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uozapas Jakštas swings back the large wooden 
panels making up the southern wall of his 
church, which open like a giant altarpiece 
overlooking the fields and forests on the edge 

of Aukštaitija National Park in eastern Lithuania. 
Then he stands back to reveal the beautifully 
carved sculptures of the interior — St Michael 

vanquishing the devil, the twelve Apostles in the 
form of doves, biblical excerpts carved on the 
inside of the oak doors. “These are our core values, 
they are human nature,” he explains, tracing his 
hand across an inscription. “They stay the same 
throughout history — despite all the changes 
history has brought with it.”

Jakštas, a master sculptor and cross-carver, is 
completely self-taught. A builder by profession, 
he studied engineering but in 1977 — disillusioned 
with the ideology of the Soviet authorities in 
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Above: Lithuania’s famous Hill of Crosses. The large, roofed 
wooden cross to the right of the steps (framed here by the 
two large sculptures of Christ), is by Juozapas JakŠtas (photo 
by Rudolf Abraham).
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Lithuania at that time, and more particularly, 
their attitude towards religion — he quit his job. 
He had no specialist training in art or sculpture 
— he was a site manager, he explains, in charge 
of various building projects. With a swathe of 
responsibilities, Jakštas didn’t 
have time to even think about 
art, let alone study it. He began to 
drink heavily when he left his job 
— “really heavily” he says with 
an emphatic sweep of his hand. 
A dark period for him — then he 
found inspiration in faith. “One 
day, I just woke up and decided 
I would start carving,” he states 
simply, “and my sole inspiration 
for this decision was God.”

He stands neatly dressed in his garden, with 
waistcoat and striped shirt, a dark beret perched 
on his head; clean-shaven but with a dusting of 
white stubble on his chin, and a scattering of gold 
teeth. His eyes are a bright steel blue, 
his hands cracked and powerful. 

Jakštas was born in this region 
of Lithuania — the house behind us, 
where he lives, once belonged to his 
parents. After he had started carving, 
he took over the garden area — there 
was a barn rather than a church here 
at the time, and the barn served as a 
store for his early work. Then in 1987 
he became the regional leader of the 
national reform movement called 
Sąjūdis. Before long, his name was 
passed on to the Soviet authorities 
by informers, and Jakštas’ barn 

was burnt down. So — as much a statement of 
defiance as an act of faith — he built a church in 
its place.

The sculpture within the south wall of the 
church is carved from one enormous slab of oak. 

He chuckles when I comment on 
this, telling me with a wry smile 
that once, when he was com-
missioned to produce a sculpture 
for a local Soviet official, he 
deliberately chose the largest piece 
of oak he could find — despite 
the commissioned work being 
quite thin — so that he would 
have a decent-sized piece left over 
for his own, spiritual works. The 
majority of Jakštas’ large-scale 

works are carved from oak; smaller sculptures are 
usually in linden.

Inside the church, Jakštas ushers me upstairs, 
passing a small study crammed ceiling-high with 

Right: Sculptures within the south wall of the 
church in Juozapas JakŠtas’ garden (photo by 
Rudolf Abraham).

Juozapas Jakštas swings 
back the large wooden panels 
making up the southern wall 
of his church, which open like 
a giant altarpiece overlooking 

the fields and forests on the 
edge of Aukštaitija National 
Park in eastern Lithuania. 
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books, with a window overlooking the garden, and 
a trio of shallow-relief panels in pale linden, to his 
personal chapel. He emphasises more than once, 
that when creating his works he had little by way 
of resources, but did all he could within his means 
to create something worthy. 

We go downstairs again but before we go back 
out into the garden he reaches over to a pietà in 
one corner, where a small folded piece of paper 
is held in a notch in the wood. He unfolds the 
crumpled and weather-worn piece of paper, and 
holds it open towards me. It is a document from 
the Soviet archives, which Jakštas located once 
they had become accessible, and contains official 

observations on his mother — who, out here in 
the woods, was suspected by the Soviet authorities 
of taking wounded partisans into her care.

