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Restoring
Legacies

MATER DEI CHAPEL'S SACRED ART AS A TESTAMENT TO

BARRIER-BREAKING FEMALE ARTISTS

BY SYDNEY M. PROCHA
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reredos, they formed a cohesive and harmonious whe

rime, che alumna realized che same could be said of each
woman ac the Mount who was contributing her distinct
||n:l|:.|i|‘.x Lo 1 greater, shared narracive of SMPOWELIMEnL

and E'\L'll\ll\'_'\'ll\l_‘\_.

Brung;

creation of the reredos bur also in the de

howensed her THistry

of the Venerian §|;|>> mosaic Stations of the Cross. Dr awing
inspiration from the vibrant hues of the surrounding
stained glass windows, she imbued the Stacions wich vivid
colors that echoed the Chapel's aestheric harmony.

During a visit to the Mount in 202z, Judith Dettenwanger
Ebbeler underscored che significance of Ro Brungs'
portray al of ](~|J-. in her arcwork |‘<ll<"\\ anger Ebbe |(|
emphasized t Rolfes Brungs' depicrion marked a

eroundbreaking J{']J rrure from convention by portrayin

Jesus as a Jewish, Middle Eastern man—an innovation

riu;|;||'|_\' norable, given Rolfes Brungs’ starus s a young

wale student in the 19608, Noted in the .\|m|:|r'.-|l|'\.\pn.~.:||
for the Narional Registe
cheice to incorporate a diverse |
rans, khald, burgundy, olive, o

y achieve a revolutionary repr

rone, challenged eradicional depi
before the Civil Rights movement |{|‘||<-
sensitivity and arcistic choices contribuced o a

inclusive and culrurally resomant portrayal of Jesus Christ.

‘The NTY-eig stained  gliss windows, scraregically
positioned 1 the most of the southern EXposIre,
refrace the [ onto nc|-vhl\ur|‘-1-* l\"m‘;\'-: and the rerrazzo
floor, cre tht and shadow tl
The subcle intricacies
in the art are revealed graduz ly over time, rendering it
impossible to absorb them all in a single visit fully. Seill,

they continue to captivate and draw in generations of

students, faculey, and staft who visic the chapel - which
is |ilu'|_\ what Sister Augusta had in mind when she
des 'I_:ncd

Also included in the National Register for Historic Places
proposal is the story of artise Marlene Hotfman, who
dedicared One year o designi d produci he stained

windows. She be small skerches, which

she translared into full-scale patrerns for each panel. These

pacterns were hung from a gth-floor classroom window in
Marian Hall, the original college campus sicuated on the
properey of the Motherhouse of the Sisters of Charity, to
be evaluated. Upon approval of her final designs by Sister
Augusta, Hoftman, along with Detcenwanger Ebbeler,
eraveled to West Virginia to hand-seleet glass picces from
the renowned Blenko Glass € lompany, Notably, the Blenko
Glass Company stood as the sole insticurion willing ro
collaborare with female students (as documented in Mount

St Joseph Universicy’s archive),

While the once-women's C l||]nL of Mount St. |u.\up|‘, WS
tounded by the Sisters of Cl |r_\'.\* Cincinnati in 1920, the
“new campus” was commissioned in the early 1960s amidst
a time of -|1u|iti\‘;|| and social chan both within and
ourside the Carholic Church. Quored in rhe applicarion
for placement on  the Nacional Historic  Register,
Dettenwanger Ebbeler stared, *M Dei f.f|'|:1||t'] WL
designed, furnished, and decorated by che vision of Sist

Augusta under the ritle Morher of God” She was inspired

|1_\- the words of Pope John XX during the OpeTiing af

the Second Varican Council when he called on Mary under

that title to warch over the Church during the work ahead.”

The are and stvle of che Chapel, direcred by Sister Augusta

Zimmer, certainly reflects the times and the persons who

Coming into the hallway serving as both a campus
thoroughfare and the narthes, 2 stone starve of Mary
Mother of God, and her son Jesus, designed by stud
artist. Marlene Hoffr CCrs 5. This
"‘lllll'h H \\:il'lllr'l Anc ',‘l |'\h|||.l\‘\ UTICOTIIMOnN *l}l l‘rllll
represent: ions of Marcr Dwei during chis period, as noted
in the “N'l tion. In the scu re, a young |esus stz inds
on Mary's Tap, extending his arms ou r\\'||\] in a gesture
reminiscent of a mother affectionately g her son,
"How much do T love you? ad rec civing the endes
response, "This much,” with arms outstretched.
As Sister Augusta underrook che design of o modern chupel
on the new campus, the world outside was undergoing a
significant shift in the perceprions of women's c;lp;llli|i| ies,
Sister Karen Elliote, C.PPS., Chief Mission & Hr|u||":n"
Ofhicer ar the Mount, observed thar it was only ac this
pivoral moment in time, coinciding with the Second
Vatican Council, thar *ilt would |'|.l\|' been ]1\3-;\-|l||1. for
Augusta and her students to emerge as design leaders
in a ficld predominantly controlled by men” The sacred
art, designed and ereated entirels
direcrion of a respecred female arcisc ar er

Augusea, symbaolized a remendous social eransformation,

Seven vears ago, Sister Karen rook up the mantle of

preserving these sacred rreasures and legacies when she
was in cl f (:|‘;|'t\r| 1|\'1'1|i'|-l_: repairs.  When she
arrived, the Chapel was over 6o years old. “We have these
hig foothall plavers here now; 1 would hear the pews creak
and groan under their w and be concerned,” s said.,
While praying, she asked Sister Augusta to send her help
it grnuir |_\ wanted to do more for chis sacred space.
During a praverful reflection, an une \]\\LUJ incident
oceurred—her phone slipped off che pew and slid unde
a kneeler, prompting Sister ks on her hands und
knees ro reerieve her plmnu Whar she saw as she reached
for her phm‘L seemed like a clear answer o her prayers
and a from §i Augusta herse AF She discovered a
deep fissure in l]u wood of the pew's support, signaling

need for immedi ion to prevent tullhu

damage or even injur ice then, Sister Karen

English




cc Good fi'ﬂ.n'gi(‘ﬂf art should reflec

< both the times and the people who

make ir and use ir.

