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CHAPTER 4

THE PORTRAIT OF JAMES O’NEIL MAYNE

The commission by the University of Queensland
Handwritten letters from Dr Mayne to Melville and Yvonne
Renaming of Mayne Hall
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Following the success of winning the Godfrey Rivers Prize, in 1936 Melville was
commissioned by the University of Queensland to paint the portrait of Dr James O’Neil
Mayne, a skilled surgeon and resident of Moorlands, Toowong. The extensive Mayne
fortunes came about through the acquisition of property by his father Patrick which began in
August 1851. Their fifth child James was born on 21 January 1861. James attended Brisbane
Grammar School; the University of Sydney (B.A. in 1884) and, for six years, studied medicine
at University College London (L.R.C.P., Lond. M.R.C.S., Eng. 1890).
On his return home Dr James Mayne took up the role as resident medical doctor at
the Brisbane General Hospital. In 1898 he was appointed Medical Superintendent of the
Brisbane General Hospital (now Royal Brisbane and Women’s Hospital) and resigned in
1903. His predecessor Dr Ernest.Sandford Jackson said that Dr Mayne was the best assistant
at operations that he had ever had.
The Mayne family were the benefactors of 693 acres of farm land at Moggill (now
Pinjarra Hills) for the Queensland University Faculty of Agriculture (formerly the University’s
Veterinary School Farm) and in 1927, together with his sister Mary Emelia, provided the
money to purchase 274 acres of land at St Lucia for the University.
During his sittings for the portrait, Dr James Mayne talked about his childhood at
Sandgate. There was clearly empathy between the two men and Melville and his wife Yvonne
both enjoyed visits to Moorlands. It was Melville who showed James an act of kindness
by giving him his painting Memories of Sandgate and he received a thank you letter which
indicates the warmth and easy grace of the sender.
Thank you for the beautiful painting of Sandgate, it was very good of you to do it for me.
I will always appreciate the kindly thought as well as the very beautiful picture. As you
know the memories of my childhood days at Sandgate are very dear to me, the best in my
life in fact, though I have travelled round the world many times and seen all the best that
was to be seen.
So you will understand that nothing else could have given me such pleasure or touched
more tender thoughts.
(11.7.1936).
The painting Memories of Sandgate was gifted to the University Art Museum, University
of Queensland, St Lucia by the Mayne Estate in about 1945.
The life-sized portrait brings out what Haysom saw in James during the sittings at his
studio in Fortitude Valley. It shows an ageing, alert face with sparse white hair. The cleft
chin and strongly marked brows over the blue eyes add to the strength of the face, but it is in
those eyes and the gentle set of the mouth that Haysom has captured the caring essence of
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Dr James O’Neil Mayne
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the man. Haysom painted James sitting in his black academic robes trimmed with white fur,
and on his lap is a white plan titled: “Proposed University Site”. At the top of the plan is his
personal device, a winged heart over the words sursum corda..
The personal device adopted by Dr James Mayne with the latin sursum corda (“Lift Up
your Hearts”) symbolises the close connection between the family and the Catholic Church.
The Maynes were great benefactors of the church and were admired in the Irish community
as examples of those who had ‘made it’ in the new colony. The Mayne Family regularly
attended Mass at St Stephen’s Cathedral and His Grace Archibishop Duhig was a regular
visitor to Moorlands. Stained glass windows at St Stephen’s Cathedral include one in memory
of Patrick Mayne on a side wall, another near the entrance in memory of Patrick’s wife Mary,
its theme being Marian showing devotion to the Virgin Mary and two large stained glass
windows behind the altar in memory of Isaac and William.1
On hearing the news that Melville and Yvonne had won £1000 in the Golden Casket
in 1937, James Mayne sent this spontaneous letter to Mrs Haysom and once more is an
indication of the caring man.
We just cannot imagine what your feelings are, as I just cannot describe my own on
hearing the good news. I do not know of a family to whom I would rather the good luck
had gone and certainly not a more worthy one. In the excitement this morning I forgot
to thank Noel (their 10 year old son) for the lovely flowers, please tell him for me that
I appreciate his charming gift. The violets are extra specially good, and such a lovely
perfume which leaves no doubt in my mind that they are Toowoomba violets. We are
looking forward to seeing you again very soon and will be able to tell you in person of our
great joy in your good fortune, (12.8.1937).
The handwritten letters from Dr Mayne to Melville Haysom are in the Fryer Library at
the Duhig Tower, University of Queensland, St Lucia.2
The Mayne Estate bequeathed a significant number of artworks to the University’s
Collection, and in addition to those by Melville, included works by Thomas Balcombe, Isaac
Walter Jenner, Marian Ellis Rowan and Romain Steppe. Artworks depicting the family
home of Moorlands by John Campbell and Robert Rayment were included in this bequest.
Mary Emelia Mayne’s portrait was painted by Charles Gosford.
The painting of Dr James Mayne by Melville Haysom was originally placed in the Mayne
Hall at the St Lucia University but was not always on display. Some people and students
thought it was “The Main Hall” and did not know the significance of the correct name.
The Mayne Hall was used for graduations and concerts as well as by students for meetings
with mentors and exams. In 1973 the building was re-invented to house the University’s
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art collection and a building was created within a building with a mezzanine floor built to
provide the gallery space.
The building was re-named “The James and Mary Emelia Mayne Centre” and it was
opened in April 2004. The painting by Melville Haysom of James O’Neil Mayne and
that of Mary Emelia Mayne by Charles Gosford are held in the UQ Art Museum.3 The
original painting of Dr James O’Neill Mayne is not on display but could be made available
for a viewing on request and the painting of Mary Emelia is in storage. The history of the
paintings and their significance is on display on the ground floor of the UQ Art Museum.4
In 2011 Dr Rosamond Siemon, UQ benefactor and author of the book The Mayne
Heritance, and Jean Tremayne from the Mayne Medical School at Herston approached ViceChancellor Professor Paul Greenwood requesting a sculpture of Dr James O’Neil Mayne in
recognition of his generous donation of funds for the site of the University.
Consequently Alumnus and University Sculptor Dr Rhyl Hinwood AM created a lifesized bronze portrait medallion relief of Dr Mayne, accompanied by a bronze dedication
plaque. The portrait was based on a photograph taken when Dr Mayne was thirty-eight
years-old in 1899 and served as Superintendent of the Brisbane General Hospital. The
artwork is situated in the foyer of the Forgan Smith Building Tower above the University’s
Foundation Stone. This stone is high-quality Helidon stone from the foot of the Toowoomba
Range; the same stone used in the construction of the Great Court.
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