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Jonas Kulikauskas: Unforgetting

“Everything is the way it is because everything was the way it was.”
—Jonathan Safran Foer, Everything is Illuminated

Can a man forget what he never knew? Can a whole population? How long does it take for 
the multiplying chasms of time, distance, diaspora, and indifference to work their dark magic 
of erasure and codify history’s blind spots? Two generations? Three? Whose responsibility is 
it to keep track of what has occurred in the rooms we now occupy? Each of us ourselves? The 
civic committees who assign commemorative landmarks? The designers of school curriculums? 
Journalists? Maybe excavating the atrocities of the past is best left to those most adept at 
navigating paradoxes, consuming sadness, pulling apart fragile layers, and advancing the 
discourse with empathy. Maybe these matters are best left to artists.

Jonas Kulikauskas was inspired by his Lithuanian heritage and culture—more specifically, the 
glaring historical omissions in his education—to investigate the savage manifestations of the 
Holocaust in the once-vibrant city of Vilnius (aka Vilna, aka Wilno), where by 1941 tens of 
thousands of Jews had been herded into a Nazi-run Ghetto and systematically slaughtered. 
Never heard about it? Most have not—even those like Kulikauskas who have studied Lithuania.
And although his resulting project contains foundational information remediating the historical 
record, in the end, the broader questions it asks get at a more universal aspect of human
nature—our infinite capacity to remember, and our equal ability to forget.

Kulikauskas has chosen a classic pairing of testimonials and photography to create a restorative
dossier layering the Vilnius Ghetto of 1941 with its 2021 reality—in an homage to the victims 
of the Ponary forest massacre, a metaphor-rich account of the archaeological excavation of 
the Great Vilnius Synagogue, and an exploration of the ghetto’s modern-day incarnation. 
Juxtaposed with moving, explicit, yet often matter of fact first-hand accounts of the invasion 
and decimation of the community, are new photographs taken by Kulikauskas, purposefully 
using black and white film through a WWII-era lens. 

What did he expect to find there, when we went with his camera? Ghosts roaming at dusk, 
plaques to victims and heroes? Congregations in rueful mourning? No? What did he find
instead? He found people going about their business—work, weddings, commerce, construction,
whatever—do they have awareness of the bloodsoaked ground on which they trod? Did they 
forget? Or did they, too, never really know about the time the world as we knew it ended right 
below where they now lay their heads to sleep? 

By pairing their ordinary lives with the extraordinary witness accounts of decades ago,
Kulikauskas closes the loop of past and present in a way that makes it clear, as Faulkner might 
say, the past is not dead, it’s not even the past. Will I Often Forget help us to remember? Will 
we remember in time to stop the world from ending again, today, like it has so many times 
before? If we’re to have a chance, we must first learn the history.

—Shana Nys Dambrot
  Los Angeles, 2023



I Often Forget

Vilnius, the capital city of Lithuania, was once referred to as the “Jerusalem of the North,” 
where Litvaks (Lithuanian Jews) thrived for centuries. Before World War II, nearly a third of
Vilnius residents were Jewish. During the Holocaust, more than 90% of the Jewish population
in Lithuania perished.  

My parents were World War II refugees who fled Lithuania and eventually settled in Southern
California. Our family spoke Lithuanian at home, and my siblings and I spent every Saturday
at a Lithuanian Catholic school. We learned Lithuanian history, language, songs, and folk 
dances, and we spent our summers at Lithuanian Scout Camp. I embraced my Lithuanian 
heritage and sent my son Matas  to the same places. He had many of the same experiences
that I had. Growing up in the American public school system, we learned about the
Holocaust, the Final Solution, and concentration camps. At Lithuanian school, Nazi
occupation was discussed, but the Holocaust was never mentioned. Looking back, I realize how 
much this disturbs me. It disturbs Matas too.

In January 2021, I arrived in Vilnius on a Fulbright scholarship to study the remaining
Litvak community. Fastening a World War II-era lens to a newly constructed 8x10” camera, I 
set out with black and white film to explore the streets of what used to be the Vilna Ghetto.
Informed by historical diaries and testimonies, I walked the same cobblestone streets and 
passageways where more than 40,000 Jews were trapped before being systematically killed 
between 1941 and 1943. Much has changed. Today, their voices and stories are nearly lost, 
buried beneath layers of renovated facades, charming cafes, affluent boutiques, and buzzing 
tourist spots. 

Upon my return to the U.S. in October of 2021, I reconnected with some of  my American
Lithuanian friends who could relate to my project. Their interest was inspired by the same
lack of knowledge about the Holocaust in Lithuania. My sister Rima told me that, to
her embarrassment, she first learned of it from a Jewish friend in her college days.
Pondering it further, I visited my school library and found my Lithuanian twelfth-grade
history textbook entitled, History of the Lithuanian Nation, Volume IV (Lithuanian
Educational Council, Inc. in 1977.). World War II is described over seventeen pages. The 
word “Žydai,” or Jews, is nowhere to be found. My brother Andrius pointed out that, in fact, 
Volume III includes information on Litvaks. A chapter simply entitled “Jews” contains only one 
sentence about the Holocaust.

—Jonas Kulikauskas



Author Unknown
Main entrance to the Vilna Ghetto,
1941,
Photograph
From the Collections of the Vilna Gaon Museum of Jewish History

VILNA (VILNIUS) GHETTO 
On September 6, 1941, the German and Lithuanian police began the roundup of the Jews of 
Vilnius into two quarters separated by Vokiečių Street. In October 1941, the Nazis and their 
collaborators closed the smaller ghetto, massacred most of its inhabitants, and transferred 
others to the larger quarter. The noted chronicler of the Vilna Ghetto, Herman Kruk, estimated
that at one point in the fall of 1941, 29,000 Jews who were forced into the Vilna Ghetto occupied
a space that before ghettoization had accommodated between 3,750 and 4,000 people. 

