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Australia's Institute Tree

In our Archives’ collection, we have a large oil painting of a tree bearing the fruit of the

IBVM and CJ foundations made from the establishment of Mary Ward’s Institute in 1609.

Known as the ‘Institute Tree’, it is a powerful representation of the extent of the

foundations made, but more importantly, a symbol of the common ancestry of these

foundations. It became an iconic feature of the decoration of the front hall of Mary’s Mount

in Ballarat, greeting generations of students as they arrived at school. However, its origins

and relevance had been lost.

Thanks to research by Sr. Jane Kelly and Sr. Sandra Perrett and our IBVM and the

Congregation of Jesus Archives and archivists, the story has been uncovered.  An almost

illegible signature told us that the painting was done by a Mother Eugenie Haxo. 

We discovered that Mother Eugenie had been the Consultor for the Superior of the IBVM

Vicenza House in Italy.

Both she, and the then Superior, Mother Antoinetta Menegozzi, were staunch supporters of

the movement for Union in the early 20th Century, along with Australia’s founder, Mother

Gonzaga Barry.  

Mother Eugenie was an artist, and other extant work includes her Stations of the Cross in

Vicenza and painted windows in the Chapel of Vicenza.

M. Eugenie Haxo’s signature on the painting of The Institute Tree after cleaning.
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The Institute Tree after conservation work in 2012.

 

Later additions such as the labelling of later foundations and the over-painting of the original label in the

bottom left-hand corner were not removed as they form part of the story of the canvas. The painting was

probably reframed in this stand in the 1920s as the original painting hung on the wall.
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A diagrammatic family tree seems to have been first used in the IBVM in 1905 when

Mother Elise Blume, 14th General Superior of the Roman Branch, was presented with a

painting or drawing by Mother Engelberta Biersack of Munich for her Golden Jubilee on 30

July 1905. This tree, however, was a different design to ours.

The first mention of our tree is in a letter from Mother Antoinetta Menegozzi, Vicenza, to

Mother Gonzaga Barry, dated 4 July 1907. In this letter, Mother Antoinetta tells Mother

Gonzaga that Mother Eugenie Haxo had given her a painting of the Institute Tree for her

Golden Jubilee. It is described as a:

"picture painted in oils by one of our nuns and... represents the historique tree of our

Institute; a gigantic tree... Each root represents one of the Foundations of Mary Ward.”  

On 17 July 1907, Mother Antoinetta wrote to Mother Gonzaga saying that she was sending

the painting to Rathfarnham when Mother Gonzaga was there for the 1907 General

Council:

“May the Lord accompany this tree with the most abundant blessings so that it will

produce abundant fruit and show all the dear Mothers of the Chapter that it will continue

the flowering of our beloved Institute so long as all the branches remain firmly attached

to it. I eagerly await news of you and to hear the result of the elections, with totally

understandable impatience.”

The timing of this gesture was important as it was on the eve of the General Chapter when

the General Superior, Mother Michael Corcoran, was proposing new Constitutions which

would have facilitated Union but was under threat of losing her position through the

opponents of Union. The painting was sent as concrete evidence of the common ancestry

of the various branches and supporting the argument for the Union of these branches.

On 31 July 1907, Mother Gonzaga sent a letter of thanks:

“Now, I must thank you from my heart, dear Reverend Mother, for that beautiful Tree

and Map. They arrived the eve of St. Ignatius’ and were immediately brought up to the

room where I am. The Tree with its beautiful fruit is opposite to me as I write. I can never

be sufficiently grateful to you telling me of it – and sending it to me. I will tell you more

of it when it has been shown to the Community and Visitors here.” 

On 2 November 1907, Mother Gonzaga tells Mother Antoinetta that she is taking the tree

to Australia,

“I am taking your beautiful Tree to Australia where it will be appreciated as it deserves.

Your name is on the canvas. So all can see to whom we owe it.”
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On 25 March 1908, Mother Gonzaga refers to the painting again in a letter to Mother

Antoinetta:

"… but I must tell you this that your beautiful tree of the Institute is in the most

prominent place in Mary's Mount in the Front Hall under a large statue of Blessed Mother

of the Immaculate Conception. And I often see visitors, Bishops, Priests, and our own

children standing before it to read and admire it, and it is quite a revelation to many,

the extent of our Institute."

And again on 15 December 1908:

"Your beautiful Tree is still under the Statue of Mary Immaculate in the Entrance Hall and

often reminds me of you and Vicenza as I pass by and say a prayer for you".

The label on our tree has been painted over the original label. The original label can be seen in an earlier

photograph of the painting, on the right, taken before the alteration.



Cameos from the Archives
A Symbol of Unity

Rediscovering the provenance of the painting and the story of its long journey from

Vicenza to Dublin to Ballarat has revealed a greater intrinsic value than was initially

apparent. 

The letters, preserved in our Archives, reveal that the painting symbolises the growth of

Mary Ward's Institute and alliances between sisters all over the world.  

For more on our collection, go to the Archives page on our website HERE

The front entrance of Mary’s Mount where the Tree was displayed

next to the statue of the Immaculate Conception and under the

portrait of Mary Ward.

https://www.loreto.org.au/about-us/archives/