Sister Augusta Zimmer
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hasn't stopped relling anyone and everyone about the
“hapel and the women who creared i

Sister Karen's [irse vicrory came in ), when she
successtully demonstrared, with the help of Sister Augusca
according to her, the need for the Universicy to provide
for the restoration of the pews, kneelers, flooring, and the
repair of the fourteen mesaic Stations of the Cross, which
the University funded. Presently, Sister Karen collaborares
with a team of dedicaced Sisters I.\F(:I\iﬂlr_\'. historians, 1
historic preservacionist, and faculty and statf.

they are working to update the “vintage” sound and |

svstem, preserve the scained glass windows, I'\'p|:u.'~‘ the

ility, such as

nces and meodified bathrooms, in her

verhal '.|pp|_';|f\_ she has raised an addirional $150,000 for
the ;. Combined with an addicional
locared, these funds constiture a
albeir wich
a remaining dehcit of s sand dollars.
Nonetheless, Sister Karen knows her mission is more than
restoracion, and thar makes he entless in her pursuies.
Determined to pr ¢ of the Mount by way
of preserving the Cl
Maddie Williams, Dir
Rehabilitation ar the Cincinnari architecrure firm MSA
Design, ro find new w

en parctnered wich

tion und Histo

e the beaury of the Marer
[ei {:|\:|]n'|. Cuickly recoy g the historic | and
archirecrural s icance, in addirion ro the religious and
cultural impaor ms encouraged the University to

maove torward wich : TCmpE ar a | designarion.

In July 2023, the nomination application was submitted to

the Ohio Stare Historic Preservarion Office.

ting on the '.|pp|i|.';lns\r| process and che si:.;nifl ance
af honor £ the artists, Williams noted, "At least onee a day,
I retlect on the three young women designers and Si
Augusea. The thoughr of their ymplishments makes
Feel rejuvenite and i|1-;]1in'||. To achieve such EreArness
during the rime when women were not accepred into the
art community shows what true courag nd spil‘ilu:ﬂil_\'
lool like, They have become enduring heroes in me
professional and personal lite. 1 felt honored to play a role
in documenting the story of the modern-day chapel and
celehrating the accomplishments of Sister Augusta and her
studencs, Over Go years lacer, they continue to inspire us
||\|'cs|1g|\ the artistic talenes demonstrated in g|:|-::-. TOSICS,

clay, wood, metal, and ceramics.”

Monghs lacer, Williams and Sister Karen traveled o
Columbus, Ohio, on December 8, 2023, for the Solemnicy
of the Immaculate Conception - one of the most imporrant

Marian feasts tor Carholics - to answer questions and

present their P[(\]\ll.\.l] to the Ohio State "\Ll'\'i.\l‘i_\ Board,
who would vore to move Marer Dei Chapel Forward for
consideration w be added ro the National Register of
Historic Places.  In riming thar seemed providencially
aligned, the Ohio Srare Advisory Board unanimously
approved Marer Dei Chapel's considerarion for placement
on the Narional Register of Historie Places. Currently, the
proposal is waiting in Washingron, D.C,
If the National Park Service approve Mount’s proposal
and sclecrs the Chapel as a locarion of “exceprional histaric
value" the Mater Dei Chapel will be listed on the National
Register of Historic Places. This designation would
guarantee the Chapel's conservation, safeguarding the
sacred artworle within and ensuring irs legacy for furure
nerations. The Mount's proposal will also find its place
hin the Library of Congress, immorralizing irs female
1ames and legacies.
airing formal acceprance from the ional Park
.l\."ifl '\:ll'l":l |'|:|.\' (,r':: \l')’"(l a E::'.ll'lll ‘I:‘\ lTF :lll]l"i.
of Charity members, and former and  current
faculty and seafl. This March gth, on the Solemnicy of St.
Joseph, the patron of the Sisters of Ch writy, those gathered
worship and celebrate in the Chapel. Two alumnae
tists whose contributions pm]\\'”ul the ¢ 'p;'| towards
its patential future listing on the National Register of
Historic Places will fly vo Cincinnaci for che celebracion,
After all, the Mount community hus orchestrated o
event to honor what they have consistencly recognized as a
narional rreasure—rhe i|1_~p'.|;|riun;1| alumnae arcises behind
Marter Dei's (|L'-;|'i_:||.
‘rvation of

If you would like vo financi support the

Dei Chapel, pl it www,msj.cdu/give,

> to tour and see the chapel on Mount St Jos
V'S campus, 5701 Delhi Bd., Cincinnari, OH 4

ricle would noc have been possible withour the work
of historian Sister Judith Merz, SC and Madeline Willi:
the primary auchors of the Marional Regisrer of Historic
Places proposal, and the many librarians and  orher
dedicated I.;|\'|1|r_\' and stal members who \'|'|:m|l‘i.1m'<{
Marter Dei Chapel,

Update: A the dme of publication of this ardcle, Mownr Se.
Joseph Universicy’s iconic Marer Dei Chapel was afficially named
ro the National Regiscer of Historic Places Iy the Unieed Seares
Deparrment of the Ineerior on March & 2
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