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Jonas Jurasas 

P rior to my emigration I was artistic director of the Kaunas State 
Drama Theater, enjoyed a considerable degree of prestige, and 
was one of the most sought-after directors. In 1971, the Moscow 

Sovremennik Theater invited me to stage a very controversial version 
of Macbeth. The theater was looking for an experimental director to 
discover new ways of approaching Shakespeare. I took a half-year's 
leave of absence from my job in Kaunas and went to Moscow. In the 
end, though, the play was closed immediately following the dress 
rehearsal. The authorities closed it down because they considered the 
production too revolutionary, too radical a departure from traditional 
Soviet interpretations of Shakespeare, which, as you may know, have 
been quite rigid. During the Stalin period not all of his tragedies could 
be performed, and certainly not Macbeth. But the time seemed ripe for 
a change; the public was ready for something new. The ice had 
already been broken in 1958 by Peter Brooks 's production of King 

Lear. It was the time of Khrushchev's short-lived thaw, when some 
hopes that never materialized were raised. I think that the current Gor
bachev thaw likewise arouses some cautious optimism in the Soviet 
artistic world. 

It was clear that the theater was ready to dispense with the old rules 
that had given rise to such stiff, boring, academic productions. And 
the public was eager to see the Soviet theater approach Shakespeare 
from a new, contemporary angle. The result, however, was so unex
pected that the authorities couldn't let it go on. 

This Macbeth was absolutely shattering for a Moscow audience. To 
be sure, it was presented before three to five hundred people, mostly 
intellectuals, who made it to the dress rehearsal. The effect was 
overwhelming, since it compelled the viewers to think not only about 
Shakespeare but about their own history as well. The audience was 
confronted with an orgy of bloodshed, created on stage in a highly 
abstract and metaphorical way. In terms of form, the production was 
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perhaps even more reminiscent of Beckett than Shakespeare. It had a 
timeless quality, addressing universal questions, problems of morality 
and philosophy, of guilt and conscience. It was a drama whose charac
ters are locked into a vicious circle of guilt. 

Both the form and the content were shocking to the authorities. 
They realized that it wasn't the kind of production they could keep on 
the stage for a few months while gradually imposing more and more 
changes to make it more acceptable. They could see from the start that 
nothing could be changed, so they decided to close it immediately. 

I remember the high-ranking Moscow intellectuals who sat around 
all day, waiting to learn the outcome of the meeting at which they were 
debating what to do: to close it, to change it. . . . In the end, it seems, 
the decision came from very high up, probably from the minister of 
culture. I have been told that the fate of the production had actually 
been decided long before the rehearsal, as soon as they saw the set 
being assembled. One highly acclaimed theater critic, whose name I 
would rather not mention for obvious reasons, did go so far as to say 
that if the play were allowed to go on, the Moscow theater scene would 
have changed overnight, but he quickly added that of course the work 
was ''premature,'' perhaps as much as ten years ahead of its time. 

At that time I was still artistic director of the Kaunas State Theater, 
and there, too, I was involved in continual conflicts with the authorities 
over the choice of repertory and interpretation. When I came back 
from Moscow, though, I was offered a play that would supposedly 
allow me to take a leave from all these clashes: it was a historical 
drama by Juozas Grufas, a living classic in those days. (The play
wright died just a couple of years ago.) A drama in verse, it dealt with 
the old love story of Barbora Radvilaite [Barbara RadziwiU] and King 
Zygimantas Augustas [Sigismund II Augustus (1548-1572)], a sort of 
Lithuanian Romeo and Juliet. I was supposed to put on a simple, sweet 
romance. In the process of rehearsing the work, I discovered some
thing much more important than a simple love story, and the result was 
again so controversial that the play was closed. The people from the 
Ministry of Culture who came to the dress rehearsal-it was on 20 
April 1972-said that the production could not be allowed to go on 
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because it would arouse strong nationalistic and religious feelings. 
In other words, it wasn't the play itself they objected to but the 

directorial concept. Perhaps it is difficult to explain how a production 
in the East can come to differ so greatly from its written script. The 
explanation lies in the different mentalities of Eastern and Western 
theater. Artists in the East often must struggle so hard to get the real 
meaning across, over and beyond the text itself. It is a question of 
metaphorical, theatrical thinking indirectly expressed by means of 
lighting, blocking, through the creation of an atmosphere that says so 
much more than the words themselves. One could discuss forever the 
important phenomenon of this kind of indirect metaphorical communi
cation in the East-the so-called Aesopian language. In this sense, the 
Eastern theater and its public are much more sophisticated than the 
Western, which can rely much more on the direct message. In the 
East, all genuine artistic communication must be cloaked, indeed, in 
metaphor. It is the result of an oppressive society, which forces artists 
to communicate their ideas in spite of censorship. 

