilization and seeing a multitude of its negative manifestations, they understood increasingly well that the Lithuanian nation was fated, because of its geopolitical position, to live and create between the worlds of the East and the West. On the other hand, as they understood the one-sidedness of the growing materialism of Western civilization, they felt a hunger to know the cultural and artistic values of the spiritually rich Eastern nations idealized by the romantics (Kleopas Jurgelionis, Kazys Binkis, Vytautas Mačernis).

The ever-closer cultural ties that artists maintained with various countries, especially France, encouraged the spread of the ideas of French Orientalism. The so-called Paris pilgrims – those highly gifted young specialists, scholars, and artists of various fields (Juozas Mikėnas, Juozas Miltinis, Liudas Truikys, Jurgis Baltrušaitis, Jr., Ričardas Mironas, Algirdas Julius Greimas, and a multitude of others) who were sent with scholarships from the state to the leading centers of learning and art in France or who went there on their own initiative – were precisely the ones who formed a new attitude toward the cultures of Eastern nations and promoted the integration of various elements of French Orientalism into Lithuanian culture and art. Unfortunately, many of these extremely important, qualitatively new phenomena did not manage to spread into Lithuanian culture and art during the brief period of independence, which lasted barely two decades, because they began to emerge in many fields only after 1936. This fruitful process of integrating the cultural traditions of Eastern nations was broken off by the first Soviet occupation; the beginning of World War II and the second Soviet occupation wreaked havoc on cultural life, scattering many creative people throughout the world, from Stalin’s concentration camps in distant Siberia to America and Australia. Nevertheless, the seeds were sown, and despite losses and broken lives, they gradually bore fruit both in Lithuania and in the Diaspora.

POST WORLD WAR II PERIOD

After World War II many of the most prominent cultural leaders, people who had grown up or matured intellectually during independence, now cultivated their Orientalistic ideas – either in occupied Lithuania (Liudas Truikys, Juozas Miltinis, Juozas Mikėnas) or in the diaspora (Jurgis Baltrušaitis, Vytautas Kavolis, Jurgis Mačiūnas, Jonas Mekas, Alfonsas Lingys; this list was later expanded by Tomas Venclova, Jonas Jurašas, and Algimantas Švėgžda) – on a higher level of theoretical and artistic reflection. An extremely complicated social and psychological situation confronted that generation of intellectuals and artists who had emerged during independence, propagating the cultural traditions of Eastern nations, and who now remained in occupied Lithuania, decimated by the repressions of the postwar years. Like many intellectuals in the Soviet empire, they pursued their Orientalistic goals primarily so that they could dissociate themselves from the ideological attitudes dominant in the country or quietly resist the official Soviet system of values.

The spread of Orientalistic ideas during the so-called thaw years in Lithuania was most influenced by three of the Paris pilgrims: the scenographer Liudas Truikys, the director Juozas Miltinis, and the sculptor Juozas Mikėnas, each of whom in his own way spread Eastern influences in Lithuanian art. Intellect, education, and the power of talent made them bright stars in the artistic firmament of Lithuania at that time.

Truikys

Undoubtedly, the most intellectual and refined of the artists who spread ideas of the Orient was Truikys, who thought and created on a much higher level than his contemporaries, dealing with complex problems of composition and the synthesis of different arts. It was a tremendous loss for Lithuanian culture that this highly professional artist, who had a sharp critical mind and placed great demands on himself, was not admitted to the Vilnius Art Institute by government machinery and his colleagues. Nevertheless, the Orientalism of Truikys’ outstanding personality spread through his creative work and the few students he had: Juozas Balčikonis, Regina Songailaitė-Balčikonienė, Vladas Daujotas, Bronius Leonavičius, Rimantas Dichavičius, and others. This influence was primarily expressed through Balčikonis, who was a devoted collector of Eastern works of art and for many years headed the Art Institute Textile Department, which has, to this day, maintained a consistently high level of professionalism.

Mikėnas

Mikėnas’ life was full of fateful twists. He was born in Latvia; during World War I he withdrew with his family to Russia, studied at a gymnasium in Voronezh, and later at the hydrotechnical school in Odessa; after the war he returned to Lithuania and enrolled in Kaunas Art School, where his extraordinary talent at drawing and sculpture emerged. The development of his talent in Paris at the studios of André Lhote and Vasily Shukhayev (1926-1927), at the École nationale supérieure des arts decoratifs, École nationale supérieure des beaux-arts, and Académie Jullian (1928-1931), and in private study (1932-1934) markedly broadened Mikėnas’ knowledge of ancient Eastern civilizations and of the world history of sculpture. In this artist’s work the monumentality, tranquility, and streamlined economy of form to be found in Egyptian, Assyrian, and Persian sculpture fused with the traditions of modernistic and Lithuanian folk sculpture.