The Cross-crafting tradition
Woodcarving is omnipresent in rural Lithuania 
— from column-like sculptures en crusted with 
figures from Lithuanian folklore, and understated 
details on traditional farmhouses, to the dis-
tinctive, elaborate crosses and shrines which stand 
by roadsides.

These ‘crosses’ and shrines, often several 
metres high, are not necessarily shaped as a 
crucifix — as often as not they are a tall column 
topped with a small roof, frequently with small 
sculptures of saints and other finely carved details. 
Consecrated by a priest, they stand by roadsides, 
at the entrances to villages, at bridges and fords 
and other potentially dangerous locations, as well 
as outside homes and farmsteads. Synonymous 
with Lithuania’s national and religious identity 
— in particular following predominantly Ro-
man Catholic Lithuania’s incorporation into 
the (mainly Orthodox) Russian Empire in the 
nineteenth century, and with the Soviet occu-
pation following the Second World War — they 

are linked to harvest ceremonies and 
other celebrations, and provide a meet-
ing place and an important focus for 
local communities. Food and other 
offerings are made at the crosses — 
coloured scarves for a wedding, aprons 
for fertility. The deeply symbolic 
cross-crafting culture of Lithuania 
was inscribed on the UNESCO list of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2008.

Wooden crosses and other sym-
bolic wooden designs are found all over 
Lithuania, though the location most 
often associated with crosses and cross-
crafting is the so-called Hill of Crosses 
(Kryžių kalnas in Lithuanian), a low 
mound, once the site of a fort, which 
rises above the surrounding plain a few 
kilometres north of Šiauliai. The first 

Master sculptor and cross-carver Juozapas JakŠtas beside 
the sculptures in the south wall of the church in his garden 
(photo by Rudolf Abraham).

Left: Our map shows the location of the main sites 
mentioned in the text within Lithuania (scale 1:6.6m).
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crosses are said to have been erected 
here by relatives of those killed in the 
1831 uprising against Imperial Russia, 
and it has since become a major pil-
grimage site, with Pope John Paul 
II visiting in 1993, and a monastery 
built nearby in 2000. The site was 
repeatedly destroyed (and bulldozed) 
by Soviet authorities during the 
Soviet occupation of Lithuania, but 
each time people immediately began 
erecting crosses again. 

Someone once tried to count the 
exact number of crosses here, though 
they never quite managed and it’s 
easy to see why — there are thought 
to be over 100,000 of them, in all 
shapes and sizes. From huge carvings 
to tiny crucifixes — in wood, metal, stone, enamel 
or plastic, faded and weather-worn for the most 
part but with the occasional bright splash of 
colour — they are slung with a plethora of rosaries 
and benedictions scribbled on scraps of paper, and 
dotted with plaques and dedications in a profusion 
of languages by pilgrims from Lithuania, Poland, 
Croatia, Portugal, Brazil, Australia and elsewhere.

The Hill of Crosses is also, along with Vil-
nius, one of the two standard calling points on 
whirlwind coach tours of the Baltic states — with 
the result that this quiet, rural spot can easily 
become overrun with tour buses.

One of the largest crosses at the Hill of Crosses 
— the large, roofed wooden cross on the right as 
you begin to climb the steps — is a work by Jakštas. 
‘Great Cross’ was erected in 1981, on a date just 

before the Soviet authorities were due to bulldoze 
the site. The fact that they decided not to raze 
the site on this occasion, is popularly attributed 
to Jakštas installing his ‘Great Cross’ (though it’s 
more likely that, since the date was close to several 
large religious festivals, the authorities feared their 
actions might lead to widespread political unrest).

