






The Republic of Lithuania has a complex history. 

During the Second World War, Soviet troops invaded 

the country. As a result, Lithuania became a federal 

republic of the USSR. From 1944 to 1952 approxi-

mately 100,000 Lithuanian partisans fought a guerril-

la war against the Soviet system. An estimated 

30,000 partisans and their supporters were killed and 

many more were arrested and deported to Siberian 

gulags. In the late 1980s, Sajudis, an anti-communist 

independence movement was established in the 

country. After a landslide victory in elections, mem-

bers of Sajudis proclaimed Lithuania’s renewed inde-

pendence on March 11, 1990. This is the backdrop to 

Antanas Sutkus’ photographic work.

When Sutkus was quite young his father died, and 

then his mother hid herself during the Soviet occupa-

tion. Consequently, he was raised by his grandparents 

and has spent a lot of time asking himself questions 

about his parents’ love and their lives. He learned to 

read both Lithuanian and Russian, with books offer-

ing him an education and a way of thinking about 

the realities of life as a child growing up in the 

Lithuanian countryside.

He was fifteen when he began to take photographs. 

His first subjects were familiar surroundings, family 

and friends. Then at university, he started to develop 

is own style. It was 1957-58, and without taking 

inspiration from other photographers’ work, but rath-

er by applying technological decisions and composi-

tional or stylistic methods, Sutkus began to develop a 

unique aesthetic. His work belongs in the categories 

of photojournalism and documentary photography. 

His skills were honed during stints as a photographer 

and journalist for several Lithuanian magazines—all 

the while avoiding being influenced by the Stalinist 

propaganda of that time. He explains: “I was the only 

one taking informal, non-traditional pictures at that 

time. It was Khrushchev’s thaw in politics, so I could 

work in a new way without restrictions. I didn’t 

intend forcing anyone into anything; I just wanted to 

express my relation to the object I was photograph-

ing. A man was always in the centre of my photogra-

phy.”

This approach was the beginning of his People of 

Lithuania series about the people Sutkus considered 

heroes. This feeling is easy to recognise in his pic-

tures: each individual is photographed with a sense of 

humanity. Take for example, one of his most amazing 

pictures (taken in 1962), depicting the French existen-

tialist, Jean-Paul Sartre, walking in a white landscape 

in Lithuania. He appears alone except for a second 

shadow indicating an unknown and unseen person. 

Sutkus was documenting Jean-Paul Sartre and 

Simone de Beauvoir’s visit to Lithuania. 

This photographer says he does not work with one 

particular camera, and he uses film cameras because, 

according to him, digital cameras diminish responsi-

bility in the act of photographing. The one value cen-

tral to his work is spontaneity. He waits for the exact 

moment and then shoots. All his photographs are in 

black and white, giving focus to the subject and high-

lighting the artistic aspect. 

Some shots present a particular angle; they could be 

described as surrealistic. Take for example, Marathon 

on University street in 1959, with its surprising point 

of view. Without the title, the subject of this image 

would be hard to describe. A young woman’s body is 

hanging out on her balcony to see the marathon in 

the street. The street is very quiet before everyone’s 

running on it. This portrait seems Spanish and surreal-

ist.

Another picture has an astonishing perspective: After 

a Walking day in Vilnius in 1964. This time the shot 

has been taken from the pavement but under the eye 

level, at the bottom of it. The view shows a bus at the 

back and a lady walking towards us. Only the legs, 

her bag and umbrella can be seen. It is a view that 

we are not used to seeing from this level.

“All my best photographs are taken of accidental 

passers-by in the streets of cities or in the country-

side. The inner contact is always very important when 

I shoot. It seems it is only an instant meeting, though 

so revealing. I‘ve always trusted my intuition and 

worked absolutely spontaneously. I value photogra-

phy for the penetration into one’s soul. My credo is to 

love people,” Sutkus says.

A perfect example of this approach can be seen in 

the portraits Sutkus took. Just look at the one 

(Untitled) of actress Elena Zalinkevicaite (1964, 

Vilnius). She is at an event, beautifully dressed with all 

of her jewels, listening to someone, but at the same 

time uncomfortable because of the camera pointed 

at her. The angle of shot allows us to take part in the 

scene and be with her. The bikers series from 1992 is 

another very expressive series. One picture shows a 

young man laughing. He is with his band and seems 

happy and proud. Too thin for his leather jacket, he is 

taking out his helmet.

With the exhibition Nine Lithuanian Photographers, in 

1969 in Moscow, Lithuanian photographers became 

leaders of Soviet photography. Anri Vartanov, a 

Russian critic at that time, recognised in the works of 

those Lithuanian photographers particular aspects 

such as a close link between their land, their popula-

tion, their philosophy and their responsibility. This 

exhibition gave Sutkus recognition and he started to 

show his work abroad. 

At the same time The Union of Lithuanian 

Photographers was established. It was the first

organisation in the Soviet Union that united photog-

raphers. Sutkus was the initiator, chief organiser and 

chairman. This association was set up by talented 

photographers and was supported by intellectuals 

who encouraged them to record Lithuanian society. 

Today the association holds the largest archive of 

Lithuanian photographs. The Society commissioned 

prints from the authors; they have also organised sev-

eral exhibitions and published albums and books.

Sutkus describes his technique as “spontaneity and 

instantaneity”. In photography those terms describe 

the “decisive moment”. The French photographer 

Henri Cartier-Bresson, whom Sutkus admired, was the 

leading figure in this process. What is it exactly? It is 

story-telling with a single picture. And Bresson’s defi-

nition, found in David Bate’s book about Photography 

entitled Key Concepts, is: “one unique picture whose 

composition possesses such vigour and richness, and 

whose content so radiates outward from it, that this 

single picture is a whole story in itself.” There are 

many examples of this in Sutkus’ works, such as the 

child lovingly holding her father’s (or mother’s) hand; 

or the staff in a Vilnius restaurant posing to be photo-

graphed and a child is passing by and looking at the 

camera; or some ladies walking in high heels along 

the kerb of an unfinished pavement. Those little 

moments of life have been caught by Sutkus’ camera. 

These moments that tell a story are “the pregnant 

moments”, where the past, the present and the 

future of the story are all there and are summed up in 

the image and give the power to the image.

In the context of Lithuania, we can see that Sutkus is 

offering another point of view. He has undertaken 

photo reportage of situations but without dramatic 

effects. On the contrary, he is bringing love and hope 

to these people’s lives; he has developed intimate 

contacts with them.

This mentality was encouraged by Edward Steichen, 

whose work Sutkus discovered quite early on. 

Steichen understood that after two huge wars, and 

Antanas Sutkus
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