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THE STORY OF 
THE CENTENARY
SCULPTURES
THE CENTENARY SCULPTURES ATTEMPTS TO CAPTURE THE RICH 

HISTORY OF THE SISTERS OF MERCY IN MILDURA AS WELL AS THE 

CONTRIBUTION THEY HAVE MADE TO CATHOLIC EDUCATION IN THE 

LOCAL AREA AND OUTLYING DISTRICTS.

A hundred years ago, a group of courageous pioneering Sisters of Mercy 

came to Mildura to minister to the spiritual, physical, and educational 

needs of the many families who had settled here. The Mildura Mercy  

story is one of triumph over adversity, courageous initiatives, and 

remarkable confidence in the providence of God.

Among the many initiatives undertaken by the Sisters, St Joseph’s 

College remains the most long-lasting and continually evolving. As well 

as demonstrating excellence in education, the college has been shaped – 

and continues to be shaped – by the Mercy values of spirituality, justice, 

compassion, service, hospitality, and community. They are the college’s 

heartbeat, colouring the lives of those who study and work here. Mercy 

Day is proudly celebrated each year in September. Liturgical celebrations 

such as the St Joseph the Worker Feast Day Mass in April and classes in 

religious education continue to imbue students with these values, as do 

outreach programs in the community.

Mildura and the Murray River are forever intertwined, and thus it seems 

fitting that this iconic Sunraysia feature should form the basis of the 

Memorial. The ribbons of bronze link the various vignettes on either side 

and symbolise not only the river, but also life and celebration as the 

college moves into the next hundred years.
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BOARDING SCHOOL LIFE
A boarding school was established in 1911 in a rented 

cottage in Olive Avenue and moved to various premises 

over the years until a new parish church was built in 1921. 

The former church building was given to the Sisters and 

became part of the boarding school which eventually 

closed in 1974. Aspects of boarding school life enshrined  

in the memories of many boarders appear here: shelling 

peas into large hessian bags; collecting meals from the  

‘hole in the wall’ window of the convent kitchen; and  

sleeping in dormitories which had windows with canvas 

blind coverings and fly wire in place of glass panes.

SISTER M. PANCRATIUS HOLLAND 
AND BALLROOM DANCING
While many fine principals have contributed to the 

development of St Joseph’s College since it first opened 

in 1929, Sister Pancratius is remembered with a particular 

fondness. ‘Sister Pan’, as she was known, introduced 

ballroom dancing into the college curriculum. Initially 

added to teach social skills, the dance classes led to 

college socials and balls. This scene set in the 1960s 

depicts Sr Pan supervising a ballroom dancing class  

with some of the college’s buildings in the background.

6.6.

7.7.

LEFT SCULPTURESCULPTURE
ARRIVAL OF FIRST SISTERS
The pioneering Sisters of Mercy – Mother Magdalen 

Edgeworth and Sisters Gertrude Enright, Evangelist 

Mulvay, Bridget Kilmurray, and Lucy Chubb – arrived 

in Mildura in December 1905. They most probably 

travelled by horse and cart. In the background are 

the Murray River, the old bridge, and one of the early 

paddle steamers.

1.1. VISITATION
An important contribution of the Sisters was their 

support of Sunraysia families. As part of their ministry, 

the Sisters visited the sick and needy at home or in 

the hospital, travelling on foot in all weather conditions. 

Although families had little to spare in the early days, 

they would often share their produce with the Sisters. 

This scene shows a family visited by a couple of 

Sisters. Grapes in the foreground and the vineyard 

in the background acknowledge the importance of 

viticulture to the area.

5.5.

FIRST CATHOLIC PRIMARY 
SCHOOL IN MILDURA
In January 1906 the Sisters opened a primary school in the 

parish church. In the foreground, one of the Sisters teaches 

the first group of students. The parish church is shown in 

the background. A scene to the right depicts schoolchildren 

picking apricots. Each January, when school was closed, 

children from the community worked together to pick fruit.

2.2.

MUSIC LESSON
From the beginning, the Sisters championed the arts 

by teaching music, painting, drawing, chip carving,  

and needlework. Fees from music lessons formed a  

major source of income for the pioneering Sisters.  

