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KAUNAS MODERNIST COMMUNITY MOVEMENT: 
BUILDING UP EMOTIONAL ATTACHMENT TO THE 
CITY AND ITS HERITAGES’ FUTURE  

 

 

1. Context 
Kaunas is the second largest city in Lithuania, with 400 000 inhabitants together with its District. The 
city is both a rich historical and modern center, concentrating business, industry, sports and cultural 
activities. Kaunas holds popular annual music, design, architecture, photography, modern visual art, 
modern dance, street art and new media festivals. Kaunas is also an academic, youthful and 
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international town, with more than 30 000 students coming to study in one of Kaunas’ 5 universities 
every year. 

Kaunas is the only Lithuanian city that belongs to the New Hanseatic League international city union. 
It is also famous for its unique New Town where numerous exhibitions of modern interwar architecture 
of the 1920-1940s are hosted regularly. 

Nowadays, Kaunas is renewing itself in prevision of becoming the European Capital of Culture in 2022. 

THE SLOGAN OF THE PROGRAM “KAUNAS THE EUROPEAN CAPITAL OF CULTURE 2022” CALLS 
FOR A TRANSITION FROM A “TEMPORARY” TO A “CONTEMPORARY” CAPITAL, AND A WHOLE 
PART OF THE PROGRAM IS DEDICATED TO KAUNAS MODERNISM (“MODERNISM FOR THE 
FUTURE”), DRIVEN BY THE IDEA THAT THE PAST BEHIND US CAN PUSH US FORWARD. 

2. Kaunas and culture 
In the swirl of European history, Kaunas, then capital of the country, was Lithuania’s gate to the 
modernising Europe. As it was entering its “golden age” (1920-1939), modernist ideas were brought 
to Lithuania by intellectuals studying abroad, and acquired a unique Lithuanian artistic form of 
interwar modernist architecture. 

However, nearly a quarter-century after the restoration of Lithuania's independence, Kaunas suffered 
from an identity crisis, and was struggling to find a key to its future development, as memories from 
the interwar golden age period hardly survived through the memory of architects and other Lithuanian 
intellectuals. A first impulse of Kaunas cultural revival emerged with the organisation of Kaunas 
architecture festival in 2013, a widely acclaimed exhibition (now touring Europe) which focused on 
Kaunas modernist architecture.  

More importantly, in 2015, Kaunas was awarded the European Heritage Label. In January 2017, Kaunas 
modernist architecture was included in the UNESCO World Heritage Tentative List. In 2018 celebrating 
100 year of anniversary of Lithuanian independence, the exhibition ‘Architecture of Optimism: The 
Kaunas Phenomenon, 1918-1940' was launched. For Kaunas today, that heritage has become the 
foundation of the city’s identity and an expression of its genius loci. This exhibition is more than just 
the story of one city. It speaks to the perpetual birth and collapse of dreams, about creative endeavours 
and the appeal of rewarding optimism, and about the migration, locality and commonality of ideas and 
forms. 

3. Goals and project implementation 
1.1. Main aim and specific goals 
This program of Kaunas – European Capital of Culture 2022 ‘Modernism for the Future’ aims at 
enhancing collaboration of various forms between professionals, property owners, heritage experts, 
representatives of cultural initiatives, politicians and civil servants to establish and implement a 
strategy for conservation, interpretation, promotion and activation of modernism heritage.  

The specific goal of the program is to instill a sense of responsibility for the surrounding environment 
and create an emotional connection between the heritage community and the urban cultural 
landscape, as well as to initiate international research efforts, in order to bring back Kaunas’ 
modernism on the European and global stage. 
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1.2. Development of the project 
Main actions carried out 
Kaunas is home to more than 6,000 buildings built during the interwar period, which have survived to 
this day. This amazing legacy of diverse modernistic architecture is a living testimony of the city’s 
period of prosperity and modernization, and reflects a whole philosophy of life, which forever changed 
established habits and the balance between work and leisure.  

