
101

BOTANICA	 2020, 26(1): 101–108ISSN 2538-8657

10.2478/botlit-2020-0010

professor Povilas Snarskis – life DEDICATED to THE RESEARCH OF 
Lithuanian floRa 

Jūratė Tupčiauskaitė, Radvilė Rimgailė-Voicik*

Vilnius University, Life Sciences Centre, Institute of Biosciences, Saulėtekio Av. 7, 10257 Vilnius, Lithuania 
*Corresponding author. E-mail: radvile.rimgaile-voicik@gmc.vu.lt

Abstract

Tupčiauskaitė J., Rimgailė-Voicik R., 2020: Professor Povilas Snarskis – life dedicated to the research of Li-
thuanian flora. – Botanica, 26(1): 101–108.

The paper presents a brief biography of Professor Povilas Snarskis, and discusses the importance of his work 
for Lithuania. After defending PhD at Vytautas Magus University, P. Snarskis was able to collect invaluable 
data on the Lithuanian floristic diversity and distribution. He actively participated in the development of the 
Lithuanian higher education. In 1947, he became a professor and taught botany at Vilnius University and 
Vilnius Pedagogical Institute. During his professional career, P. Snarskis has published about 60 research and 
popular science works. He was a co-author of Flora of Lithuanian SSR and his three guides to native vascular 
plants still have their high value. The number of Snarskis’ herbarium specimens deposited at Vilnius Univer-
sity Herbarium (WI) and the Nature Research Centre, Institute of Botany Herbarium (BILAS) exceeds 20.000. 
P. Snarskis was an innovator, who used his logic and creativity, and constructed guidelines to achieve his goals 
in difficult historical times.

Keywords: Alchemilla, biography, herbarium, history of science, plant geography.

In 2019, we commemorated the 130th anniversary 
of the birth and 50th anniversary of the death of the 
famous Lithuanian botanist Professor Povilas Snar-
skis (1889–1969). In the middle of the chaos of the 
20th century, P. Snarskis was able to collect invalu-
able data on the floristic diversity and its distribu-
tion in Lithuania. He actively participated in the de-
velopment of Lithuanian higher education and the 
formation of professional Lithuanian plant sciences 
at Vilnius University (VU) and Vilnius Pedagogical 
Institute (later Pedagogical University).

Povilas Snarskis was born on 25 August 1889 in 
Švobiškis village, present Pasvalys district, Lithua-
nia. After graduating from Švobiškis Primary School, 

P. Snarskis studied at Joniškėlis Agricultural School. In 
1910, after graduating from the Panevėžys Teachers’ 
Seminary (LCSA), he became an active member of the 
Lithuanian Teachers’ Union. In 1910–1919, P.  Snar-
skis taught in primary schools, and in 1920–1925, he 
worked at Joniškėlis Agricultural School. In his memo-
ry, Vytautas Gudonis made a roofed pillar in the yard of 
Joniškėlis Agricultural School (Anonymous, 2019a).

P. Snarskis desire to study at university was post-
poned by the First World War, because in 1914 he 
was admitted to the Russian Imperial Army and re-
turned to Lithuania only in 1918 (Butkus & Merkys, 
1999). In 1924, P. Snarskis applied to study as a free 
listener (Fig. 1) at the University of Lithuania in 

“You have to prepare before going to nature. 
Similarly, like people did before going to the church 
in the early days: take a bath, get dressed well and 
have a good will” used to say Professor Povilas Snar-
skis to his students (Janonis, 1999).
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Fig. 1. Povilas Snarskis’ handwritten application to enter the University of Lithuania as a free listener, kept in the office of the 
Chief Archivist of Lithuania (Vytautas Magnus University student files, LCSA F631/7/839/1)
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Kaunas (now Vytautas Magnus University; VMU), 
Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences, De-
partment of Biology. Since 1928 Snarskis began col-
lecting data on the diversity, prevalence and ecology 
of vascular plants. At that time, he was working on 
his diploma work on the distribution of Alchemilla 
aggr. vulgaris  L. in Lithuania. He started from the 
flora of the surroundings of his native village (North-
ern Lithuania), later he explored Kaunas county. In 
1929, P. Snarskis, at the age of 40, completed eight 
semesters of biology studies with good and excellent 
grades (LCSA) and obtained a degree in plant geog-
raphy (Ričkienė, 2017).