Following the onslaught of the summer and fall of 1941, the persecution of the Jews entered 
a period during which the Germans pressed the ghetto inmates into service for the Reich’s 
war industry. Although large-scale mass shootings abated, killings continued in the form of 
periodic reductions of populations seen as unfit for labor. Dissent and evasion of the rules 
were severely punished. Despair and isolation, vividly described by the survivors, inflicted
severe strains on the mental and social life of the people. In the end, for most of the ghet-
toized Jews, hopes for survival proved illusory. As a temporary reprieve from annihilation, 
life for most of the Jewish inmates amounted to bare subsistence. And yet, the historical
record left behind by the survivors reveals that many Jews trapped in the ghettos fought
tenaciously to preserve meaningful communal life, to sustain a sense of dignity in the face of 
daily humiliation, and to organize passive and active resistance not only to fight back against 
their oppressors but also to provide hope to future generations.

—Saulius Sužiedelis, Professor of History, Emeritus





Ordinance of the Commissioner of the Vilnius District Region for Jews,
1942, Announcement
(20.4 in. x 27.95 in.) 
Photograph by Paulius Račiūnas
From the Collections of the Vilna Gaon Museum of Jewish History
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Zigmund Chajkowski,
The Strashun Library in front of the
Great synagogue,
1944,
Drawing
From the Collections of the Vilna Gaon Museum of Jewish History

THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE OF VILNA (VILNIUS) 
The Great Synagogue of Vilna, built between 1633 and 1635 in Renaissance-Baroque
style, was the oldest and most significant monument of Litvak Jewry. Sadly, like most of
the edifices of Litvak culture, the Great Synagogue was lost. As part of the process to
find a fitting memorial for the Synagogue and its associated buildings, we established
a joint expedition of Lithuanian, Israeli, and North American heritage professionals to
excavate, preserve and present in-situ the remains of the Great Synagogue.

After the liquidation of the small Ghetto on the 21st of October 1941, The Great Synagogue
was ransacked, and important parts of the Aron Kodesh (Torah Ark) were looted. Some 
of these items were recovered and are now displayed in the Vilna Gaon Jewish State
Museum in Vilnius. Despite attempts to preserve the remnants of the Great Synagogue in 
the late 1940s, the Soviet authorities demolished it together with other structures of the 
Shulhoyf. In their place, a brick-built elementary school was constructed in a typically
Soviet unassuming manner. The Vytė Nemunėlis school, which covers half of the remains 
of the Synagogue, operated until 2018. Until such time as a decision is made on how to
develop the site, and to display the results of the excavation, the rooms of the former school 
building are used as artists’ studios.

Attention to finding a proper memorial at the site of the Great Synagogue of Vilna has 
been ongoing since the final years of the Soviet Union. The excavation has been conducted
intermittingly since 2016 by an internationally mixed team of laborers and volunteers 
with the aim of ensuring that Jewish-built cultural heritage is seen as an essential and
inseparable part of both Lithuanian and Jewish heritage that needs to be celebrated by all 
and preserved for perpetuity.

—Dr. Jon Seligman, Israel Antiquities Authority, Jerusalem, Israel
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Sifters containing photographs taken from the
Great Synagogue of Vilna excavation site,
3 ea sifters, 21 ea 8x10” gelatin silver prints



Jonas Kulikauskas
Ponar/Ponary (Paneriai) Memorial
2023,
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Projection of a photograph taken with
a World War II era lens from within a
massacre pit at Paneriai, Lithuania,
black veil, fan, and 75,000 stones

PONARY/PONAR (PANERIAI) 
Ponary/Ponar (Paneriai) became one of the notorious killing fields of the Holocaust, where 
most of those imprisoned at the Vilnius ghetto were taken and murdered. Located on 
a major rail line and near the Vilnius-Grodno motorway, the groves around Ponary had 
once been a favorite escape from the summer heat for city residents. In early 1941 the 
Soviets began the construction here of an underground fuel storage complex. The deep 
pits of this unfinished project provided a gruesomely ideal site for the killing operations. 
In his diary, the Polish journalist Kazimierz Sakowicz (1899-1944), who lived on the edge 
of the Ponary woods and observed the shootings from his vantage point, estimated that 
nearly 5,000 people were shot during the month of July 1941, mostly Jews, along with a 
smaller number of alleged Communists and Polish activists. Sakowicz kept watch and 
wrote: “By the second day, July 12, a Saturday, we already knew what was going on,
because at about 3 P. M. a large group of Jews was taken to the forest, about 300 people,
mainly intelligentsia with suitcases, beautifully dressed… An hour later the volleys began. Ten 
people were shot at a time.”

To carry out the mass shootings of the victims, the German SD founded a special unit composed
of mostly Lithuanian volunteers, known in German as the Sonderkommando (in Lithuanian, 
Ypatingasis būrys, literally, the “Special Squad”). The detailed accounts of their activities in 
postwar trials suggest that those who remained came to see their job as routine and, further, 
as an opportunity for plunder. Germans were present at most of the killing operations and 
oversaw the murders.

The majority of the Ponary victims were Jews from the Vilna Ghetto, although the dead also 
included at least several thousand Jews from shtetls in eastern Lithuania. Thousands of Poles 
and Soviet POWs, and a smaller number of Lithuanians, were also killed here. In 1944 Soviet 
authorities declared an official estimate of 100,000 Ponary victims. Today’s historians put 
the number of Ponary victims at between 75,000 (USHMM) and a lower estimate of nearly 
50,000 by historians working in Vilnius.

–Saulius Sužiedelis, Professor of History, Emeritus
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