Alas, today many of these buildings are in poor condition, neglected or even empty, and Kaunas 
modernist architecture faces plenty of issues: higher education institutions abandon valuable 
modernist buildings to avoid high maintenance costs; state institutions move to new premises; 
residents lack the financial resources to properly maintain their property, and the municipality is 
unable to bear all financial costs itself, and has no intentions to invest in acquiring buildings and 
adapting them to the city’s cultural and social activities. The value of the historic and cultural asset is 
equally underestimated by residents, business sector representatives, and the political level. 

THE PROGRAMME OF KAUNAS 2022 EUROPEAN CAPITAL OF CULTURE “MODERNISM FOR THE 
FUTURE” IS AN OPEN SPACE FOR INITIATIVES AND MEETINGS, WELCOMING PROFESSIONALS 
FROM VARIOUS FIELDS, BUILDING OWNERS, HERITAGE COMMUNITY AND REPRESENTATIVES 
OF CULTURAL INITIATIVES FOR DISCUSSIONS, IDEA WORKSHOPS, ART AND CULTURE WHO 
TOGETHER CREATE THE STRATEGY FOR PRESERVATION, INTERPRETATION AND 
DISSEMINATION OF MODERNIST HERITAGE. 

Driven by the idea that Kaunas and its residents need fresh meaning and emotions associated with the 
local heritage, ‘Modernism for the Future’ has strived recently to create a contemporary success story 
built around the preservation of the city’s modernism heritage, using the past as a source of inspiration 
for a modern future. As a result, the number of people joining ‘the modernist network’ (e.g. 
https://modernizmasateiciai.lt/en/) grows steadily every year beyond the sphere of architects and 
architecture theoreticians, participating in various activities contributing to preservation of the 
interwar modernism heritage in Lithuania, strengthening its societal status, shaping the attitude 
towards this exceptional heritage and promoting further research and creativity. The most active 
partners for promoting and interpreting modern architecture in Kaunas: 

- Kaunas University of Technology (KTU) Architecture and Urbanism Research Centre 
(http://www.autc.lt/en); 

- Independent festivals promote interwar modernism: Kaunas architecture festival, Kaunas 
Photo and Kaunas biennial; 

- Lithuanian National Commission for UNESCO, the Department of Cultural Heritage under the 
Ministry of Culture, Kaunas City Museum, Vytautas the Great War Museum, the public 
institution ‘Kaunas fortress projects’ etc.  

- Public excursions are organised by an independent team of architectural historians, 
‘Ekskursas’;  

- Institutions, organisations and individuals residing in modernist buildings are engaged in 
rebuilding houses and apartments and to open their door to the public (Kaunas businessmen 
K.Banys and P.Gaidamavičius, cultural agent D. Lanauskas, etc.); 

- Publishing houses also pay exceptional attention to Kaunas modernism movement – e.g. 
publishing house ‘Lapas’ published, in Lithuania, English and German, an extremely popular 
catalogue ‘Kaunas 1918-2015. Architectural Guide’, as well as a documentary book 
‘Architecture of Optimism. The Kaunas Phenomenon 1918-1940’; 

http://www.autc.lt/en
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- The monthly magazine and webportal ‘Kaunas Full of Culture’ documents and publishes 
relevant articles on this theme, and the TV program “Stop juosta” (J. Pridotkaitė and S. 
Gužauskienė), aired on the TV channel ‘LRT Culture’, broadcasted 15 shows concerning 
Kaunas modernist architecture and 15 broadcasts on the subject of ‘industrial’ interwar 
buildings and personalities; 

- Besides organising excursions in Kaunas modernist masterpieces, the tourism agency 
“Kaunas IN” is networking with modernist architecture developers from other cities 
(currently, 6 Lithuanian cities) and has plans for the near future to initiate a single European 
cities’ modernism network; 

- Independent professionals and NVOs (e.g. “Gražinkime Kauną”, “Art deco Kaunas“, society 
for heritage preservation “Atkura”) participate in various activities not only celebrating 
existing Kaunas interwar heritage, but also advocating for solutions through various actions 
(door and furniture restoration workshops, Kaunas Central Post Office preservation 
initiatives, etc). 

In addition, many soft impact measures are under preparation: international open calls for artists on 
the topic of vanishing modernism, travelling photo exhibition “Kaunas 1919–1939: the Capital Inspired 
by the Modern Movement”, light festival, artist residence project “Kaunas modernism 360/365”, 
competitions and workshops on most attractive modernist details, interactive Kaunas city collective 
memory repository, historical research, international conference, art and theatre projects, 
educational programs, documentary, exhibitions, concerts, cinema shows and performances in 
modernist buildings, and much more. 