Mikėnas’ Orientalism differed markedly from that of another pupil of the Paris school of art, Petras Rimša, in whose metal incrustations can be felt a strong influence of the Japonism – extravagant lines, spectacular details – characteristic of the art nouveau tradition. Mikėnas’ monumental Orientalism is, as it were, a response to the manneristic quality of Rimša’s Japonism. Obviously, the development of Mikėnas’ talent was greatly limited by the dogmatic outlook of socialist realism, to which he was forced to conform while teaching at the Art Institute, and this fact toned down the promising Orientalistic tendencies to be seen in his work. However, the synthesis that informs Mikėnas’ creative work of the artistic traditions of the Near East and Lithuanian folk culture became widespread in later Lithuanian sculpture, especially in the work of that monumentalist of rare talent, Gediminas Jakūbonis, and his students. Without stretching the truth, we can today state that this is surely the most vital and aesthetically fruitful Lithuanian tradition of monumental sculpture, one that has almost completely forgotten its true sources.

Miltinis

Of the adherents of Lithuanian Orientalism under discussion, the most complex was Miltinis because he was often purposely reticent about the sources of many of the fundamental principles of his directorial work. He was the first Lithuanian professional director to be acquainted at first hand with the aesthetic principles of modern Western European and Far Eastern theater. Traditional Japanese theater had earlier greatly interested Antanas Sutkus, who in 1920 had already published the study "Apie japonų teatrą" (About Japanese Theater). However, Miltinis’ acquaintance with the principles of Eastern theater was much more diverse. When Miltinis, young and receptive to innovations, arrived in Paris from Kaunas, he was caught up in the colorful whirl of theatrical life in a big city during a time of important renewal for French theater. In Paris at that time, the principles of traditional Eastern theater, especially Japanese Noh, were a strong influence in the aesthetics and the training of actors. Especially solid in this field are the achievements of Jacques Copeau and of Miltinis’ teacher Charles Dullin. In his work as manager of the Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier, the former applied many elements of traditional Far Eastern theater. These Orientalistic views were shared by Dullin, a close friend of his youth who maintained that he had been inspired to reform Western theater by studies about the origin and history of traditional Eastern theater. Because Miltinis studied under Dullin, he did not always experience the aesthetic influence of Eastern theater at first hand; it spread through the creative work of Dullin, his comrades-in-arms Copeau, Louis Juvet, and Antonin Artaud, fellow students Jean Vilar and Jean-Louis Barrault, and other reformers of French theater, whose revolt against the principles of French classical theater, preference for a more restrained style of acting, emphasis on silences, pauses, and incompleteness, and use of austere, conventional scenery and costumes were powerfully influenced by the aesthetics of Eastern theater. Miltinis was also fascinated by the ideas of Paul Claudel and André Malraux, who propagated the principles of Eastern theater and art.

After returning to Lithuania, Miltinis was closely associated with Truikys and even lived in his apartment for a while. When speaking, Miltinis often used Oriental motifs that were not always intelligible to others; for example, his favorite allegory about a Chinese mandarin or a fisherman in a barrel "who is doing one thing but whose thoughts are flying about somewhere else" was of Chinese origin.

Various influences affected Miltinis’ consciousness and aesthetics in a singular fashion. After his studies in Paris, he became enthusiastic about the idea of having his own philosophical, intellectual theater and of forming a close-knit group of actors who shared his vision; he dreamt of creating his own system for training actors. Obviously, Miltinis was inspired by his experience of life in Paris and by Dullin’s Oriental aesthetics; the Théâtre de l’Atelier, which Dullin had founded, was a school of theater based on special principles for training actors, like traditional Far Eastern theaters. It is not amazing that the model for the intellectual theater that Miltinis founded was based on Dullin’s aesthetic views, which took firm root in the young Lithuanian director’s consciousness and creative practice.

Miltinis took over many of Dullin’s Eastern principles for developing actors. For decades he nurtured his own theater and troupe of actors with an intellectual repertoire. For him, as for the creators of Far Eastern theater, the theater was a holy place with a sacral space separated from the sphere of the profane. Miltinis, like the creators of Noh theater, propagated the monastic, closed-off, ascetic lifestyle of people devoted only to the theater, dissociation from the outer world and moderate enjoyment of worldly pleasures. Therefore, in the theater there is no room for destructive quarrels, backbiting, intrigues, or narcissism, for anything that demoralizes the creator and promotes spiritual sloth and stagnation. True theater art demands a special fidelity and devotion, the subordination of one’s life to a special rhythm and outlook. Discipline and constant learning, the polishing of one’s skills are the basis of Miltinis’ theatrical system. The director himself, as is customary in Noh theater, taught primarily by personal example, was very demanding of himself, disciplined, did not have a personal life. He regarded artistic creation as a constant process and stressed the importance of self-discipline, a strict regimen, physical conditioning, the pursuit of spiritual perfection, and inner concentration.

In accord with the practice of Noh theater, Miltinis considered the studio an extremely important component part of the theater. By performing various jobs here from adolescence (he dreamt of accepting youths from the age of thirteen into a studio connected with the troupe) and observing a workshop of theatrical art, the future actor was naturally to absorb professional secrets and grow artistically in a consistent and purposeful manner. When speaking about how to perfect the actor’s art, the director always emphasized the importance of the union of instincts and intellect, of imitation, concise speech, the use of silence and pauses, inner concentration, attention to intonations, the development of intuition, listening to one’s fellow performers, leaving things unsaid, spontaneity, and improvisation. "Intonation," he said, "is the actor’s philosophy". In his teaching practice, as in the tradition of Noh theater, rehearsals were lessons. In the studio established at Miltinis’ theater, as in the traditional theater of India and the Far East, special attention was devoted to the mastery of professional secrets and the acquisition of a general grounding in the humanities. In this studio, in addition to the specialized disciplines, actors were also taught literature, aesthetics, fine arts, music, theater history, and philosophy. Here, healthy and natural competition was to prevail; the weaker were to yield to the stronger. "I want," he said, "our troupe to be permanently young, alive, active, responsible, and tangibly productive."