Ten years after graduating from university, 
P. Snarskis worked as a teacher at Vytautas Magnus 
Klaipėda Gymnasium and Klaipėda Trade Institute. 
He taught biology, chemistry, physics and math-
ematics. Povilas Snarskis devoted thirty years (from 
1910 to 1940) to teaching, but his personality could 
not come to terms with the occupation. According 
to contemporaries, he was a gifted naturalist with a 
mathematical rationality; he had the stamina and dili-
gence required for scientific work and life in general 
(Butkus & Merkys, 1999). After graduating from 
the University and working as a lecturer, P. Snarskis, 
encouraged by Prof. C. Regel, started collecting data 
for his dissertation on the genus Alchemilla L., the 
diversity of which was utterly unknown in Lithuania 
at that time (Snarskis, 1939). He spent his summer 
holidays and other free time researching Lithuanian 
flora. While preparing his doctoral dissertation, he 
studied Klaipėda county and later also additional 
places connected by railways Klaipėda-Šiauliai, 
Šiauliai-Biržai and Klaipėda-Kaunas. He organized 
excursions for more remote locations. P.  Snarskis 
searched for habitats on foot or by horse-drawn car-
riage. He visited a total of   2.161 sites at a distance 
of at least 5 km and collected 3.835 herbarium speci-
mens (Snarskis, 1939). P.  Snarskis soon became 
known as an insightful flora researcher, taxonomist 
and plant geographer. 

During the interwar period, studies of Lithuanian 
flora were organized at the University of Lithuania, 
and the theoretical goals of Lithuanian botany were 
formulated under the leadership of Professor Constan-
tin Andreas von Regel (1890–1970) (Klimavičiūtė, 
2002). By 1940, under the direction of Prof. C. Regel 
at VMU, P. Snarskis defended his doctoral dissertation 

“Lady’s Mantle (Alchemilla) plants and their distribu-
tion in Lithuania” (Fig. 2). In this work, P. Snarskis 
discussed Alchemilla spp. diversity in Lithuania and 
first prepared and published maps of the distribution 
of plant species in independent Lithuania; the maps 
were designed for Alchemilla species.

Fig. 2. Cover page of Povilas Snarskis’ doctoral dissertation 
“Lady’s Mantle (Alchemilla) plants and their distribution in 
Lithuania” prepared under the direction of Prof. Constantin 
Regel at Vytautas Magnus University

After 1940, P. Snarskis worked at the Department 
of Natural Sciences of Vilnius University (1940–
1967) and Vilnius Pedagogical Institute (1944–1952) 
(Fig. 3). P. Snarskis together with other botanists or-
ganized the Faculty of Natural Sciences and Geogra-
phy of Vilnius Pedagogical Institute and was the first 
dean of the Faculty of Natural Sciences and the head 
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of the Department of Botany (Butkus & Merkys, 
1999; Ričkienė, 2003). In 1947, P. Snarskis became a 
professor at Vilnius University (Klimavičiūtė, 2002), 
gave lectures on plant systematics, plant geography, 
history of biology, courses on the methodology of 
natural sciences, organized plant research excursions 
with botany students (Ričkienė, 2003). As the head 
of the VU Department of Darwinism and Genetics, 
P. Snarskis had to manoeuvre between the politically 
enforceable Michurinist biology and Mendel laws 
theory (Ričkienė,  2017). At that time he began re-
search into introduced plants and made many contri-
butions in this area.

P. Snarskis contributed to the research of Lithua-
nian flora by collecting herbaria. According to 
Jankevičienė & Lazdauskaitė (1999), approximately 
12.000 herbarium sheets were donated by P.  Snar-
skis to the Herbarium of the Institute of Botany  
(BILAS) of the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences. 
About 10.000 herbarium sheets were deposited at 

Vilnius University Herbarium (WI). P.  Snarskis’ 
herbarium collection could hold up to 30.000 speci-
mens, but part of it was destroyed. To our knowl-
edge, the actual number of P.  Snarskis’ specimens 
deposited at Lithuanian herbaria has never been veri-
fied; we know from the published material that in 
1952 and 1969 the numbers of herbarium sheets de-
posited at BILAS were respectively 8080 and 3680, 
and since 1952 there were about 1000–1500 sheets 
of the herbarium per year and that in the mentioned 
year P. Snarskis deposited his personal collection at 
BILAS (Jankevičienė & Lekavičius, 1977).

