Maironis Lithuanian Literature Museum

MAIRONIS MEMORIAL APARTMENT

Audioguide
The Maironis Lithuanian Literature Museum was founded in the later baroque (rococo) style mansion located in the Town Hall Square in Kaunas, the provisional capital of Lithuania, in 1936. The first and the main collection of Museum is the creative, archival and memorial heritage of Jonas Mačiulis that has been preserved in this memorial apartment since the poet’s death. Here is also the place of storage and collection of the archives of other Lithuanian writers – exiles, partisans, diaspora. The expeditions to the places where the writers used to live and spend their time are constantly arranged. Various literary events, commemorations and concerts are organised in Maironis Lithuanian Literature Museum and its other branches – Salomėja Nėris Museum, Juozas Grušas Museum, Museum of Children Literature, Juozas Tumas-Vaižgantas Memorial Flat-Museum, Balys and Vanda Sruogos House-Museum.   

Maironis memorial exposition is situated in eight rooms of this mansion that have been renovated very authentically. It looks practically the same as it did when the owner himself live here. We invite out visitors to learn about the everyday life, artistic taste and cultural interests of Jonas Mačiulis-Maironis. 

The Old Kaunas was the city of Maironis. Here he studied and graduated from the gymnasium, here he was the ordinand and later the lecturer and professor of Kaunas Spiritual Seminary. After spending nineteen years in St. Petersburg, where he studied and worked at the Imperial Roman Catholic Spiritual Academy, Maironis returned to Kaunas in 1909, when, according to him, he “got tired of feeding the birds of the foreign land”. The poet was appointed to rector’s position at Kaunas Priest Seminary. He associated this city not only with the native Lithuanian surroundings, not only with stressful and hard work, but also with his devoted friends and fellows. 

After Maironis had settled in this home, it became the cultural centre of Kaunas. The poet’s mansion is important not only as the home of prominent public figure, but also as the rare house of rich townsman of Lithuanian baroque era that has been conferred the status of the highest category monument. 

The history of establishment of building and museum

The mansion, where Maironis once lived, was built by connecting the foundation of the three gothic houses. The gothic cellars of this house dating the 15th-16th centuries are one of the oldest in the town and have retained their shape to this day. During the several centuries of its existence, this mansion performed various functions and had a lot of owners. During the suppression of the rebellion of 1863, the court-martial was established here and the cellar was turned into the prison where the spiritual leader, priest Antanas Mackevičius, was imprisoned and later sentenced to death. 

When Jonas Mačiulis returned to Kaunas from St. Petersburg he had to decide where to live. The abandoned mansion was standing right next to the Seminary, at the very centre of the Town Hall. Maironis’s friends convinced him to buy this mansion. The poet was a well-paid lecturer at St. Petersburg Spiritual Academy, therefore, pooling all his savings, the dowry money of his unmarried sister Marcelė and taking the loan from the bank, he purchased this huge mansion. The renovations works were completed in about a year and, in 1910, he finally moved in. This date is reminded by the inscription “1910 – J. Maironis” on the pediment of building.  

A lot of visitors wonder why the poet needed such spacious premises. When buying this mansion, Jonas Mačiulis expected it to be the place of gathering of the people of culture and intelligentsia.   He also had an enormous wish to beautify and revive his native region. Maironis and his sister Marcelė Mačiulytė settled in eight rooms of the second floor. The first floor was reserved for the cultural fellowships of Lithuania: here was the editorial office of magazine “Garnys”, publishing house “Sakalas”, Catholic Women’s Fellowship. The President of the Republic of Lithuania, Antanas Smetona, and composer Juozas Tallat-Kelpša used to live in the remaining part of the second floor.

Jonas Mačiulis lived here until his death in 1932. On the fourth anniversary of poet’s death, in 1936, Maironis Museum was founded here. In his testament, the poet expressed a wish for the future museum to be looked after by an “honest and serious-minded person, especially a litterateur” elected by the Minister of Education. Thus, the first head of museum was poet Bernardas Brazdžionis. This nice tradition has survived to this day. Currently, the head of museum is poet and writer Aldona Ruseckaitė.

The museologists are grateful to poet’s sister Marcelė Mačiulytė, who, after the death of her brother, saved the majority of his belongings, looked after the home and designed the furnishing plan of each room. 