Consistently cultivated for many decades, Miltinis’ Orientalistic principles for training actors, for separating them from the outer world, his dream of creating a meditative theater of "silence," in which "the actors will come on stage, sit down at a table, and be silent, communicate in silence, and the entire audience will understand perfectly well what they are silent about," and his many other ideas of Eastern origin took deep root in Lithuania on account of his authority as a director. They spread in the creative work of Jonas Jurašas, Eimuntas Nekrošius, Jonas Vaitkus, Gintaras Varnas, Gytis Padegimas, and other Lithuanian theater directors as well as the actresses Eglė Mikulionytė and Birutė Marcinkevičiūtė. Among the most consistent promoters of Miltinis’ Orientalistic ideas in Lithuania was the talented Latvian pantomime theater director Modris Tenisons, who around 1968 created a troupe of actors, unique at that time, who were fanatically devoted to their work in this kind of theater. Unfortunately, this world-class theater, which created many very mature shows in terms of both plasticity of form and the embodiment of an idea, did not receive adequate understanding and attention from Lithuanian society and cultural institutions.

During Soviet times favorable conditions did not exist in Lithuania for academic Oriental and comparative studies because they were concentrated in three main centers – Moscow, Leningrad, and Ulan-Ude. On the other hand, the study of Eastern cultures traditionally attracted those people who were inclined to oppose the official ideology. For this reason, Soviet schools of Oriental studies operated like elite esoteric communities that had created their own learned microclimate and lived according to their own rules and value systems. Oriental studies, anti-Soviet attitudes, and nonconformism were closely connected things in the Soviet empire. In Lithuania, too, therefore, any phenomena connected with Oriental studies were closely watched by party and security organizations.

Buddhist Literature

In Lithuania, as in the rest of the Soviet Empire, during 1960-1990 Orientalism became an important manifestation of opposition to, and alienation from, Marxist ideology. In those days, interest in the philosophy, religions, and the art of Eastern nations became for intellectuals and artists an increasingly popular way of fleeing from a gloomy and unacceptable reality. In the early 1970s great lodes of Buddhist literature were "encountered" in the library of Vilnius University and the central library of the Academy of Sciences: Buddhist literature translated by Russian scholars during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, studies and translations from the early post-Revolutionary years, some continuing studies from the late 19th century. An increase of diverse Orientalistic literature, in Western languages as well as Russian, was received through international library exchanges or quickly copied through samizdat channels – books by Alan Watts, Daisetz Taitaro Suzuki, Reginald Horace Blyth, Makoto Ueda, Ananda Coomaraswamy, and others. Of these, there stood out an original copy of a samizdat book published in Russian, Mysly budista (The Thoughts of a Buddhist), by the Buryat Buddhologist Bidiya Dandaron (1914-1974. He was a close friend of Vosylius Sezemanas, with whom he spent many years in Soviet concentration camps).

During those times, for many young Lithuanian intellectuals, artists, and writers who were seeking the meaning of life the road to knowledge of the Eastern world and Buddhist culture extended to distant Buryatia, the strongest citadel of Buddhism in the Soviet empire. The dominant forms of Buddhism in Buryatia and the people’s way of life were close to what existed in Tibet for centuries. At the time of my studies at Moscow University, I already spent my summers in Buryatia, and I had an excellent acquaintance with this land of rare beauty and its people.

Because I had been, for all practical purposes, in charge of the activities of the Lithuanian Association for Oriental Studies since 1979 and had formed contacts with various centers for Oriental studies in the Soviet empire, I was able to help those traveling to the Buddhist shrines and monasteries of Buryatia with recommendations and comprehensive explanations useful on journeys to distant unknown lands. This history of the pilgrimages of many Lithuanians from Kaunas, Vilnius, and Šiauliai to the East and of their complicated relations with security organizations is today practically unknown to anyone except the few people involved and needs to be more thoroughly researched.

Despite unfavorable conditions and repressions, which fell most heavily on those Lithuanians who associated with centers in Buryatia, in the late 1960s Lithuanian Orientalists markedly increased their activities: they broadened their contacts with the main Soviet centers for Oriental studies, from which there flowed a torrent of Orientalistic literature. In Lithuania, the number of enthusiasts interested in various aspects of Eastern cultures increased, and people appeared who understood the need to lay the foundations for professional Oriental studies. The leadership of the association that was established for Oriental studies strove to form scholarly contacts and unite people working in various Lithuanian institutions and interested in Eastern cultures.