Prof. Regel’s work (1922–1940) in Kaunas led 
to the first generation of professional botanists. The 
first valuable work of his students was the manual 
for Lithuanian vascular plants (Kuprevičius, 1934), 
which describes 903 native and 243 more common 
introduced species and 170 species that may occur 
in Lithuania (Jankevičienė & Lazdauskaitė,  1999). 
After the World War II, in 1948, based on his her-

Fig. 3. Povilas Snarskis (sitting first from the right) with lecturers of the Faculty of Natural Sciences and Geography of Vilnius 
Pedagogical Institute and graduates of the 7th generation biology-chemistry speciality, June 1952 (photo submitted by Silva 
Žilinskaitė, Vilnius University Botanical Garden, an unpublished archive of Povilas Snarskis)
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barium collections and accumulated professional bo-
tanical knowledge of botany, P. Snarskis published a 
special guide for weeds of cultivated fields in Lithua-
nia (Snarskis, 1948). Besides descriptions of 380 
vascular plant species, he dedicated a considerable 
part of the focus to common plant organography. 
The range of species presented was much larger than 
might be expected, including important grassland 
and forest species that may occur in anthropogenic 
habitats. Later P. Snarskis’ guide on the knowledge 
of Lithuanian vascular plants (Snarskis, 1954) was 
published with all known native (about 1500), intro-
duced (about 600) and 72 species that can be found 
in Lithuania according to their distribution in neigh-
bouring countries (Jankevičienė & Lazdauskaitė, 
1999). Species, the occurrence of which in Lithuania 
was known from the literature, were also included. In 
the guide, the distribution of a total of 385 vascular 
plant species was depicted on 112 maps. A shorter 
and more suitable for field work version of the guide 
was published 14 years later (Snarskis, 1968a). 
P. Snarskis prepared and published not only guides to 
native plants, but also introduced ornamental plants 
(Ribokaitė & Snarskis, 1960; Snarskis & Galinis, 
1974). All P.  Snarskis’ guides were more valuable 
for the following reasons: 1) comprehensive identifi-
cation keys; 2) a wide variety of habitats; 3) primary 
distribution data. The importance of Snarskis guides 
remains high. After Snarskis, only one guide of this 
kind was published (Lekavičius, 1989).

The P. Snarskis’ Guide (1954) is sometimes re-
ferred to as the Minor Flora of Lithuania, which laid 
a solid foundation in the multi-volume monograph 
Flora of the Lithuanian SSR (1959–1980, Vol. 6). 
P.  Snarskis was actively involved in the prepara-
tion of the Flora. Reviewing the Caryophyllaceae 
family, he noted morphological variation of the spe-
cies and described new varieties of the species Stel-
laria graminea L., Saponaria officinalis L. and Si-
lene tatarica (L.) Pers.; and new form of Spergula 
vulgaris Boenn. (Snarskis, 1961a). Analysing the 
Orchidaceae family, he described the new variety 
of Orchis incarnata L. and new forms of Epipac-
tis heleborine (L.) Crantz, E. atrorubens (Hoffm.) 
Besser and Orchis fuchsii Druce (Snarskis, 1963). 
Later in the Flora of the Lithuanian SSR, P.  Snar-
skis reviewed the genera Alchemilla, Amelanchier 
Medik., Aphanes L., Chaenomeles Lindl., Cotoneas-

ter Medik., Cydonia Mill., Malus Mill., Mespilus L., 
Pyracantha M. Roem., Pyrus L. (Snarskis,  1971), 
and with co-authors the Aronia Medik., Sorbus  L. 
(Butkienė & Snarskis,  1971) and Crataegus L. 
(Butkus & Snarskis, 1971) from the family Ro-
saceae. He paid particular attention to the Alchemilla 
genus and described protologues of two new species 
(A. flavescens Sn. and A. viridifolia Sn.), three varie-
ties and 18 forms (Snarskis, 1971) (Fig. 4).

During his fruitful scientific career, P.  Snarskis 
published 60 works (Šarkinienė & Butkus, 1999). 
His papers were about rare and limited distribu-
tion species, analysing their relationship with other 
species in habitats (Jankevičienė & Lazdauskaitė, 
1999). He was the first to deal with the protection 
of Lithuanian endangered habitats (Klimavičiūtė, 
2002) and wrote about economic botany, the history 
of Lithuanian botanical science, Lithuanian botanical 
terminology and educational methodology.

