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The border between Lithuania and Belarus once was a fluid border between

Soviet republics. Today it is one of the forgotten European outskirts with the
Schengen fence dividing communities, families, lives.
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One hour drive from Vilnius, the Lithuanian capital, everyone has to pass a strict border control, when
leaving the “Free West” towards Belarus, “the last dictatorship in Europe”. Crossing this border is a time
consuming and almost absurd performance. However, there are people who are confronted with this border on a daily basis, where the border literally cuts through their backyard.
What used to be a daily routine of paying a visit to relatives or friends, going to church or to the cemetery
now became a complicated process involving cross point schedules, visa and other complicated bureaucratic procedures. A great example of forgotten ‘European outskirts’, the paradox of the free Schengen
region which here is dividing communities, families and lives.

The Lithuanian – Belarusian border region is an area of small villages that 20 years ago used to be part of
one same country. Since 2003 there is a border dividing the European Schengen zone from Belarus with
the authoritarian regime of Lukashenko. Sadly enough fences of the border don’t only mark the political
differences between two counties, it literally tears apart several villages and sadly enough the lives of
people, who happened to live there.
Lena remembers how they often made jokes with friends, that her countryside house left behind in Belarushas view on European Union. On a weekend trip to the borderline zone, Lena and her friend Dima
try to spot her house through the border fence from Lithuanian side. They question themselves who has
actually put the fence up and paid for it. Belarusians or Lithuanians? In this absurd setting of quiet nature
being put in the cage, Lena just hopes she could eventually get to the other side, home. Her house feels
so close and so far at the same time.
Apparently, Lena is not allowed to go back to Belarus due to an exile sentence, that would expire in the
coming year. She asks Dima to take care of her house while she has to live in Vilnius. Lena presumes it
is because of her work in human rights, which is an inconvenient matter for the Belarusian authoritarian
regime. She never regretted her life choices, but the process of being banned from being at home feels
painful.
We arrive at the other side of the border fence and we encounter Renya while picking mushrooms and
berries in the woods. She knows this forest for many years, and even got used somehow to this recent
border. She believes it is indeed very strict, mentioning she has to carry her passport all the time. It feels
like imprisonment, for which she doesn’t really understand the reason.

We encounter Renya’s modest household and meet her daily routines: feeding her animals, taking care of
the garden,… things that keep a 79 year old busy. Once all the duties of the day are done, she is alone at
home happy to receive some landline phone calls. In a conversation with her friend we discover her son is
on the other side of the border – in Lithuania. She hasn’t been there ever since the border was closed. The
visa procedures became too complicated, so she patiently waits for his heart-warming visits. Only the T.V.
produces other voices in her house: Renya’s empty village feels like the end of the world. across the border
again to another small village in the region. Ivan, a middle-aged man is taking notes in his notebooks while
talking to someone. It becomes clear that the conversation is about the visa application in order to visit an
old sick mother across the border. Once finished to collect the necessary data from the lady, Ivan continues
the online forms at home. He mostly helps elderly people with their visa applications. For those people,
not having a computer or internet, it would be impossible without his help. Today Ivan lives alone in his
house, but it wasn’t like that all the time. We discover the closing of the border torn also his family apart.
Ivan tries to keep himself busy with his bees until the evening comes and his loneliness becomes more difficult to bear. Calling his faraway daughter seems the only way to get out of the social isolation for a while.

Victoria and Victor live on Belarusian side. They are getting ready for an important journey. It is All Saints’
day and they will visit the cemetery at the other side of the fence. All Saints is one of the very few days a
year when they would open the crossing-point here. Since many people have relatives buried on the other
side from the times when there were no borders, it really is a big day for the inhabitants. But the visit is only
possible for people with visa or permit, others have to ask someone else to at least bring flowers to the
graves of loved ones. Victoria and Victor seem to be the lucky ones to be able to cross. People are waiting
impatiently at the crossing-point which is just an improvised opening in the fence, The border police put
planches on the ploughed, muddy soil to create a sort of a ‘bridge’ to step on. People have to wait while
their documents and bags with a few plastic flowers and candles are checked. Victoria and Victor cross and
on their way to the cemetery we learn the border isn’t only making their actual lives complicated, but also
marks some traumatic memories. During the period the border completely closed, Victoria’s father passed
away. The new strict regulations did not even allow relatives to cross for the funeral. They all just met close
to the fence, together with the coffin. This was the only way she could say goodbye to her father. She
couldn’t even pass the flowers through the fence. Hence, their yearly walk to the cemetery has become a
symbolic overcoming, a funeral they never had the chance to attend. A few hours later people have to rush
back and the small door inside the fence would close again for many months.
Story after story absurd at times details of the surreal but yet so ordinary reality of living in the forgotten
borderline zone comes together. Border patrols keep patroling empty landscapes. Seasons change
embracing character’s melancholies uniting their stories into a collective portrait.
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