The objection to this production was that it was too nationalistic, too 
religious, too spiritual. . . . The last charge shocked me the most. I had 
always believed, and still do, that the aim of art is spirituality, that true 
art exists because of spirituality. And here they were saying that it was 
too spiritual. It was such an amorphous charge; one couldn't even 
defend oneself. What did it mean, too spiritual? People were crying 
and laughing at the same time. There was too much electricity in the 
audience; too much hidden energy was being unleashed. The work 
had opened up new, uncontrollable lines of communication. They 
claimed that Barbara Radvilaite was not possible at that particular time 
because the atmosphere in the city was "too rebellious." 

Actually, one has to give them some credit for their foresight, 
because a IT\onth later Kaunas was under siege for a week by the army 
and the KGB, in the aftermath of the riots that broke out when one 
young man, Romas Kalanta, immolated himself. After it was all over, 
a high-level commission came from Moscow to investigate the affair. 
I learned later that in the course of those discussions, someone accused 
me of having abetted a "rebellious mood" in the town by my 
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productions. This accusation probably helps to explain the harsh reac
tion that came later when I wrote a letter protesting the censorship. It 
was smuggled out to the West and published there. Quite soon 
thereafter I lost any chances of working in the theater by virtue of a 
directive from the Ministry of Culture that had originated in the Central 
Committee and the KGB. I was out of work; I couldn't even have got
ten a job as a guard in an art museum. 

This experience marked the turning point in my decision to leave, 
but it wasn't the first time I had thought of emigration; indeed, I had 
considered the possibility since childhood. It became my secret 
dream--one that probably gave me the nerve to take some of the risks 
I had taken in the theater. And my performances had evoked a great 
response from the public-the houses were sold out in advance. 
(Incidentally, one or two of my productions are still running in the 
Kaunas Drama Theater, though without my name on them.) Suddenly 
I had reached the point where I simply didn't have anywhere else to 
go. 

I had had some limited experience traveling abroad. The first time 
was in Poland, while I was a student in the Moscow Art Theater. But 
as we used to say, "Fish is not meat, and Poland is not abroad." Even 
so, it was a minor mind-broadening experience for me. My second trip 
outside the Soviet Union was to America, in 1968. Not long before, I 
had been made artistic director of the Kaunas State Drama Theater, 
one of the youngest people in that position and certainly one of the few 
who were not Party members. (I have never been a member of the 
Party. Refusal to join proved another source of many difficulties for 
me over the years.) The visit wasn't really as much of a shock as one 
might have expected: I had already gotten some sense of the place 
from pictures and movies as well as through images created in my 
dreams, which somehow turned out relevant to the reality. The most 
overwhelming thing was the chance to experience the freedom. How
ever, even during this short trip I was not left alone. There were two 
other Lithuanians and eighteen Russians in the delegation with me, and 
they were not pleased by my behavior. After my return, I was not per
mitted to travel outside the country again, not even to Poland. I 
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decided that sooner or later I would return to the West. But first I 
wanted to exhaust the limits of an inner freedom. And so, I decided to 
seek a legal way out of the USSR. 

I applied to emigrate only two years after I lost my position in the 
theater. In fact, it was suggested to me at that point that I do so. I 
think I had been a kind of "experimental animal" for the authorities. 
"He's made a foolish mistake," they assumed. "Give him a chance to 
think his deeds over, and he'll get back into line." After two years of 
waiting, however, it became apparent that I was not going to change 
my attitude; if anything, my sense of independence had deepened. 
After two very long conversations with me, the then minister of culture 
of the Lithuanian SSR must have realized that there was no hope of 
wooing me back, that it would probably just mean more trouble for 
them if they insisted on keeping me in Lithuania. Hence he suggested 
that I apply for emigration. He didn't do this directly, of course; there 
is a whole sophisticated machinery for contacting, influencing, and 
eventually driving out of the country unwanted people. This was the 
most difficult, bitter, and disturbing time of my life. It made me realize 
how fragile, uncertain, and unpredictable life is in general, and espe
cially in Orwellian societies like the USSR. I would call that period of 
my life the "scoundrel time," after Lillian Hellman's memoir dealing 
with the McCarthy era. The experience drove home to me more 
clearly than ever that emigration was my only option. When it finally 
came, though, the approval was like a bolt out of the blue. For two 
years they had been assuring me that there was no chance of their let
ting me go. And suddenly, one day, I was told that we had ten days to 
pack up our things. . . . And so we jammed whatever we could fit into 
three suitcases and left. 