To support these activities, as well as to invest in restoration of buildings, Kaunas City Municipality 
plans at least to maintain the current level of yearly financial allocations (30,000 EUR in 2015, 400,000 
EUR in 2016, and 1 million EUR in 2017). Besides financing the program for “Kaunas the European 
Cultural Capital 2022” platform ‘Modernism for the Future’ and efforts related to the inclusion of 
Kaunas modernism in the UNESCO World Heritage list, Kaunas City Municipality also grants around 
800,000 EUR per year to 7 other programs, which include supporting young artists, developing Kaunas 
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Centre pedestrian zone and Old Town cultural and creative space, partly financing professional and 
amateur cultural projects and other initiatives by the citizens. Celebrating the Centenary of the 
Restoration of the Lithuanian State, this year strongly adds to awakening love of the country and 
respect for the living environment.  

4. Impacts 
1.1. Direct impacts 

Impacts on the local government 
The awarding of the European Heritage Label in 2015 was a starting point that strengthened 
kaunasians self-confidence and encouraged municipal politicians to take further actions.  

Kaunas economy has also felt the impact of the modernist movement – in 2015 Kaunas City tourism 
and investment agency “Kaunas IN” presented a thematic tour “Reflections of Kaunas modernistic 
architecture”, which was ordered 6 times in 2015, 23 times in 2016 and 60 times in 2017. Interwar 
modernism also interests foreign investors, keener on establishing their offices in interwar 
architecture buildings (e.g. “Intermedix”). 

Impact on culture and on local cultural actors 
The modernist movement brings together many cultural agents that are active in Kaunas, besides the 
above-mentioned architects and historians. Kaunas modernism has been increasingly recognized by 
foreign media and influencers – it was presented in “The Guardian", Francetvinfo.fr, “LaRepubblica.it”, 
“Switch magazine”, etc. 

Impact on the territory and population 
The active participation of the modernist community is beneficial to the whole city – residents of 
Kaunas build trust in their city and start believing in its image, real estate owners increase their self-
respect and discover the added value of their property, historians collect more stories from residents 
that are more willing to speak out, the city is filling up its collective memory storage, architects get 
inspiration, and the incoming tourism sector is sharing fascinating stories with foreign guests, as well 
as with the locals. 

1.2. Evaluation 
Every modernist community member is responsible for his or her own activities; therefore, there is no 
joint evaluation mechanism related to concrete results. 

1.3. Key factors 
Key success factors for the modernist movement imply that the whole initiative:  

- Encompasses all levels, through a vertical management of the process, which helps not only 
facilitating relations among community members, organizations, artists and other 
stakeholders, but also fostering heritage and ensuring cultural viability, as well as offering 
residents meaningful and wealthy surroundings; 

- Is not imposed from a “top-down approach”, not to raise tension among community members; 
- Evolves steadily over time, to allows the catalysts of the movement to emerge naturally. 

 
1.4. Continuity 
Ensuring preservation, management and access to cultural heritage is set as priority in Kaunas City 
Municipality Strategic Development Plan up to 2022, and strengthening Kaunas’ image as city of 
modernism heritage, contemporary culture and design on international scale is a main goal of Kaunas 
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City Cultural Strategy up to 2027. In total, 12 million EUR will be allocated to “Kaunas 2022” program 
from the municipal budget, plus 4 million EUR as Kaunas District Municipality’s commitment. 

5. Further information 
Kaunas was a candidate for the third "UCLG Mexico City – Culture 21 International Award" (November 
2017 – May 2018). The jury for the award drew up its final report in June of 2016, and requested that 
the Committee on Culture promote this project as one of the good practices to be implemented through 
Agenda 21 for culture. 

This article was written by Gediminas Banaitis, former Chief Specialist at Cultural Division, Kaunas 
City Municipality Administration, Lithuania 
Contact: vilte@kaunas2022.eu  
Website: modernizmasateiciai.lt/en/, kaunas2022.eu/en/modernism-for-the-future/  
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