Fetes were also held to raise money.

3.3.

ESTABLISHMENT OF MERBEIN SCHOOL
By 1927 the Sisters began an outreach school in the 

Merbein Catholic Church, Our Lady of the Sacred Heart. 

Later, in 1933, they established a school in Red Cliffs.  

In this roundel, primary school children play outside  

the Merbein church school.

4.4.
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RIGHT SCULPTURESCULPTURE
CURRENT STUDENTS
Since its establishment in 1929, St Joseph’s College has 

continued to be at the forefront of education. Buildings have 

evolved and, in some cases, been replaced over the years to 

meet the continuing demands of a growing school population. 

Community, a core value at the college, is nurtured among 

staff and students alike. Here, present-day students interact 

with one another as they enjoy a break from classes. Modern 

buildings from the Langtree Park area stand in the background.

8.8. VISUAL AND 
PERFORMING ARTS
Music, art, graphic design, drama, and dance  

form an integral part of the college curriculum. 

This roundel depicts the visual and performing 

arts tradition inherent in a Mercy education.

12.12.

STUDENTS STUDYING
The college offers a wide range of courses, including 

English, Italian, History, Business Studies, and Technology. 

The students pictured here work on projects for various 

subjects while, in the background, the library is being  

used for research and as a place to study.

9.9.

SCIENCE, PSYCHOLOGY 
AND MATHEMATICS CLASSES
St Joseph’s has an extensive curriculum which enables 

young people to explore various aspects of science, 

mathematics, and psychology. This scene shows students 

working diligently at assignments in these subjects.

10.10.

FOOD, TEXTILES AND 
MATERIALS TECHNOLOGY
All students can take classes in food, textiles, and 

materials technology. Sewing, woodwork, and cooking  

are some of the courses the students enjoy in this vignette.

11.11.

TOWARDS THE FUTURE
The Hot-air Balloon Festival is an important event in  

the Mildura calendar. Here, the balloon symbolises the 

college moving forward toward new and ever-expanding 

horizons. Both religious and lay staff have always passed 

down the Mercy heritage which is the foundation of the 

school. The courage, vision and hard work that have 

brought the college to where it is today will also carry 

it into an exciting future.

14.14.

SPORTS
St Joseph’s College offers a wide variety of sporting  

codes, sporting events, and physical education subjects 

to benefit the health and wellbeing of its students.  

Activities including the high jump, cross-country running 

rock-climbing, basketball, football, and cricket reveal a 

distinctly dynamic and energetic facet of student life.

13.13.
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THE ARTIST
GAEL O’LEARY
Born and raised in New Zealand, sculptor Gael O’Leary came to Australia 

in 1994 to attend the Victorian College of the Arts at Melbourne University. 

After completing a Master of Fine Arts (Sculpture) in 1996, Gael became 

the Co-Director of the Mercy Art and Creativity Centre at Black Rock in 

Melbourne. From 2005 until mid-2009, Gael managed Bayside Sculpture, 

a ministry of Nga Whaea Atawhai o Aotearoa Sisters of Mercy New Zealand, 

in the Melbourne bayside suburb of Highett. In July 2009, Gael acquired 

the business in her own right.

Gael’s work over the past three decades has been predominantly in bronze 

and includes many large-scale works, some up to five metres in size. In addition 

to her own Australian and international exhibits, commissioned sculptures 

she created can be found across in Australia, New Zealand, and the US.

The Centenary Sculptures for St Joseph’s College Mildura are a particularly 

significant commission for Gael. She found it a great opportunity to tell the 

story of Mercy in bronze as it has been lived and experienced in Mildura 

over the past 100 years.

The Sculptures consist of two 6-metre-long lengths of bronze which 

symbolise the Murray River, flowing and undulating along the Chapel’s walls. 

Detailed bronze roundels within the many curves tell the story of the past 

and celebrate the present reality at St Joseph’s College.

The sculpture was cast by Bill Perrin of Perrin Sculpture Foundry, Melbourne.