When the torrent of foreign and samizdat literature increased, Oriental influences mainly affected the literature and philosophy of that time. The influence of Orientalism on literature and poetry of the period of thaw is a separate theme that requires thorough research. Excellent examples of Oriental influence can be seen in the intellectual Eduardas Mieželaitis’ finely wrought poetic cycles "Indiška mozaika" (Indian Mosaic), "Archajiškas lotosas" (Archaic Lotus), "Ramajanos atgarsiai" (Echoes of the Ramayana), and "Palmės šešėlis" (The Shadow of the Palm) in the book Aleliumai (Aleliumai, 1974), "Indiškas ornamentas" (Indian Ornament), "Indiškas ametistas" (Indian Amethyst), "Indiški reportažai" (Indian Reportage), "Mahabharata" (Mahabharata), and "Indiškas anachronizmas" (Indian Anachronism) in Monodrama (Monodrama, 1976), the huge section "Dar kartą Indija" (India Once More) in the book Pasaka (A Tale, 1980), and in other works inspired by impressions from travels through various regions of India.

Since the 1970s, in literature and especially in poetry, Eastern influences have essentially changed. They have usually spread through increasingly popular translations of Far Eastern classical poetry by Western and nonconformist Russian poets (the most eminent Russian poets in opposition to Soviet ideology translated many verses from the great classics of Chinese and Japanese poetry). Now, Oriental motifs and concise Far Eastern poetic forms are spreading in Lithuanian poetry. They have influenced the poetic style of Sigitas Geda, Tomas Venclova, Vytautas Bložė, Aleksas Dabulskis, Kornelijus Platelis, Gintaras Patackas, Donaldas Kajokas, Jonas Juškaitis, Vytautas Rubavičius, Alfonsas Andriuškevičius, and others and have strengthened their tendency toward conciseness of thought, metaphor, and associativeness.

We should especially note the phenomenon of Sigitas Geda’s Orientalism and how his feeling for the world and his creative work have been influenced by his acquaintance with the great poetic texts of Eastern nations, his study and translations of them, and his variations on themes and motifs from Eastern poetry. With his extremely professional translations Geda has revealed to the Lithuanian reader the charm, clarity of poetic thought, and new possibilities for poetic expression of the wonderful Hebrew Song of Songs and other fundamental poetic texts of Eastern nations. Years of work with translations of the great poetic texts of Eastern nations have strongly influenced his poetry, made it more intellectual, and changed his attitude toward the word and its finest shades of meaning.

INDEPENDENT LITHUANIA

When speaking about new manifestations that have emerged in independent Lithuania of the interaction between Eastern and Western culture, one should first discuss the Orientalistic tendency, symptomatic of present-day Lithuanian culture, that is connected with Algimantas Švėgžda, Paulius Normantas, and Jurga Ivanauskaitė.

Švėgžda

Despite the tragic fate determined by his marginality, the first of them – Algimantas Švėgžda (1941-1996) – is undoubtedly one of the most significant and loneliest personalities of intellectual Lithuanian art in the 20th century. This "last Lithuanian pagan and first European of the 21st century," as he called himself, was an artist open to the world who, besides art, was interested in philosophy, psychology, the history of civilization, literature, music, and ancient Eastern and other non-European cultures. On the other hand, he was a profoundly reflective personality who had withdrawn into the world of his inner experiences and was full of inner tranquility, one who greatly loved Lithuania, her nature and fauna, her grass and insects, and who sought through his artistic work to rise above narrowly understood national feeling.

In order to grasp the distinctiveness of this artist’s creative work and his place in the history of Lithuanian art, it is necessary not only to examine the plastic, purely formal aspects of his art but also to devote unusual attention to the underlying conceptual attitudes of his philosophy and worldview, without which it is impossible adequately to grasp the essence of his creative work. In this artist’s mature work, artistic form has coalesced with a syncretic pagan and Eastern philosophy of life.

This ultimate turn to the East, to the philosophy of Daoism and the relationship with nature that it glorifies – I can truly, without a doubt, make this assertion because at that time I was closely associated with him – was, for Švėgžda, one of the possible ways of surviving, of creating a distinctive harmonious antiworld that would help him withstand the growing pressure of an unacceptable Soviet reality during those years that were so difficult for people who refused to submit, when the all-powerful "security" sought to control everything. This is the real and fundamental reason that explains why the worldview and artistic work of the mature Švėgžda were greatly influenced by the Far Eastern philosophy of life and of artistic creation, especially that of Daoism, Chan, and Zen, and by the exaltation of a poetics of simplicity, of the significance of minimalism, and of an authentic relationship with nature and the world.

The work of this "poor Robinson in a spiritually exhausted Europe," as he defined his place, has an air of disappointment in Western civilization, whose great values he sees as being in the irretrievable past. What emerged as extremely close to Švėgžda were the philosophy of Laozi, with its exaltation of human contact with nature, and the Far Eastern art influenced by this philosophy. This interest in the East did not wane even when Švėgžda left to live in Germany. While he was living in exile, the East became a peculiar source of refreshment, a means of flight from a new, not always pleasant reality to which he had to adjust. Doing so was not easy because everything dearest to him remained in Lithuania. At that time, tendencies inspired by minimalist Eastern aesthetics and art became especially clear in this artist’s work. These tendencies are obvious in the series he created in 1987, Mano japoniškas sodas (My Japanese Garden), in which he consciously avoids bombast and effectively uses the powerful emotional effect of blank space, of a great empty expanse. He focuses his attention on a head of garlic or a pomegranate, which assume a new aesthetic meaning against their surrounding background and create a special meditative mood.

