
By Ellen G. Krenke      

     In the summer of 1958, Monsignor 
Ferdinand Mack and Tom Flad, the ar-
chitect of the new St. Bernard’s church, 
were looking for ideas for a new reredos. 

     A reredos is an ornamental screen 
covering the wall at the back of an altar. 

     The chipped marble design that they 
liked was too cost prohibitive. So, they 
visited Gene Marggraff at Universal Stu-
dios in Winona, Minn., who suggested 
having St. Bernard’s elementary school 
children do the work. 

     “He must have sensed the ridicule that 
was within me at such extreme idealism 
for he said just a sentence or two of how 
wonderful it would be to have something 
in the church which would grow with the 
generation of the period of construction 
into the generations to come,” Mack said 
in the church history. 

     Without any discussion, the group left 
and vowed not to present Marggraff’s 
idea to the planning board.  

     About two weeks later, they were 
again invited to visit Marggraff’s office, 
where the professor presented a black 
and white checkerboard coffee table 
made by his young daughter with only a 
few instructions by him. The table was 
made with marble chips and glue.  

     Months passed before the 
“enthusiasm, trust, confidence, faith, 
hope and love of the School Sisters of St. 
Francis of Assisi … accepted the chal-
lenge to direct the children” in this pro-
ject, Mack wrote.  

     Sr. Jane Frances and Betty Hurtgen 
were named the supervisors of the pro-
ject, which would take five months to 
complete.  

     Marggraff presented his idea to the 
faculty with a sketch on plain paper and 
“the pastel colors he used, the angles of 
the design were skillfully arranged but 
could be interpreted only with difficulty,” 
according to the church history. 

     His design was “mathematically pro-
duced and perfected” on graph paper by 
Sr. Helen Marie, the church history 
states. “What a Godsend our mathemati-
cian proved to be.” 

     In January of 1959, the boys of the 
school canvassed local businesses for 
cardboard boxes. The boxes were cut into 
large squares, and “the boys of the upper 
grades were the only ones that were al-
lowed to do this work since sharp tools 
had to be employed,” the church history 
states. 
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     Children from the primary grades 
were asked to cut one-inch squares from 
large sheets of silk-screened color that 
had been prepared for them. These 
squares were separated into boxes, so 
the middle-schoolers could glue them 
onto the cardboard following Sr. Helen 
Marie’s design.  

     After all the cardboard squares had 
been completed, the children from the 
upper grades pasted them following the 
design onto sheets of light plywood.  

     In March, these sheets were placed 
within the large parabolic form that had 
been constructed by H.F. Simon and 
Son, Inc., on the wall of the sanctuary,  
according to the church history.    

    No children were allowed on the 
scaffold, so this work was done by the 
Simon employees. 

     Once completed, Marggraff correct-
ed some of the colors with paint.  

     After his final corrections and direc-
tions to the school staff, the hard work 
began. Each square of plywood was 
taken from the wall, and the children 
began to glue one-inch squares of mar-
ble imported from Italy to the heavier 
plywood.       

     The children had to search for the 
exact shade of tile to match the paper 
square, but first they had to soak the 
paper backing off the individual tiles. 
There are more than 20 different shades 
of color ranging from soft blues, greens, 

grays and browns to bright yellow. 

     Kathy (Bowar) Esser said this was a 
more difficult task than it sounds, espe-
cially for a seven-year-old. “I messed up 
the colors … the light yellows and whites 
toward the bottom. I was reprimanded by 
my teacher. When you look at it now, you 
can’t even tell where (my mistake) is!”  

     The finished product is more than 28 
feet high and 28 feet wide.                                

     “The use of the (triangle) dominates 
the entire area in order to impress the 
great doctrine of the Triune God, yet has 
been used in such a manner that it does 
not leave the feeling of being confined 
but allows the mind to dwell, especially 
in this age, on the attribute of God’s In-
finity—the expanses of the Space Age,” 
according to the church history. 

     While bids on the cost of the mural 
ranged from $20-50,000, the children and 
their teachers completed the work at a 
cost of $7,000. 

     Shortly after the dedication of the 
church in 1959, the Milwaukee Journal 
(see photo at right) did a four-page story 
about the work done by the children who 
ranged in age from six to 15.  

     As a child, Esser said she was proud to 
contribute to the new church, and today 
“I think it is beautiful. The gold of the 
tabernacle accentuates the golds and yel-
lows of the mosaic.  

     “I enjoy looking at it every time I go 
to church.”   

Kathy (Bowar) Esser inspects her handiwork during a recent visit to the church. She 
was one of the St. Bernard elementary school students, who worked on the mosaic 
covering the wall behind the altar. 