AukŠtaitija National Park
In Aukštaitija National Park, between the villages 
of Meironys and Palūšė, I go in search of a group 
of sixteen wooden sculptures near the shores of 
Lake Lūšiai. Established in 1974, Aukštaitija is 
the oldest of Lithuania’s five national parks, and 
is studded with well over a hundred lakes. Palūšė 

Aukštaitija National Park (www.anp.lt, www.lithuania.
travel) lies around 100 kilometres north-east of Vilnius. 
Eight local trains run each day from Vilnius to Ignalina, 
just 5 kilometres from the park headquarters in Palūšė. 
These trains take between 80 and 110 minutes for the 
journey; the fare is €4.05. A local bus service runs be-
tween Ignalina and Palūšė. For assistance exploring 
Aukštaitija beyond the reach of public transport, the 
author recommends Edvinas Pundys at Seagull Group 
(edvinas@seagull-group.com or +370 6781 7722).

The Hill of Crosses lies around 12 kilometres north 
of Šiauliai, which can be easily reached by rail or bus 
from Vilnius. Four trains each day ply the route, taking 
just over two hours for the 212-km journey. The single 
fare is €9.67.

There are nine buses daily from Šiauliai bus station 
(close to the railway station) to the Hill of Crosses. Alight 
at the Domantai bus stop. Note that the international 
coaches bound for Riga pass close to the Hill of Crosses 
but do not stop at the Domantai bus stop.

Travel notes

Crucifix on the Hill of Crosses slung with a rosary (photo by 
Rudolf Abraham).
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is the home of the national park headquarters, 
as well as Lithuania’s oldest surviving wooden 
church, dating from 1750.

The sculptures lie at the end of an overgrown 
track — they are strangely enigmatic structures, 
carved in 1977 and inspired by 
the folklore of the surrounding 
region. Two of them have several 
squat, mischievous-looking devils 
carved on them, a reference to a 
devil said to live in a nearby lake. 
An even more extensive group of 
sculptures is the Hill of Witches 
(Raganų kalnas), near Juodkrantė 
on the Curonian Spit. Begun in 1979, it now 
has over 80 sculptures of witches (as the name 
suggests) and other characters from Lithuanian 
folklore. 

Lithuania was one of the last nations in 
Europe to abandon its pagan gods and embrace 

Christianity — and although the official date for 
the nation’s adoption of the Christian faith is the 
late fourteenth century, pagan customs persisted 
for much longer than this in rural areas. St Jonas’ 
Festival (Joninės), a midsummer folk festival held 

widely across Lithuania on 24 
June, is filled with references to 
the nation’s pagan past.

Much of Lithuania’s surface 
area is forested. As one travels 
across the country the forests feel 
extensive, enclosing the horizon 
lines of the otherwise pancake-
flat landscape, beneath one of the 

most enormous arcs of sky imaginable.
A light drizzle is falling in Juozapas Jakštas’ 

garden. He gestures beyond the chapel, point ing 
out a large sculpture of a Lithuanian maiden, who 
stands gazing out over the field beyond. In her 
hands she carries a small cross, blessed by Pope 
John Paul II.

Juozapas Jakštas invites me into his farm-
house, donning specs as we sit around a simple 
wooden table, with photos of his extended family 
on the wall behind. Thick coffee is served, along 
with fresh honey bread (pyragas), delicious curd 
cheese (varškės sūris) and fantastically rich, dark 
honey from his beehives. He is still sculpting, he 
says, though he doesn’t have much free time, what 
with running the farm — as well as crops such as 
rye and buckwheat, he has a cow, chickens and two 
pigs to attend to, not to mention those beehives.

Before I leave, I ask him why he thinks 
sculpture, and more particularly carving in wood, 
are so important for Lithuanians. “It’s ingrained 
in our spirit,” he replies, brow creased. “We’re a 
nation from the countryside, from the forests — 
wood has always surrounded us.” Then, raising his 
hand as if for emphasis, he continues: “It’s in our 
genes.”
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Croatia’. You can find out more about Rudolf’s 
work at www.rudolfabraham.co.uk.

In Aukštaitija National 
Park, between the villages of 
Meironys and Palūšė, I go in 
search of a group of sixteen 
wooden sculptures near the 

shores of Lake Lūšiai.

Sculpture of a devil, by Lake LūŠiai between the villages of 
Meironys and PalūŠė, AukŠtaitija National Park (photo by 
Rudolf Abraham).