(1) Baltic psaltery

A familiar melody starts to play as soon as visitors open the door of poet’s ante-room.  Fitted above the door, the Baltic psaltery starts to play the song of Juozas Naujalis “Dear Lithuania” (Lithuanian: “Lietuva brangi”) the lyrics of which have been written by Maironis. Psaltery was manufactured and donated to poet by then famous Kaunas craftsman of organs and psaltery Jonas Garalevičius. Psaltery also used to hung in this place during the time when Maironis live here. Inside the psaltery is the paper sheet with words: “Dear Bard, let the sounds of this psaltery that used to be silent during your song play forever as it was you, who managed to wake them from their sleep”. 

The ultimate decoration of this ante-room is the painting “The Battle of Grunwald”.

(2) “The Battle of Grunwald” by Jan Matejko 

The original copy of this battle-art masterpiece was painted by famous Polish painter Jan Matejko in 1878. Maironis was interested in the history of his nation and admired Vytautas the Great – the figure illustrated in the centre of this painting. According to poet’s contemporaries, he knew the name and destiny of each warrior illustrated in the painting and was pleased to tell the stories about them to his guests. 

The original of “The Battle of Grunwald” is by four times larger than this copy. It was painted by Lithuanian painter Juozas Ignatavičius.  

(3) Vase

Ornate rococo style vase reminds us about the prominent people who once visited Maironis home. The visit cards of all guests that once attended this house are kept inside. Here everyone can read the names of the key political and society figures, representatives of the Church, scientists and artists. This proves that Maironis was a very important and powerful person not only in then Kaunas, but also in the entire Lithuania. 

(4) Stick

The poet had many artistic knaggy sticks made of tree roots. They were an integral part of Maironis image. Leaning on these sticks, the poet used to walk by the junction of Nemunas and Neris Rivers accompanied by his good friend composer Juozas Naujalis, writers Juozas Tumas-Vaižgantas, Mykolas Vaitkus and other friends. 

The ante-room leads to the representative premises: the work-office and the famous salons of Maironis. 

(5) Working desk

Maironis’s used this office for his work and official receptions. It was likely to be decorated in about 1928 in Art Deco – the newest style of then Lithuania.  

Maironis spent a lot of time by this constructivism style working desk. Here he used to read, write and examine students. 

According to the memoirs, although very strict and demanding, the poet was highly-respected and beloved lecturer among his students. It is certified by the two gifts from his ordinands, the cross and the clock.
(6) Cross

Silver cross (crucifix) was the gift from the students of Kaunas Priest Seminary who sent him off to St. Petersburg. The date, 1895, is inscribed under the respectful dedication. This is the same year of the first issue of Maironis’s “The Voices of Spring” (Lithuanian: “Pavasario balsai”).

(7) Clock

This huge Empire-style clock with a sculpture of antique goddess of hunting, Diana, was a gift of the students of St. Petersburg Spiritual Academy to their beloved lecturer Maironis.  Interesting is the fact that Diana’s sculpture was created by French sculptor Philippe Magnier and the clock was manufacture in Berlin.

On the desk visitors can also see the Empire-style inkwell decorated with bas-relief of Athena. Maironis used this inkwell not only during the examination of students, but also during the time dedicated for writing poems. 

(8) “The Portrait of Maironis” by Janas Mioduševskis

Serious and dignified professor of St. Petersburg Spiritual Academy with all the regalia of spiritual professor – this is how the official owner of this home is portrayed in this painting made by Janas Mioduševskis in 1904. 

The poet was a bit over forty years old at that time. According to the majority of his contemporaries, he looked much younger and rather dissimilar to himself in this painting. 

(9) Desk-stand

The poet liked to stand by this desk in early mornings before the first sacred service and to write poems looking at the rising sun. Visitors can take a glance at poet’s manuscripts and see the scrupulous and fine handwriting of Maironis. 

(10) Rocking chair

The poet used this rocket chair to have a rest by looking at the Town Hall. Rocking chair is similar to the model made by artist Michael Thonet. It is made of beech.  

(11) Card table

This table was used for playing cards. The story goes that Maironis loved to play solitaire. When visitors unexpectedly knocked on the door, the poet always closed the cover so that no-one could notice the priest’s inappropriate habit.  According to his contemporaries, Maironis quit this habit in his late years. 

Canon and writer Juozas Tumas- Vaižgantas once wrote that salons of Maironis were beautiful but instead of being decorated with stylish furniture, they were decorated with valuable paintings made by famous artists. Each wall is decorated with at least several paintings. 

