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At the end of February 1933, when the National socialists came into power, began the most atrocious period in the history of the Jewish people – the Holocaust. The systematic extermination of the Jews, carried out up to the end of the World War II, within the territories under control of the Nazi Germany and its allies, reached the number of 6 million of innocent victims. Many Jews emigrated to their ancient homeland – the Eretz Israel – in the hope to escape this horrible fate.
One of the numerous emigration transports, known in history as the Kladovo Transport, with over 1300 Jewish refuges from the Middle Europe, was halted on their journey to Palestine, in the Serbian small town of Kladovo, in December 1939. The hopes of rescue soon turned into disappointment and great agony. The ships Car Dušan, Car Nikola II and Kraljica Marija became the only home to the refuges until their deportation to Šabac in September 1940. They stayed there until the German occupation in April 1941 only to meet their tragic fate which nobody foreboded at the beginning of the long and painstaking journey. During the “punitive expedition” of the Vermacht, in October 1941, Jewish men from the Kladovo transport and from Šabac itself were killed. Women  and children were taken to the Jewish concentration camp in Zemun at the Belgrade Fair. In spring of 1942, they also were killed together with other prisoners. Only a small group of children and young people, who had immigration certificates, were saved and reached the Holy Land.
Disappearance and rescue from oblivion is the subject-matter of Mirjana Lehner-Dragic’s painting from the very beginning of her professional work.
During the mid sixties of the last century, as an external associate of the Archaeological Museum of Serbia, she participated in the team working at sites of Sip, Kladovo, Lepenski Vir and Hajdučka vodenica. Beauty of the Danube, Djerdap Gorge and the extraordinary art of one of the greatest and most significant Mesolithic and Neolithic cultures became the constant inspiration for the artist. At first sight simple iconography of nature and remnants of material culture of a civilization, concealed, in a symbolic way, disappearance process caused by the construction of the hydroelectric power station. The artist says: “I had dramatic feelings, particularly concerning the flooding of Lepenski Vir. I feel as if I am watching it at this very moment. I had an urge to preserve it through my art so it would not be forgotten”. 

At the same time, the artist kept remembrance of her family and her Jewish people. Through cycles My Aunt Erna’s Lace and They Must Not be Forgotten she did not allow the memories of the atrocities they lived through to fade out.
Cognizance of the fate of people from the Kladovo Transport caused emotional expression represented in the cycle of paintings Hope Remained Forever by the Danube, encompassing together all earlier experience. The deep blue of the sky and the Danube, revived for a moment by lighter color, suggests constant fight between hope and disappointment. Hope expressed through a prayer that the old “Lepenac” would never reach bottom, hope that the innocent refugies would reach Eretz Israel and disappointment that at the end, anyway, everything had disappeared in the darkness.
Mirjana Lehner Dragic was born in Belgrade in 1936. She graduated from the Academy of Applied Arts in 1963, Department of Graphics, in Professor Mihajlo Petrov class. After the end of her studies, she engaged, beside painting, in illustration and equipment of books and teaching. She is member of ULUPUDS from 1970. She was an associate of the Archaeological Museum of Serbia for a number of years, of the Institute for Protection of Cultural Monuments of Yugoslavia, of the Museum of Belgrade, of the Department for Archaeology at the Faculty of Philosophy in Belgrade. In the Jewish Community of Belgrade, she led the Art section Leon Koen, and created a number of scenographies for the theatre King David. She was awarded annual award by ULUPUDS for her Exhibitions Life Bridges (1993), My aunt Erna’s Laces (2003) and Synagogue as Artistic Heritage (2006).
Exhibited works

Lepenac, combined techniques 47x58

At the bottom of the Danube, watercolor 49x69

Water Spirit I, acrylic 40x50

Water Spirit II, acrylic 40x50

Ice-breaker – Iron Gate, acrylic 24x30

Lepenski Vir – landscape, oil 32x35

Ship “Car Dušan”, acrylic 50x70

Object in Kladovo – Monument, acrylic 60x80

Morning Prayer, acrylic 60x80

“Penelope” – Spring, acrylic 50x60
Useless Waiting, acrylic 50x60

“Penelope”, drawing in pencil 50x70

Waiting – Portraits, drawing in pencil 50x66

Ice again, acrylic 50x60

Barracks, drawing in pencil 40x55

Anxiety, watercolor 50x70

Pair, drawing in pencil 43x55
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