I am still not quite sure what accounted for the sudden change. 
Perhaps the authorities had finally realized that I would not bend. I had 
made no effort whatsoever to rehabilitate myself, to reingratiate myself 
with them. Perhaps, too, they were hoping I would fall flat on my face 
in the West, so that they could hold me up to other Lithuanian cultural 
figures as a warning that you can hope to pursue a creative career only 
in the Soviet Union, that once you leave you 're lost in a world where 
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no one cares about you, no one wants you-alone, at sea. I guess they 
wanted to be able to show how a once successful director could get lost 
in the West. At the time, some people in Lithuania considered my per
sonal act of "self-defense" tantamount to "intellectual suicide." In 
fact, the author of this innovative term, a well-known playwright, 
recently wrote an article in Literatilra ir menas condemning my expul
sion from the country-although of course, my name was not men
tioned directly. It is still forbidden to refer to me even in articles deal
ing with the shows I have directed. 

When I left with my family, our first stop was Vienna. Then we 
moved on to Munich and later to New York. I didn't find it hard to 
adapt to life in the West. I was not one of the believers in America's 
streets being paved in gold; I did not expect to be met with an 
outstretched hand. As a result, the difficulties I faced were simply the 
normal ones. I suppose I have to consider myself lucky never to have 
experienced any serious trouble; certainly I have never for a moment 
regretted my decision. After all, the most precious thing that life can 
offer is freedom of choice. I love the theater, I love my art. But, most 
of all, I love the things that I never had the chance to experience in an 
oppressive society. There are things that I value more than the theater 
and the possibility of working in my field, especially if I had to pay a 
price for that possibility as I did in the USSR. 

At that time of difficult decision-making, I didn't give a thought as 
to whether I would be able to continue my theatrical work in the 
West-if anything, I thought I would be damned lucky if I ever had the 
chance to put on one or two productions. It wasn't a matter of choice 
between a directing career in Moscow or in New York, it was a moral 
decision. I simply could no longer stand the conditions I was living 
under-the censorship, the total control. 

In fact, things have turned out much better here than I could ever 
have dreamed. I have been able to put on as many productions in the 
West as I did in the Soviet Union; my output--one or two plays a 
year-is almost the same as it was over there. In addition to ten plays 
in the United States, I have directed in Japan, Belgium, and Germany, 
and so I feel as if I have had a chance to experience the whole world. 
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Twelve years, twelve productions in six languages! Could I ever have 
dreamed of such a chance while living in the USSR? 

Of the twelve shows directed in the West and in Japan, the most 
recognized production was Nikolai Erdman's The Suicide, which made 
it to Broadway, but in personal terms, I have to admit that the most 
important work I have done here was a modest seminar-project at the 
University of Illinois-Champaign, working on Chekhov's Three Sisters 
with a group of students in an absolutely free atmosphere. The ima
ginative vision sparked by that experience laid the groundwork for my 
subsequent staging of the play in Japan. 

The three summers spent in that country are among the most 
interesting human and artistic experiences of my life. I was the first 
Lithuanian artist working in a Japanese cultural milieu. I was also the 
first foreign director working with the Tadashi Suzuki Company. This 
world-famous troupe has participated in the most important interna
tional theater festivals and has also created its own festival in Japan, 
the Toga International Theater Festival. My production of The Three 
Sisters was the Japanese entry in the Third Toga Festival and received 
praise from both Japanese and foreign critics. It was the first time that 
I encountered a thoroughly different cultural tradition-not as a tourist, 
but actively from within. I lived, ate, slept, and rehearsed with 
Japanese actors, teaching and learning from them. My interpretation 
of Chekhov incorporated rituals and traditions of Japanese life that, as 
everyday events, may seem quite ordinary to the Japanese, but which 
are fascinating to the eye of the stranger. Such elements in my produc
tion took on new metaphorical significance for Japanese and 
Westerners alike. The play itself was transferred into the depth of the 
Japanese psyche; its problems and theme found a strange resonance 
among the natives, who felt strongly about Chekhov's characters' 
attempts to escape an insular reality and related to the dream of the 
three sisters to live where one cannot. 

I have always felt an inner relationship between Chekhov and Beck
ett. In Japan, I discovered a third link, the Noh theater. Chekhov
Beckett-Noh became a structural model for my adaptation of The 
Three Sisters, based on the psyche and rituals of the Japanese people. 
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It was a liberating experience for me-an adventure that helped me to 
shake off the stale traditions and cliches of Chekhov interpretation that 
had dominated the Soviet theater for years. That was the reason I had 
never wanted to direct and, indeed, could not have directed Chekhov in 
the USSR. If I needed only one reason to justify leaving that deadly 
country, the Soviet Union, my experience in Japan would provide it, 
even had that experience been significant only for me. As it turned 
out, the results of my staging and interpretation proved that it was 
important to many others besides myself. The Three Sisters was 
equally appreciated by Japanese intellectuals and peasants in the 
Japanese Alps-the vicinity where the Toga Festival is held every 
summer. 