(12) “The Portrait of Maironis” by Elena Janulaitienė

There are two portraits on both sides of the copy of painting “The Holy Family” by Spanish painter Bartolome Esteban Murillo: on the left is the portrait of Maironis sister Marcelė and on the right is the portrait of Maironis himself. They were painted by Elena Janulaitienė in 1929 and 1931. 

Marcelė Mačiulytė was one of the three sisters of poet. She was unmarried, therefore moved to live in her brother's home, cooked food, looked after the household chores and other relatives who used to live here and were provided with education by Maironis. 

The story goes that the poet disliked this portrait because he was illustrated as an old person with loose face skin who had already outlived his life and no longer had any creative fire in his eyes. Showing this portrait to others, Maironis used to asked: “Tell me, do I really look that old?”
(13) Portrait of Vytautas the Great

This is the copy of the representative portrait of Vytautas the Great made by unknown artist. In the early 20th century, Vytautas was worshiped as the symbol of power of the Great Duchy of Lithuania. Same as it is today, he was considered as the major ruler of Lithuania and his name embodied the ideal of the lord. Maironis admired the personality of Vytautas and used to repeat that as long as the name of Vytautas is known, Lithuania will also be known. 

(14) “In the Hole” by Kazys Šimonis 
Maironis highly valued the works of the 20th century Lithuanian artist Kazys Šimonis and had several his paintings.  Kazys Šimonis was a self-taught artist, painter and graphic artist. He distinctively applied the artistic means of cubism, expressionism and was highly influenced by the works of Mikalojus Konstantinas Čiurlionis in his early days. His later works are characterised by stylised beams of light falling to various directions and fantastic images formed of lines. The artist’s tendency to disintegrate objects and space into geometric segments continued to grow during his mature creative period. 

(15) “Landscape” by Sofija Dembovskytė-Romerienė

The works of the 20th century painter Sofija Dembovskytė-Romerienė are characterised by realism, vivid picture, easy modelling brushstroke, transparent and usually cold colours. The artist especially loved painting small-format landscapes and still-lives. 
Maironis also used to invite his buddies to the small or so-called red living-room. 

(16) Mirror

The small living-room that was also called the red salon is believed to have been one of the most beautiful in then Kaunas. It is the only room that has retained the rococo style in the mansion. Sky-blue walls of the living-room are painted with roses, decorated with white golden sort of dripping gypsum ornaments. The feeling of solemnity and luxury is also created by the baroque-style furniture of red velvet. 

Here Maironis used to welcome his guests, here the music used to play and the poetry used to be read and the Church, society and culture-related matters used to be discussed. The sculpture of Roman poet Virgil that used to stand in the room reminded that the living-room was the gathering place of the creative people. The gorgeous 19th century tile furnace provided cosiness to the room.

When Maironis lived in the mansion, the wall was decorated with an impressive mirror crowned with baroque cartouche and fitted in mahogany frames. Not every visitor could see his/her face in the mirror as it was specially hung much higher in order to expand the space of room. 

(17) “The Portrait of Maironis” by Jonas Janulis

Sitting on the Empire-style red couch, the poet used to pose for the Lithuanian painter Jonas Janulis. Jonas Mačiulis is immortalised both as a poet and as a priest on this linen: he holds a pen and a book in his hands and the ring of prelate is visible on his finger. The poet liked to be portrayed and photographed. When describing this portrait, Berdardas Brazdžionis once wrote that the cassock was a little bit too narrow in the chest area not because it was too small, but because it was the old manner among the Lithuanian priests not to button the cassock. This portrait is also special because the poet himself liked it. 

The story goes that Jonas Mačiulis was always open, honest and friendly with his guests. However, the only topic he disliked and avoided discussing was the politics. Maironis believed that various political parties destroy the unity of Lithuania, therefore, in case of hot discussions, he used to abandon both his quests and this beautiful living-room. 

(18) Dowry box

This is the room of Marcelė Marčiulytė, the sister of Maironis. It is a modest, simple and a rather dark room. Marcelė herself was a modest woman and was not fond of luxury. 

The destinies of the three sisters of poet – Marcelė, Kotryna and Pranciška – were very different: Praciška hit her head at a very young age that left her deaf and mute and was exiled to Siberia in her late years. Kotryna was the only sister who got married. She had seven children. Maironis took care of the education of almost all of them. Marcelė lived together with the poet and was an excellent housekeeper. She looked after her brother and all other relatives who used to live here, decorated home with self-made needlework and other decorations.