Švėgžda greatly loved Lithuania, was attached to her landscape, but as a mature human being and humanist he felt painfully what was happening not only in his fatherland but also in the surrounding world. These feelings are attested by his conscious avoidance of a Eurocentric and racist worldview. "European egocentricity is a great misfortune of the 20th century. The assumption of the duty to bear civilization to other countries is a foolish conviction and a racist attitude. In this sense, I feel that as an artist I am living conscientiously. I do not force my art and my philosophy on anyone" (Švėgžda, 1993: 27). While the whole world was noisily celebrating the anniversary of the discovery of America, he reflected on the tragedy of the indigenous inhabitants of this continent, the Indians, and created a series devoted to them, Amerikos čiabuviams (For Native Americans), in which there is no pathos, only simple, ascetic details symbolizing the everyday life of the Indians. "I wanted to be a shaman or an oracle, and as I drew this series of sixteen pictures, I thought about only one thing: "Strive, my red brothers, and powwow for your spiritual freedom and tree of justice…"

As Švėgžda observes the dramatic struggle for freedom in Lithuania, he speaks out with undisguised sympathy about the people of Tibet and their struggle for freedom. For him, freedom is a fundamental category, one that symbolizes the development of an authentic life and of space for constant creative work. It appears, constantly and with various connotations, in his philosophy of life and in his creative work. He shows his own longing for freedom and his solidarity with the aspirations of the Tibetan nation in the series of sixteen pictures created in 1991, Tibeto piemenims (For the Shepherds of Tibet), in which Eastern restraint, minimalism, and empathy for everyday objects reach their culmination. Like artists of the Daoist and Chan traditions, he seeks to express, through a tiny detail, through a few sticks integrated into a huge space, the essence of the phenomena that interest him.

During his mature period, Švėgžda was drawn to the East by the unified manner of his own living, creating, and thinking. In one interview, while discussing his work, he spoke like the great masters of Far Eastern art about the joining painting, philosophy and life into a single whole. Like the adepts of Daoism, Chan, and Zen, he is characterized by a pantheistic view of the world, a cult of nature, and a sharp eye that looks into every manifestation of nature and life, even the humblest, and discerns in it great meaning and poetry. In his works, as in those of Far Eastern artists, man is not given prominence but is regarded as a component part of the magnificent world of nature. "When I tell those who ask that I am an artist of the 21st century, I am not at all joking. We will have to return to nature, only some will go with new ideas, others will try to find what was lost a few hundred years ago. I will go forward into nature. Not to analyze its structure or anatomy, but to touch the wisdom of the heavenly expanse. It is in every leaf. I come to my beginning. I recognize myself in every molecule" (Švėgžda, 1993: 46-47). The artist’s attention increasingly focuses on seemingly everyday and insignificant manifestations of nature – the blossoms of flowers, pieces of wood, fruit, and insects – which, as it were, he gazes at through a magnifying glass and prepares to dissect.

Švėgžda’s art is one of deep contemplation, discernment, and meaningful silence. Like the artists of the Daoist and Zen traditions, he strove to cut himself off from the outside world, choosing solitude and an ascetic way of life. Pagan pantheism, the attentive observation of the surrounding world, and its spiritualization were naturally connected in the work of this artist with a view of nature, animals, plants, and even things characteristic of Daoism and the worldviews of Chan and Zen. Thus, the objects depicted in his pictures acquire a completely different ontological meaning because they reveal the harmony of the Universe, part of the truth of all-encompassing existence, and there appear in the image a special symbolism with many levels of meaning.

He especially valued incompleteness ("unfinished pictures are so real – although only just begun, they already possess great truth" (Švėgžda, 1993: 25)) and minimal means of artistic expression. Characteristic of this artist’s work is the aestheticization of simplicity and naturalness along with an emphasis on the everyday phenomena and things of life. His pictures distinctively intertwined a tendency to analytical thinking, to a rational understanding of form, and to a hyperrealistic treatment of reality with a profound empathy, characteristic of traditional Far Eastern art, for the object being created. As this artist himself said, he sought as much as possible to cleanse the form of all nonessential details, and in order to model it, he exploited the possibilities provided by light and shadow as well as by a transparent scumble.

This artist had an excellent understanding of both the pagan Lithuanian and the Eastern sources of his mature creative work, and Eastern philosophy was a kind of key that helped penetrate his world of artistic images. "Whoever studies Buddhist culture understands my pictures more easily and accepts them more naturally. For there are two different ways: Europeans want to imitate God – I am God, and I am creating a world. But in the East, people do not create a world; they go into the world, which has already been created" (Švėgžda, 1993: 25). Deep philosophical reflection, a conceptual theoretical basis for his creative principles, openness to impressions from life, immersion in the world of nature without any a priori dogmas or prejudices, fascination with its variety and aroma, which constantly changes and vanishes like drops of dew, and the revelation of everyday things, objects of nature, and edges and hues that often go unnoticed formed the essence of Švėgžda’s mature work and made him one of the most significant personalities in Lithuanian art.