For me, the creative process, not its formal result, holds sway. 
Hence, there is often a vast difference between the critics' assessment 
of your achievements or failures and your own evaluation, as an artist. 
I have been happy working with a group of unknown actors on a Che
khov project in a college in Illinois, and on the same project in Japan. 
Equally, I have enjoyed the Erdman project at the Trinity Theater in 
Rhode Island, where the subsequent highly budgeted Broadway pro
duction of The Suicide got its start. But perhaps the most important 
and happiest productions of my career will be the ones that lie ahead of 
me. 

Looking back, I have to give myself credit for realizing I could not 
have achieved anything more by staying in the Soviet Union. Even if I 
had rehabilitated myself, gone on to win state awards, and attained the 
highest of positions, I wouldn't be what I am now. I have followed the 
fate of some Soviet colleagues, have seen how some of them rapidly 
decay through silent submission to the totalitarian whip that day after 
day destroys a person's will, self-respect, and humanity. Now, occa
sionally encountering former colleagues visiting the West, I feel pity 
toward them. Going back, as if in a time-machine, I see the insecure, 
frightened faces, tense from the thoughts about what they will have to 
write in their reports after coming back home. 

I myself wrote that famous letter to my censors and the scoundrels 
from the Ministry of Culture listening to my inner voice, not as an act 
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of protest, but perhaps in an attempt to save my soul. I will never for
get that day on the banks of the Sventoji where I was writing it. As I 
got the last words down, I was shaking and felt ill. I threw up, perhaps 
symbolically, separating from a sickening part of myself which I had 
always hated but which I had been forced to live with, as if I'd been 
serving a life sentence with a boring cellmate. 

I think I have made the right choice. I have only one life. I con
sider myself fortunate that I have had the chance to experience two 
lives, both worlds; perhaps this has been my greatest luck. When peo
ple ask me whether my choice to emigrate was the right one, I sense 
that they want to ask me a hidden question-whether I succeeded here. 
What is success or happiness? Most people simply don't understand. 
As I said, for me personal freedom is ultimately more important than 
the chance to create. The Soviet system might provide the opportunity 
for an artist to produce, but at the same time it takes away the joy of 
creating and the happiness of working. I would rather choose, once 
and for all, not to work in the theater as long as I could afford to be 
myself. 

My relations with the country that I lost against my own will remain 
quite limited. Despite the new winds blowing from the Kremlin, I 
remain persona non grata at home. My name still cannot be mentioned 
in the Soviet press, even in reference to my productions and contribu
tions to the Lithuanian theater. Former friends are still afraid to com
municate with me. As I was leaving my country, "Paradise Lost," 
some of them were afraid to bid me a last farewell---only the very 
brave ones saw me off. Nonetheless, I am aware that many of my 
countrymen in Lithuania follow my fate and receive information 
through the radio, by word of mouth, via the invisible network of com
munication. Maybe I can afford to express the somewhat immodest 
thought that the generation of theater directors that came after me to 
create the "theatrical boom" in Lithuania benefited from my case. 

I believe that the functionaries who threw me out of the theater and 
out of my country intended to give a lesson to my colleagues. But they 
miscalculated and their project backfired. It may be that someone fol
lowing my expulsion and fate in the West realized that there is a limit 
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to the degree to which one can be pushed around, even in that lawless 

society. I am only one small example of what happens to the arts and 
to people in the Soviet Union. I am also one of those whom the scoun
drels want to bring back in order to demonstrate how much the atmo

sphere has changed in the Soviet Union. They keep repeating new 
words: perestroika [restructuring] and glasnost [openness], pretending 
that these are new words with new meanings. Paradoxically, the West 
has accepted this Kremlin glossary as if it were the biggest reformation 

in the history of mankind .... 

All of us who have involuntarily left our countries are eager to 
return. But not unconditionally. Only on our own terms. Mikhail Bar
yshnikov, one of the most successful of the recent emigres, noted that 

no matter how successful you may be in the West, you still belong to 
your own country. I myself also feel, no matter how far I travel or how 
many continents I work on, I beiong to my only country-Lithuania, to 
its people and to its theater. 

But I will no more be a passive object of a new policy than I was of 
the old one. I do not trust democracy that is ordered from above. So 
far I am quite happy with the natural democracy of the West, which 

forms an integral part of natural societies. The scoundrels who over
night have turned into reformers want to change society without admit

ting and redeeming their guilt. Real democracy is not possible without 
its Nurembergs, Watergates, or Irangates. Those who for many years 
were acting as executioners of conscience, honesty, and creativity now 

want to pretend that nothing happened, that they had acted as simple 
cogs in a system that only by accident had turned into an immoral and 

oppressive machine. . . . Besides, I feel that there is life after emigra
tion, and I hope that the last page of my story is yet to be written. 