The accent of this modest room is the old dowry box – chest. In the old times, the dowry box was used to store the dowry of the bride: fabrics, clothes and needlework. The chest was especially important during the wedding ceremony – the young woman used to take this wealth to her husband’s home. As Marcelė never got married, she brought the dowry box to her brother. 
(19) Pranciška’s towel

Poet’s sister Pranciška was an excellent weaver who wove many towels for her brother’s home and Marcelė used to embroider them. Initials “MM” on this fabric indicate that the towel belonged to Marcelė Mačiulytė.

(20) Grand piano

The grand living-room was used to gather on special occasions only: on Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, Easter, birthdays and name-days of Maironis. The main receptions of Seminary were also organised in this living-room. Priest and writer Mykolas Vaitkus wrote in his memoirs that on significant ceremonial occasions the entire Lithuania used to gather at Maironis’s home – from the President to the ordinary neighbour. Everyone was pleased by the hospitality of the owner. 

The grand living-room is different from other rooms by impressive drawings. In 1910, it was decorated by artist and archaeologist Tadas Daugirdas. Ceilings were decorated in a modern style. Without asking the permission of poet, the painter illustrated cosmos elements on the ceiling. When Maironis entered this hall for the first time, we was slightly disappointed with the décor, but later got used to it. The walls were custom-decorated by the motives of national patters. Over the doors are the two coats of arms painted at poet’s request, i.e., the Vytis of Lithuania and the Bear of the Samogitia. Coats of arms were also painted over all three windows, however, they were destroyed during the Soviet Era.

A neo-baroque furnace used to spread warmth in the grand living-room. The gathered guests used to listed to the music played by the “Ronisch” grand piano which is now of the age of over 200 years. This instrument is used even nowadays during the special ceremonial events. Maironis did not know how to play the piano himself, therefore the grand piano was entrusted to someone from his guests. Usually, the poet’s favourite Chopin’s music was played here.

(21) Portrait of Maironis’s father

Poet’s father, Aleksandras Mačiulis, was known as a smart man and a good diplomat in the village. He used to maintain a regular contact with nobleman, however, was never ashamed of his rustic origin. Maironis is deemed to have inherited the majority characteristic features of his father. 

Mother, Ona Kurmauskaitė-Mačiulienė, was a total contrast to the father – a silent and modest woman. Her relative Ona Palkevičiūtė helped to nurture her children.

(22) “The Portrait of Maironis” by Jonas Šileika

This is the newest museum’s exhibit that was sent back to Lithuania in 2012. “The Portrait of Maironis” painted by the famous 20th century Lithuanian painter Jonas Šileika in 1924 is different from his other portraits because here the poet is illustrated in a romantic background and dressed in his secular clothes. 

(23) Buffet

This gorgeous oak furniture was made by Lithuanian craftsmen.  

(24) Kettle

Here is the private area of Maironis’s apartment. The family dining-room is almost without any decorations and slightly ascetic. This shows that the poet was not fastidious in terms of household.

The owner used to have breakfast and dinner by this table. He usually had dinner in Kaunas Priest Seminary located just behind Maironis garden. People used to joke that the poet could go to work in his slippers. His sister Marcelė as well as other siblings and friends living in this house used to join him for dinner at home.  

The poet also was not fastidious in respect of food. He especially like various Lithuanian dishes: dumplings with sauces, fish, eggs, Christmas Eve biscuits which he preferred to have not only on Christmas Eve. However, one vegetable the poet especially disliked was the cabbage.  The story goes that when Marcelė decided to make cabbage soup, the poet used to stuff every little gap of his door to prevent the unpleasant smell from passing to his bedroom. 

In the buffet, visitors can find some objects that are not common these days: a wooden vessel for storing various bulk products and wooden clippers for shelling nuts. 

Ancient kettle (samovar) used to fizz in this dining-room all the time.  It was made in the then famous Morozov fabric. It was likely to be brought by Maironis from St. Petersburg along with many other things. In the Russian language, “samovar” means “self-boiler”. It was stuffed with hot coal to heat up the water for tea. 

At that time, “samovar” was not only the daily household appliance. The kettle was an integral part of life of wealthy families and a symbol of hospitality. 
(25) Bed

The complete silence used to linger in poet's bedroom. The poet used to go to rest at 10 o’clock in the evening, unless, of course, he had guests visiting him. Here he used to focus on his thoughts or to pray kneeling by the cross and used to read breviary. 