Just before his death, out of a desire to remain faithful to his philosophy of life, Švėgžda donated over a thousand pictures to various museums in Lithuania. In his letter of donation he explained his attitude: "In the world there are many beautiful examples of how, after the artist has died, his relatives donate his creative legacy, his library, etc. to their country or city. … I am happier than I can say that I have lived to see the independence of Lithuania. We must all help her with whatever we can. Therefore, I am donating my pictures to Lithuania, pictures created while I was living in Germany" (Aš vargšas [Wretched Me], 1996: 50). This artist died in Berlin on July 4, 1996, and in accordance with the traditions of the East and his own wishes, his ashes were strewn over the Šventoji River.

Ivanauskaitė

The traveler and photographer Paulius Normantas and the writer Jurga Ivanauskaitė cultivate a relationship with Eastern cultures similar to that of Švėgžda. The intimacy and spiritual evolution of Ivanauskaitė’s "turn to Tibetan culture" are in many respects reminiscent of the nostalgia for the East of her teacher Švėgžda and her comrade-in-arms Normantas. They are united by the humanistic attitudes characteristic of mature personalities, a longing for wider spaces, and the fact that they spent important periods of their lives outside Lithuania and were able to look more deeply – from outside, as it were – at themselves and at the strong points of the culture of their native country as well as its problematic aspects. The way to the East of this artist, an intellectual who grew up in a family of intellectuals, and her search for a place in the world are full of many experiences, both outer and inner, that have given her work a special authenticity.

For Ivanauskaitė, Tibet is really not only a spiritual state but also much more. It is a world of mysterious dreams, the Promised Land, a metaphor for true faith and authentic existence. Not by accident, her programmatic book Prarasta pažadėtoji žemė (The Lost Promised Land) begins with philosophical reflections on this subject: 

Tibet…. I have always dreamt about this country the way a homeless person led through the desert dreams about the Promised Land and a medieval mystic – about the kingdom of Christ, which will appear after the Apocalypse. During my most difficult hours, I would remind myself that this is not yet the abyss of sadness, that the real chasm opens up when there is a sudden upsurge of implacable longing for a country I have never seen. During my happiest moments, I knew that this is not yet the summit of bliss, that is there – in the Himalayas, on the Roof of the World. (Ivanauskaitė, 1999: 5)

In this writer’s work there is a great deal of refined intellectualism, powerful repressed desire, intimacy, desire to hide from the vulgar glances of strangers, and description of complex spiritual processes that are not only the facts of her creative biography but also a testimony to an intellectual and spiritual search in a specific time and region. Thus, Ivanauskaitė interests me not simply as a writer, artist, ethnologist, art photographer, journalist, and public figure, but primarily as a unique socio-cultural phenomenon, an intellectual personality who has been able to transform herself spiritually and rise to another level of existence and to understanding the processes of being foreign to the philistine consciousness.

During the last few years Ivanauskaitė’s work, interviews, and statements on various occasions highlighted an essential qualitative change, a transformation into a personality that subtly feels the metamorphoses of the processes of life and responsibility for what is happening in the world, in suffering and oppressed countries. These changes have become clear in all areas of her life and creative activity. Incidentally, this artist herself also speaks about constant personal change. "I am convinced that man, like a flowing river, constantly changes…. Certain basic moral and ethical norms persist, but everything else belongs to the realm of change and transformation" (Lietuvos aidas [Echo of Lithuania], June 3, 2000: 22).

For Ivanauskaitė, as for many Lithuanian artists of that time, the first contact with the East and Buddhist culture that "left an impression" was with Buryatia: 

My first journey to a Buddhist country – Buryatia – was spontaneous", she relates, "but after that I wanted at all costs to reach, if not Tibet itself, then at least the center of Tibetan Buddhism in India – Dharamsala. The first time, I went there for one month, but this first journey so enchanted me that later (with interruptions) I spent almost five years in the Himalayas (in India, Nepal, and Tibet). Apart from Buryatia, the beginning of all those journeys (both inner and outer) was a meeting with the Dalai Lama at the archcathedral in Vilnius in 1991. (Savaitė [The Week], February 3-4, 2001: 3)

This writer conceives of travel as meditation or contemplation and not as a feat, exploit, or hunt for sensory impressions. Indeed, for a receptive person travel and a knowledge of other cultures, especially those of Eastern nations, which stand out for the richness of their traditions, often become an important source for knowledge of the world and of oneself. Her first, two-month-long journey to Dharamsala, where the main Tibetan diaspora lives in exile along with the Dalai Lama, opened up for this writer completely different aspects of the cultural history of the subjugated Tibetan people. Direct contact with Tibet and living in a Buddhist cultural space strongly influenced Ivanauskaitė’s feelings about the world, taught her patience and a different view of the world, people, and everyday life, and changed her system of values.

