
for the record 

This 'Open Letter' was written by 
Jonas Jurasas, until September 1972 Chief 
Director of the Kaunas State Theatre, Soviet 
Lithuania. Extolled by reviewers, showered with 
praise, increasingly noticed abroad, he seemed to 
be living in the best of all theatre worlds. In 
1971 he staged a very original, Artaudian 
Macbeth in Moscow's Sovremennik Theatre, 
perhaps the outstanding stage in the USSR. 

Hence the shock in Lithuania's, and the entire 
Soviet Union's artistic community when, on 
16 August 1972, he cast aside the smiling 
official mask and in an open letter revealed both 
the torment caused by the continuous mutilation 
of his art and his resolve to ref use to submit 
to arbitrary censorship any longer. The answer 
of the authorities was swift and blunt: Jurasas 
was dismissed from his post, his name 
disappeared from the press and from posters, 
and his last production opened in the autumn of 
1972 in a mutilated version. He was made into 
an un-person. According to the latest information, 
he is earning his living as a stone-cutter for a 
sculptor. 

The text of Jurasas' letter found its way to the 
West - without any participation on his part -
in the summer of 1973. Its authenticity has been 
confirmed. 

An open Jetter 

To: Ministry of Culture, Lithuanian Soviet 
Socialist Republic 
Kaunas State Drama Theatre 
Lithuanian Theatre Association 
Editors of the periodical Literatura ir Menas 

After years of work in the theatre, it has 
become imperative that I unburden myself of 
accumulated thoughts about the principles that 
underlie the activity of a theatre director as an 
artist and a citizen. 

Spiritual values - they are the creative artist's 
only recompense to society for the right to live 
in it. The conditions for their creation seem to 
be favourable here. What does experience show? 
A number of my stagings, such as Warsaw 
Melody, Tango, Mammoth Hunt, Moliere, 
The Holy Lake, The House of Terror, have 
generated lively audience interest. The Duel, 
Bolsheviks, Mother's Field were awarded 
diplomas and prizes. The theatre has been 
successfully fulfilling its financial plans. Such 
good fortune could be quite pleasing to a stage 
director. But what lies underneath all that? 

Year after year, the struggle for the right to 
stage a fully ripened production. Endless 
disputes with security-minded types, attempts to 
prove the future production's importance to 
society. Senseless waste of energy in defending 
oneself from demagogic attempts to perceive an 
author's evil intentions in productions yet 
unborn. The distortion of the creative work's 
texture by categorical demands for the removal 
of even essential emphases. Finally, the arbitrary 
limitation of a production's run, or its total 
prohibition, while ignoring the opinion of the 
broad theatrical community and of the audiences. 

Of the 12 productions I staged in the past 
five years, I would consider only three as 
approximately revealing my world view. But 
even these reached the spectator in a mutilated 
form, robbed of a large part of their artistic 
suggestiveness. The last scene of Tango was cut. 
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Large sections were removed from the Mammoth 
Hunt. Both productions were then forbidden 
and many spectators never got to see them at all. 
Important scenes were cut from The House of 
Terror, its composition and finale were changed. 

I was compelled to take the road of 
compromise, the only road open to me if I 
wanted to salvage my crippled creations for the 
spectator. 

Compromises. . . . They are convenient for 
accidental drifters who are looking for peaceful 
backwaters in the sphere of art. 

A spirit in snug comfort - is not this a 
betrayal of artistic conscience? Does not 
betrayal exact its price? 

Once the artist takes the road of compromise, 
he does not feel any more how his spiritual 
strength runs dry and how he begins to 
approach degeneration. 

That road is not for me. 
I cannot accept truths imposed from outside. 

When the artist begins to embody alien ' truths ', 
he becomes a stranger to himself. Once he 
alienates himself from his own microcosm, in 
which his experience is crystallised, the creative 
artist loses touch with today's planet. 

When I work in the theatre, I want to 
express the spirit of the time, the complexity 
of human existence, its contradictions. 

Theatre is my life and my passion, the meaning 
of my existence. Theatre links me with the 
people. 

Theatre is one of the most significant means 
used in fashioning a fatherland, a barometer 
that registers its greatness and its decline. 
A sensitive and purposeful theatre with a whole 
range of styles and genres, from tragedy to 
vaudeville, can transform a people's world 
view in several years. But a theatre made lame, 
with footsteps instead of wings, can corrupt 
an entire nation. 

Theatre is a school of tears and laughter, 
a free tribune from which men may condemn 
an outlived or deceitful morality and reveal, 
through living examples, the eternal laws of 
heart and passion. 

A people that does not contribute to the 
creation of a theatre is either dead or about to 
die. But if the theatre's laughter and tears fail 
to touch the pulse of society, its history, the 

drama of its own people, the authentic colours 
of its native landscape, if the theatre fails to 
express the nation's spirit, then it has no right 
to call itself theatre. Then we must dub it a 
casino or a place where, shamelessly, ' time is 
killed' (Garcia-Lorca). 

I have devoted all my energy to see the 
theatre become a carrier of the true, the good 
and the beautiful. These were the ideals I also 
tried to embody in my last production, 
Barbara Radvilaite (' Barbara Radziwill '). 
Thanks to a supreme collective theatrical effort, 
a spectacle was born that could have been of 
significance in the life of our theatre. Yet it is not 
clear when the spectators wi111 see it. Is Barbara 
Radvilaite fated to go the way of my 
earlier productions? 

The spectator should be the only evaluator of 
a work of art. Freely developing criteria should 
not be replaced by opinions formed in the 
hermetic airless offices. 

I have been knocking at their doors until 
now, without receiving permission to stage 
Anouilh's Antigone, Hochhuth's Deputy, 
Rozewicz's My Little Daughter, Marat/Sade, 
Zorin's Dion, and other plays. I was offered 
instead to 'select' from plan-lists plays that are 
totally alien to my world view. 

The voice of uncreated and mutilated 
creations burns me today. The sham success 
of certain individual productions disgusts me. 
Compromises, tactical tricks, meaningless standing 
around in the corridors of bureaucracy, 
debasement of human dignity, gloomy 
perspectives - all these are compelling me to 
make up my mind: 
- after prolonged deliberation I take the first 
step by refusing to change anything in my 
finished productions; 
- I refuse to buy the hope of full-fledged 
creations at the price of chance spectacles; 
- I recognise only those criteria for evaluating 
creative art that are born in the fierce struggle 
of opinions; 
- I create as my artist's and citizen's conscience 
dictates. 
Jonas Jurasas 
Chief Director of Kaunas State Theatre 
Kaunas, 16 August 1972 D 