P.  Snarskis described communities with endan-
gered species such as Sesleria caerulea (L.) Ard. 
(Snarskis, 1941), published data on the distribution 
of species and their habitats, and analysed the causes 
of their extinction (Snarskis, 1949, 1958). P. Snar-
skis studied the distribution pattern and habitats of 
Linnaea borealis L. (Snarskis, 1961b), Empetrum ni-
grum L. (Snarskis, 1962), Deschampsia flexuosa (L.) 
Trin. (Snarskis, 1964a), Bistorta major Gray (Snar-
skis, 1968b), Holcus lanatus L. (1969a), Viscum al-
bum L. (Snarskis, 1969b). He also analysed Viccia 
cassubica L., Lathyrus niger (L.) Bernh., Digitalis 
ambigua Murray (1969c), Geranium sanguineum L. 
and Peucedanum oreoselinum (L.) Moench (Snar-
skis, 1964b), Asperula odorata L. and Sanicula eu-
ropaea L. (Snarskis, 1967). Another essential work 
published after P. Snarskis’ death was a monograph 
on oak forests (1972), their distribution and emer-
gence, spruce and pine ratio, and floristic diversity.

In 1959, P. Snarskis was awarded the title of Mer-
ited Researcher, and in 1965 – the State Science Prize 
of the Lithuanian SSR (Klimavičiūtė, 2002). On 17 
November 1969, Professor P. Snarskis passed away 
and was buried in Rasos Cemetery, Vilnius (Butkus 
& Merkys, 1999). P.  Snarskis’ contribution to the 
development of botany in Lithuania was and still is 
highly valued by his colleagues and students. Two 
species have been named in honour of P. Snarskis: 
Alchemilla snarskisii Czerep. (Cherepanov, 1981) 
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and Solidago ×snarskisii Gudž. & Žaln. (Gudžinskas 
& Žalneravičius, 2016). Memoirs of Povilas Snar-
skis have been published (Butkus, 1999). In 2006, 
his former students placed a bench in the Botanical 
Garden of Vilnius University, remembering the lec-
turer’s scientific activities and sincere concern for 
students (Anonymous, 2019b).

During the active years of Povilas Snarskis, the 
social situation in Soviet Lithuania was difficult. The 
surviving Lithuanian intelligence had to make com-
promises and sacrifices. From the memoirs of promi-
nent members of the botanical scientific community 
(Minkevičius, 2003; Dagys, 2006; Natkevičaitė-
Ivanauskienė, 2008), we see that the task was diffi-
cult. Many intellectual researchers did not survive the 
World War II (Vailionytė, 2011; Kuprevičius, 2014; 
Naujalis & Rimgailė-Voicik, 2016) or were forced to 
leave Lithuania (Zemanek & Köhler, 2019).

We believe that it is necessary to recognise the 
importance of P.  Snarskis’ research for Lithuanian 
botanists and to remind the scientific community 
about this extremely dedicated and voluntary per-
sonality. P. Snarskis was an innovator, who used his 
logic and creativity and constructed guidelines to 
achieve his goals in difficult historical times.
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PROFESORIUS POVILAS SNARSKIS – LIETUVOS FLOROS TYRIMAMS SKIRTAS GYVE-
NIMAS

Jūratė Tupčiauskaitė, Radvilė Rimgailė-Voicik

Santrauka

2019 m. sukako 130 metų nuo profesoriaus Povilo 
Snarskio gimimo ir 50 metų nuo šio žymaus Lietuvos 
floros tyrėjo mirties. P. Snarskiui už darbą „Lietuvos 
rasakilos (Alchemilla) ir jų išsiplatinimas“ 1940 m. 
buvo suteiktas daktaro laipsnis. Svarbiausios jo moks-
linio darbo sritys buvo Lietuvos induočių augalų įvai-
rovė ir jų geografinis paplitimas. P. Snarskis paskelbė 
pirmuosius augalų paplitimo žemėlapius Lietuvos teri-
torijoje. Jis yra svarbiausių Lietuvos augalams pažinti 
vadovų, išleistų 1948 m., 1954 m. ir 1968 m., autorius, 

daugiatomio leidinio „Lietuvos TSR flora“ vienas iš 
autorių; iš viso paskelbė 60 mokslo ir mokslo popu-
liarinimo darbų. Lietuvos herbariumuose yra saugoma 
daugiau nei 20 000 P. Snarskio surinktų induočių au-
galų pavyzdžių. XX a. viduryje P. Snarskis aktyviai 
prisidėjo prie profesionalios botanikos mokslo raidos, 
ruošė specialistus Vilniaus universitete ir Vilniaus pe-
dagoginiame institute. P. Snarskis sudėtingu istoriniu 
laikotarpiu dirbo kūrybingai ir novatoriškai siekdamas 
savo tikslų.
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