Ivanauskaitė is most widely known as the author of many short stories and novels as well as books devoted to the history of Tibetan culture. In the work of no other Lithuanian writer has there been such a powerful outpouring of an all-encompassing feminine desire that has assumed an almost cosmic meaning. As she herself affirms, she has written all her books driven by inner necessity. However, this artist also works in the fields of representational art and photography. In the spring of 1997, she held a public show, Mandalos [Mandalas], in which she exhibited 108 works created in the Himalayas using the mediums of watercolor, chalk, pencil, and felt-tip pen. Here, there is much refined stylization, and there are many distinctively transformed elements of the Indian miniature. Some of her collages use Himalayan plants. In this series there predominate five basic colors that have different symbolical meanings in various countries: white, red, yellow, blue, and green. These pictures give special importance to the open symbols of Tibet and other Eastern nations. This show was accompanied and supplemented by thirty photographs. Another photographic exhibition, Tibetas – Kita realybė (Tibet – Another Reality), was held at one of the LITEXPO exhibition halls in 1999. A third, Tibeto Mirusiųjų knyga (The Tibetan Book of the Dead), a series of twelve painted works, was put on in Vilnius and Kaunas in the summer of 2002. Ivanauskaitė’s artwork and photographs supplement, as it were, her literary work and expand its boundaries.

Ivanauskaitė’s photoplates reflect a world known from Normantas’ famous photographs, which have already become standard in this field; there appear to be the same countries, people, and landscapes, but despite the undoubted influence of her predecessor’s posterlike poetry, essential differences can nevertheless be seen. The world interpreted in Ivanauskaitė’s photoplates is more emotional, more vital, and more intimate; it gives a more important role to dynamic pictorial composition and to the powerful emotional effect of color. The way in which some of these photoplates are centered (Natiurmortas atsiskyrėlio celėje [Still Life in a Hermit’s Cell], Šventyklos griuvėsiai Lhasos mieste [Temple Ruins in the City of Lhasa]) is based on principles of composition taken from painting.

Ivanauskaitė’s various fields of creative expression show that she is "on the great Way to knowledge" that can initiate significant works. Traveling to the East and delving into the philosophy of Buddhism helped her understand the importance not only of a different hierarchy of values, but also, most especially, of an intense spiritual life. These pursuits helped her develop a different view of the history of civilization, nature, man, and his weaknesses; they helped her grasp the importance of understanding the cultural values of other nations and of openness to the world. Full of sincere and profound existential reflection, Ivanauskaitė’s books plunge into the human subconscious and examine the typology of the soul, the body, and the libido, i.e. the Great Desire, which preserves the human race and turns the great wheel of existence. Accusing these books of terrible sins says much more, it seems to me, about the critics themselves than about the object of their "keen-eyed" studies.

Ivanauskaitė’s work distinctively intertwines rational thought, the sublimation of desire, and flights of vivid intuition. Very important for her are personal and authentic experiences as well as the desire to break forth from a narrowly understood national space and see broad, intoxicating panoramas from mountaintops. Admirable are Ivanauskaitė’s self-discipline, her ability to overcome European egocentricity and Lithuanian narrowness of outlook, and her desire to change herself as a unique personality in time. For a woman, especially one from that closed world in which we lived for half a century, such metamorphoses are tantamount to a heroic exploit. She rebelled against the established world order and the trampling on the rights of oppressed peoples; she opposed dishonest social conventions and sought to expand their limits. This challenge to the powerful of the world created Ivanauskaitė as a personality and gave her work greater importance than that of a narrowly national phenomenon.

Ivanauskaitė devotes much time and energy to the struggle for the rights of subjugated peoples. She grieves that the most powerful states put their own interests first and regard those fighting for the freedom of Tibet and Chechnya with indifference. As this writer correctly observed in her book Ištremtas Tibetas (Exiled Tibet), the tragedy of Tibet reflects with great clarity the essence of the entire history of the 20th century. "For the free press, the silent suffering of Tibet and her mute cry for help seem insufficiently spectacular. … Did not Lithuania also suffer for long decades from that same resounding indifference of the world?" (Ivanauskaitė, 1996: 7, 9). This writer constantly reminds us that through indifference and silence we inexcusably betray those who are suffering. She is truly moved by the subjugation of nations and the suffering of people: "Now, when the Indian state of Gujarat had an earthquake, I mourn as if this had happened in my second fatherland, whose people are as dear to me as brothers and sisters".

Consolidation of Orientalistic Interest

No less important, even if not always clearly seen, were the changes that occurred in the field of philosophy, for individual institutions of higher education began to organize courses devoted to the history of the philosophy, aesthetics, and ethics of Eastern nations or parts of courses in more general programs. Gradually philosophers took the initiative in organizing conferences devoted to the problems of the interaction of Eastern and Western culture; the effect of these conferences on the consolidation of Orientalistic forces in Lithuania was highly significant. In 1984 Vilnius University held the first national scholarly conference on comparative philosophy – The Problem of Man in the History of Philosophy: An Encounter between West and East – which aroused great interest from scholars and the public. Many papers of a high scholarly level were read at this conference. Its success encouraged the organization of a second conference in 1988 – The Interaction of Eastern and Western Culture – which embraced a broader field of problems in the comparative study of culture. This time even more specialists prominent in the study of Eastern cultures participated. These forums made a strong impression on the cultural life of that time and encouraged the development of professional Oriental and comparative studies.

The Association for Oriental Studies also sought to acquire greater independence from the center: it undertook to establish centers for academic Oriental studies and a museum for Eastern art in the old mosque of Kaunas and to arrange exhibitions devoted to Eastern art in the museums of various cities.