The room is furnished with the most necessary furniture only.

On the nice baroque-style bed everyone can see the clothes woven by the caring sisters. The museum employees measured the poet’s bed and made the conclusion that Maironis was probably of the height of 1 metre and 70 centimetres. Today he would be considered as a rather short man, however, at that time, Maironis was not different among others. 

The slipcover has the three-letter initials “K.J.M.” embroidered by sister Marcelė with the meaning “Priest (Lithuanian: Kunigas) Jonas Mačiulis”. Museum visitors usually ask about the meaning of numbers embroidered under the letters. The poet’s sister Marcelė used to mark bedding sets in this neat and scrupulous way. 

(26) Painting “Jesus and Mary”

This painting was created by unknown painter. If you look from the right you will see the image of Jesus Christ and if you look from the left – the image of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Dating the 19th century, this painting was made of wooden plates and triangles. This work is believed to be one of the few similar paintings that have remained to this day in Europe.

(27) Towel

This towel with monogram “K.J.M.” has been woven by Maironis sister Pranciška and embroidered by his sister Marcelė. The letters indicate that the towel belonged to priest Jonas Mačiulis.

Visitors can find an authentic summer hat of Maironis in his wardrobe. 

The last eighth room is dedicated to poet’s library. 

(28) Cabinet of books

Maironis used to spend evening hours in the library. There are 795 books in Lithuanian and other languages that once belonged to the poet in the cabinets of books. Maironis knew seven foreign languages, he admired Polish, German, Russian, French classics and also could read in Latin, Greek and Hebrew.  Here are many Lithuanian books with dedications. These were the gifts of his fellow writers. 

One of the oldest books of Maironis was the set of legal documents “The Third Lithuanian Statute”. It was first published in the 16th century. Maironis had a little bit newer issue printed in 1600. Some of his books got missing during the World War II. 

(29) Working desk

On this desk everyone can see many conspectuses of lectures and invitations to various events. The invitations prove that Maironis was an important figure back then and was welcomed to various gatherings. The story goes that if he had attended all events he had been invited to, he would have participated in at least three of them each day. 

Visitors can also notice a black English phone, calculator brought from St. Petersburg and a set of little stones reminding the poet of the Lithuanian seaside that he used to admire a lot. 

There are several photographs on the walls. To the left, on the top, is the picture made in 1929 when the poet worked as the rector of Kaunas Seminary. 

(30) Photograph “St. Petersburg Spiritual Academy’s Students and Their Professors”

This photograph was made in 1891, when Maironis studied at St. Petersburg’s Spiritual Academy. He is standing in the second row from the top – a serious, meditative and handsome student. The story goes that the poet was actually a very attractive youngster, therefore, the lecturers ordered him to wear cassock even during his holidays at home so that this handsome guy would certainly return to continue studies the next autumn.  

And now try to guess purpose of the two large holes made on the outside doors of the library? In fact, they served the purpose of the modern day peepholes. The story goes that Maironis used to place a chair by the doors and look at an unexpected guest from the top. If the holes were lower, at the eye level of person, it would probably be embarrassing to meet face-to-face the unwelcomed visitor. Thus, Maironis used to outsmart the guests: looking from the top he remained invisible. And who were those unwelcomed visitors? Usually, of course, these were the students who persistently asked for money for various needs. Certainly, not everyone could make access to Maironis’s apartment. Maironis was not that open-hearted as his neighbour, friend Juozas-Tumas Vaižgantas. 

Although poet’s home was looked after by his sister Marcelė and a servant, the poet himself was not afraid of physical work as well. He liked gardening and enjoyed nature and used to invite guests to his green and blooming garden. He liked flowers and used to plant them along all the edges of garden paths. He always brought gifts, flower seeds, to his sister from travels. 

Even nowadays, in spring and summer time, same as once before, the same species of flowers blossom in his garden and the old trees remind of the time when Maironis under to spent long hours in this garden wearing his linen coat. One year after the brother’s death, in 1933, Marcelė Mačiulytė built the sculpture of Jesus Christ with an inscription “To my beloved brother” – as the symbol of respect and love.

Currently, the museum organises approximately 100 events annually. Creative and anniversary evenings as well as various commemorations, book presentations and meetings are organised in this place. The festival of the Spring of Poetry is annually organised in Maironis garden. 

PAGE  
10

