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Your award winning documentary about Lithuanian
folk singers Land of Songs will premiere at the 19th EU
Film Festival in Chicago this month. In this film you
follow a group of five močiutės (grandmas) in the village
of Puvočiai recording the rituals of their daily routines
and create a bucolic and  poetic tapestry based on the
vanishing folk songs of Dainava region.  Tell us about
your own Lithuanian heritage and how it influenced you
in making this film? How did you come about the idea
to make this film? 

Growing up, my brother and I spent a lot of
time with our Lithuanian grandmother, who was
a wonderful storyteller. I was transfixed by her
vivid accounts of  her childhood in Lithuania, and
her harrowing experiences during World War II. I
always wanted to record her stories, but before I
got the chance, she suddenly passed away when I
was a teenager. The summer after she passed, my
family and I went to Lithuania for the first time.
We visited friends in the small village of  Puvočiai,
in the southern forest region of  Dzūkija (also
known as Dainava or “the Land of  Songs”). To ac-
quaint us with the oral tradition for which the
area is named, our friends invited the local experts:
a sprightly group of  twelve village močiutės (grand-
mas). I was charmed by their lively spirits and
moved by their haunting songs. They reminded
me of  my grandmother, and I felt I had been given
another chance–I promised the močiutės that I
would come back one day and make a film about

Harmony in Lithuania: Land of Songs
Interview with Director Aldona Watts

Vilnius Committee of Chicago 
Sister Cities International (CSCI)

Since 1993, Chicago and Vilnius have been wor-
king together as “Sister Cities” to support cultural,
educational, business and tourism exchanges
and share best practices for the benefit of the
citizens of both cities. The Vilnius Committee of
Chicago Sister Cities International (CSCI) presents
and supports arts and culture programs, initiates
business exchanges and hosts government de-
legations, among many other activities. CSCI, a
division of World Business Chicago, is committed
to promoting Chicago as a global city, developing
international partnerships and networks, and
sharing best practices on a city-to-city basis with
its 28 international sister cities. 

The Chicago and Chicago Sister Cities In-
ternational is a co-sponsor of the 19th Chicago
European Union Film Festival.

cinema

After sold out engagements in New York,
Vilnius, and Stanford University Land of
Songs, an award winning documentary

about Lithuanian folk singers, had its Chicago
premiere at the 19th Chicago European Union
Film Festival. The film was screened on Saturday,
March 19th, at the Gene Siskel Film Center. The
film’s director, Aldona Watts, was in attendance
and also participated in Q and A session with
audience members. A reception followed fea-
turing Lithuanian food and drink sponsored by
the Vilnius Committee of Chicago Sister Cities
International.

Before the Chicago premier, Ieva Dilytė
spoke with Director Aldona Watts about her
film Land of Songs.

them. They laughed – their own grandchildren
weren’t interested in their songs, and here was this
American teenager who couldn’t get enough! The
years passed and life happened, but I never forgot
my promise. In 2011 I discovered that all but five of
the močiutės had passed away, and I knew it was
now or never. By summer 2012, I was back in the
village to make the film. 

This is your first film, which you made with relatively
small crew and limited resources. Can you tell us about
the process of making this film: gathering support and
resources for the film (crowdsourcing is an interesting
aspect!); shooting the footage on location; post-production;
and distribution of the film? What advice would you give
to young people or just anyone who would like to make
their first film?

I began the project with no filmmaking experi-
ence, not fully aware of  how challenging and ex-
pensive it would be, how long it would take, the sac-
rifice and discipline it would require - which was
probably a good thing! I just dove in and never
looked back. It has been a learning experience every
step of  the way. 

We crowd-sourced initial funds through Kick-
starter, which was a great way to raise money as a
first-time filmmaker. But the best thing about it
was that it connected us with a supportive commu-
nity that has been with us every step of  the way,
and it’s very gratifying to finally be able to share
the film with them! The only issue has been that

the film grew into something much bigger than I
anticipated, and as a result the timeline for each
phase has been longer and more complex - for ex-
ample, we are still in the screening / festival phase
and the film is not yet available on DVD, so when I
get Kickstarter backers emailing me from time to
time asking when they will receive their DVD gift
as promised – I have to tell them we’re not ready
yet and explain that the project just grew into some-
thing much bigger (and better!) than planned. But
people have been wonderfully patient and under-
standing. 

In terms of  the filmmaking process, I come
from a “do it yourself ” so-called DIY background
and I’m generally open to trying things myself,
even if  the result is scrappy and rough around the
edges...so I approached the project with that spirit.
I am also fortunate to have brilliant, gracious friends
both in the US and Lithuania who helped in countless
ways. Our production team in Lithuania was like
family, and the mociutes were incredibly accom-
modating and lovely. 

As for advice, I’d say don’t be intimidated by
the unknown. If  you care deeply about your story
and making it heard then you are the right person
to tell it, and you’ll find a way – even if  it’s not
“perfect.” 