A qualitatively new stage in the growth of Orientalism and academic Oriental studies began immediately after the restoration of independence. Routes that had opened up to Eastern countries and the opportunity for advanced study there directly influenced the development of new Oriental and comparative studies in Lithuania and, most importantly, their long-awaited institutionalization. Centers for Oriental studies were gradually established at Vilnius University and later at Vytautas the Great University in Kaunas and at Klaipėda University. In 1993, at the Institute for Culture and Art, I helped establish a group, consisting of the students with whom I worked most closely, to deal with problems in Oriental and comparative studies. Soon this group became the Department of Comparative Cultural Studies, Aesthetics, and Art Theory and the main center for scholarly research in this field.

Lithuania has seen a constant increase in the number of people who know Sanskrit, Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, Tibetan, and other Eastern languages, who understand the characteristics of these cultures, and who are translating the fundamental texts of these great non-European civilizations. At the same time, dissertations have been written and defended. Thus, the situation has gradually changed, and this fact is attested by the appearance of the important specialized journals Acta Orientalia Vilnensis and Indra, the series of books Rytų klasika (Eastern Classics), Bibliotheca Orientalia et Comparativa, and Rytai-Vakarai: Komparatyvistinės studijos (East-West: Comparative Studies), the first volume of Estetikos istorija. Antologija (The History of Aesthetics: An Anthology), entitled Senovės Rytai / Antika (The Ancient East / Classical Antiquity), two volumes of Religijos istorijos antologija (An Anthology of the History of Religion), Dalia Švambarytė’s Japonų-lietuvių kalbų hieroglifų žodynas (Japanese-Lithuanian Dictionary of Ideograms), and many other important books, the publication of classical texts of Eastern civilization translated from the original languages, and a torrent of worthwhile articles in Logos, Humanistica, Darbai ir dienos (Works and Days), Filosofija (Philosophy), Sociologija (Sociology), Liaudies kultūra (Folk Culture), Metai (The Year), Naujoji Romuva (The New Romuva), Krantai (Shores), Kultūros barai (The Sphere of Culture), Šiaurės Atėnai (Athens of the North), and other periodicals. At Vilnius University the Center for Oriental Studies and the Comparative Study of Civilizations is expanding its activities. The Institute for Culture, Philosophy, and Art, Vilnius University, Vilnius Art Academy, Vytautas the Great University in Kaunas, and Klaipėda University are bringing together young specialists in Eastern civilizations, philosophy, aesthetics, art history, and the comparative study of civilizations.

During the last decade, work in the field of Eastern cultures has attracted the first generation of professional Orientalists and comparatists to mature under independence (Audrius Beinorius, Loreta Poškaitė, Dalia Švambarytė, Valdas Jaskūnas, Ieva Diemantaitė, Vytis Vidūnas, Karina Firkovičiūtė, Gabija Čepulionytė, Algirdas Kugevičius, Vladimiras Korobovas, Rima Sondaitė, Aistė Niunkaitė-Račiūnienė, and others), young people who base their research on primary sources written in Eastern languages and are attuned to trends in world scholarship.

An increasing number of other people have also devoted themselves to comparative research and the cultural traditions of Eastern nations. Now there are completely different opportunities – to see with one’s own eyes and to come into direct contact with the cultural values of Eastern nations. The rapid establishment of Oriental studies in Lithuanian culture is also shown by the rebirth of an annual conference – Asian Studies: Research and Problems – devoted to the interaction of Eastern and Western culture and since 2000 organized at the Center for Oriental Studies of Vilnius University.

During the years of restored independence, the prestige of Oriental and comparative studies has grown immensely in Lithuania. The principles of comparative methodology dominant in today’s humanities are penetrating Lithuanian scholarly discourse; they are especially popular among the youngest generation of scholars, who sensitively react to the processes of interaction between the cultural values and symbols of various civilizations. The growing interest in Oriental studies and the comparative study of civilizations is shown by the tremendous competition in Lithuania to major in this field at Vilnius University.

CONCLUSIONS

When we treat manifestations of Oriental themes in Lithuania during recent decades, the question constantly arises: is it an accident that Švėgžda, Normantas, Ivanauskaitė, and many other Lithuanian intellectuals and artists have given special attention to the faraway, exotic, and isolated culture of Tibet? In view of the tragic history of our nation’s struggle for independence, it is entirely understandable that many Lithuanians feel solidarity with the nations of Tibet and Chechnya as they suffer oppression. Obviously, the works of these artists are far more complicated and significant phenomena of newly independent Lithuania than many in this country imagine. An expansive view of the world has helped free them from Lithuanian provincialism and inferiority complexes and helped them feel responsibility for the oppressed nations of the world. Their interest in what is relevant in world culture, their original interpretation of these ideas, and their efforts to draw them into our cultural fund attest that Lithuanian culture has, after regaining its independence, risen to a new stage of development. Despite numerous opponents who live intoxicated by an old and simplistically interpreted national mythology, these people and others like them are changing the modern Lithuanian mentality, opening it up to new value systems and areas of knowledge.

Research Institute for Culture, Philosophy, and Arts

Lithuania

NOTE

1. Translator’s note: He was widely known by his nickname Našlaitėlis – the Little Orphan. The Polish form of his name is, perhaps, better known outside Lithuania – Mikołaj Krzysztof Radziwiłł Sierotka.
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