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The “Memories of Plants” exhibition provides a
unique reflection of the Vilna Jewish world that
was destroyed in World War 1l and the
Holocaust. Photographs of the Jewish
community, discarded in the streets of the Vilna
ghetto after its liquidation in September 1943
and preserved in the Vilna Gaon archives for
decades, are printed onto leaves by the artist
Dovilé Dagiené with sublime talent. For me,
these leaves symbolize perpetual growth and
adherence to the human spirit; they constitute
yet another way to connect with that rich and
diverse world that was destroyed and to the
memory that emerges from it.

The leaves remind us of the living and the
meaningful place of the act of remembrance
and commemoration for the edification of
posterity. This exhibition dedicates a new
gallery at the Ghetto Fighters House, to be
devoted to art exhibitions that deal with the
former Soviet territories. For good reason, it
abuts the permanent historical exhibition on
the Holocaust of Soviet Jewry, also recently
dedicated, which offers a pioneering and
respectful place to the topic generally and to
the founders of kibbutz Lohamei Hagetaot who
came from these areas particularly.
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Dovilé Dagiené is a contemporary artist and
photographer, living in Vilnius, Lithuania. In her
works, leaves from plants serve as a background
onto which photographs of Jewish children from
Vilna are copied. Like leaves that have dropped from
trees, such photographs drifted among the yards
and streets of the Vilna Ghetto after it was
destroyed. They were gathered into the archive of
the Vilna Gaon Museum of Jewish History, which was
re-established in the summer of 1944, after the city’s
liberation. The inspiration for Dovilé Dagiené’s works
came from the story of Jewish botanist Jakub
Mowszowicz, who worked at the Stefan Batory
University in Vilna in the interwar period and
researched the local flora. In 1941, Mowszowicz was
arrested and confined to the Vilna Ghetto, and there,
secretly, he began to teach botany to the Ghetto
children. One day before the Ghetto was destroyed,
he fled and hid in the University’s botanical garden
until the city was liberated.
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Mowszowicz’s entire family perished, together with
most of the children from the underground school
where he’d taught. In time, he would become a
professor and head the department of geobotany at
the University of Lodz in Poland. The artist uses a
technique of organic photography, printing photos
by means of chlorophyll. The prints form a
connection between unnamed children and the
natural flora of the environment they lived in. Plants
are sometimes the only witnesses to the events of
history. Despite their fragility, the leaves continue to
renew themselves as part of the cycle of life in
nature and thus they become unique monuments of
time and memory. The shadows of the painful past,
the destinies and the dreams unfulfilled, look at us
from within the framed leaves of plants.
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| came up with the idea of printing photographs on
plant leaves when | came across the story of the
botanist Jakub Mowszowicz while working on the
idea of plant memory. Mowszowicz was a botanist of
Jewish origin who worked at Stefan Batory University
in Vilnius. Before the war, he defended his
dissertation on the flora of the Paneriai meadows.
During the war, the young scientist had to go into
hiding in the botanical garden. There are testimonies
and stories that he brought Jewish children from the
Vilnius Ghetto to the botanical garden during the
war. It seems that he wanted to show the children
the garden and the plants, as if to give them a chance
to recover from the horrors of war. This story touched
me deeply and inspired me to search for children’s
faces in the archives. In recent years, while creating
the works of the series “Memories of Plants”, | choose
organic photographic processes to re-create the
images. This is a long-established alternative organic
photographic process that uses light-sensitive plant
pigments, usually chlorophyll, to produce a
photographic image. One of the possible results of
the anthotype technique is chlorophyll imprints or,
as | propose to call them - “phytographies”

(Gr. phyton - plant, grapho - | write).
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A work by photographer Alicia Shahaf from the
exhibition "Rib Cage". This is a leaf that she
chose from near her home. A single, perishable
leaf with a concentrated, sensitive, quiet power
that expresses how cyclical and fragile life is.
The “Rib Cage” exhibition was mounted in 2022
at the Be’eri Gallery, in Kibbutz Be’eri near the
Gaza border. The gallery was entirely burnt
during the events of October 7th, and it is now
undergoing restoration and reconstruction.
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