Land of Songs had its world premiere last year at
the Vilnius International Film Festival “Kino Pavasaris,”
featuring special performances by Veronika Povilionienė

They kept on singing: LIthuanian fivesome featured in the pastoral film on Lithuanian ancient folk songs.

After the Chicago premiere of Land of Songs: Director Aldona Watts (l) withLithuanian Consul General Marijus
Gudynas and Ieva Dilytė, manager of international programs of Chicago Sister Cities International (r.)
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and the films characters, the Ethnographic
Ensemble of Puvočiai. Its U.S. premiere
was in New York with the Margaret Mead
Film Festival at the American Museum of
Natural History where it received Margaret
Mead Filmmaker Award Honorable Mention.
This year, it screened to an audience of
over 300 at Stanford University Baltic
Film Series. Did you notice any differences
in how the audiences in U.S. and Lithuania
perceived the subject, and responded to
your film? 

In Lithuania people are of  course
more familiar with the subject, they
see their own families and experiences
reflected in the film – so they feel a
deep connection, and it’s palpable. But
what really surprised and moved me
were the similarities between the au-
diences in the US and Lithuania – peo-
ple laugh and cry at the same parts.

Folk music is a universal language,
and there are many similarities be-
tween Lithuanian dainos and Ameri-
can folk songs. Also, members of  both
audiences have expressed surprise at
how funny the film is – they expected
something sad and serious, and were
delighted by the močiutes’ wry sense
of  humor and the playful bickering
born of  their lifelong friendships. Hu-
mor is one of  the essential ways these
women face the hardships of  their
lives, and people get that – they laugh
along with them.

Land of Songs is praised as a tender,
poetic and humorous tribute to the lives
of these five močiutės. Would you share
any cheerful/funny stories from the making
of the film?

There are so many wonderful

memories...thinking back on them
now makes me smile. One small mo-
ment that pops into my head was the
first day that my brother/cinematog-
rapher Julian, our cinematographer
James and I arrived in the village and
met members of  our Lithuanian team
for the first time, including our local
producer Ignas Kazlauskas and pho-
tographer Aida JK. We went from
house to house greeting the močiutės
and bringing them gifts. Of  course
the močiutės are impeccable hostesses,
so we had to eat and drink our fill at
each house. Our last stop was the
home of  Marytė Bingelienė, who lives
by the river. It was a hot summer day,
so at Marytė’s suggestion, we jumped
in the river with our clothes on to
cool off  a bit. Then she welcomed us
into her home, still sopping wet, with

shots of  vodka to warm us back up
again. Of  course then she and the
other močiutės burst into song. Not a
bad way to start the production!

Now that Land of Songs is gaining
attention and success, are you planning
to develop your inquiry further into your
Lithuanian heritage through cinematic sto-
rytelling? In short ,what are your creative
plans for the future?

I would love to do more projects
in Lithuania. I’ve got a few things
brewing, but it’s too soon to talk about
them...but do stay tuned!

Ieva Dilytė is manager of  interna-
tional programs of  Chicago Sister Cities
International.

Celebrating Lithuanian Independence

It has become a Chicago tradition — every March Chicagoans celebrate
Lithuanian Independence in the Crystal Gardens Hall of  Chicago’s
famous lake-front tourist attraction, Navy Pier.  This year’s event took

place on March 13 and was sponsored by the Consulate General of  the
Republic of  Lithuania in Chicago

The program included kanklės virtuoso Kristina Kuprytė, Lithuanian
choir Dainava, Folk dance troupes: Suktinis, Knights of  Lithuania Dancers,
Grandis, Laumė and Rusnė, and children's pop chorus "Svajonė."

Lithuanian music melded with Flamenco in a World Music extravaganza
performed by Ensemble Espanol and "Streetdancer" together with the

Suktinis dance ensemble.
The “Žaltvykslė” theater group modeled folk dress from various regions

of  Lithuania, while folk artists from the Chicago Lithuanian Folk Art
Institute demonstrated traditional weaving techniques. Samples of  Lithuanian
products were provided by Food Depot International and Lithuanian fare
was catered by Grand Duke's Restaurant.

Chicagoans were able to acquaint themselves with local Lithuanian in-
stitutions   the Balzekas Museum of  Lithuanian Culture, the Lithuanian Re-
search and Studies Center, the Lithuanian Community of  American and
Draugas and Draugas News passed out brochures and samples.

Chicago, Lemont and Waukegan Lithuanian Heritage Schools kept
youngsters entertained with some fun Lithuanian art projects.

Kanklės vituoso Kristina Kuprytė with “Streetdancer”
singer Aldegunda.

Five folk dance troupes performed in Navy PIer — now that’s a celebration!

Grandis dancers.  Photos: J.R. Kuprys Traditional Lithuanian folk dress.


