
The Art and Architecture 
of Saint Olaf Catholic Church 

 

Saint Olaf Catholic Church is a timeless example of the “Modern” 
architectural style of the mid-20th century. This style can be seen in many 
churches, commercial buildings, and homes throughout Minneapolis and Saint 
Paul. The church was designed by Minneapolis architect Robert Cerny after the 
original church burned on Ash Wednesday of 1953. The first Mass was 
celebrated in the church on Ash Wednesday of 1955. Many areas were added to 
the complex over the years, including Forliti Gathering Room, Fleming Banquet 
Hall, extensive parish offices, and the Chapel of Saints John and Paul. 



 

 

Sanctuary:  The sanctuary 
configuration and furnishings 
date from 2000. Hammel, 
Green, and Abrahamson 
were the architects for that 
renovation, with Carol 
Frenning as liturgical design 
consultant. 
 

Sanctuary Furnishings:  The concept for the liturgical furnishings in the church 
was developed by artist Michael Price. Individual pieces were designed by Carol 
Frenning. The bronze angel on the altar front is the work of Charles Gagnon. The 
crucifix hanging above the altar was added in 2017. On it hangs the corpus (body) 
from the original 1955 crucifix. 
 
Stained Glass:  Starting in 1972, stained glass windows were installed throughout 
the Church. They were designed by Robert Leader from the University of Notre 
Dame and fabricated by Reinarts Art Glass Studios in Winona. 
 
St. Botvid and St. Catherine:  St. Botvid, a layman who converted to Christianity 
while in England, spent years of his life bringing faith to others in his native 
Sweden and died a martyr. His statue is undergoing repairs. St. Catherine, the 
daughter of St. Bridget of Sweden, concentrated on religious works after her 
husband died. Her statue is at the front of the church on the balcony level. 
 



 

  

Assisi Peace Garden:  Saint Olaf Catholic Church also created and 
maintains the Assisi Peace Garden adjacent to the building at the 
corner of 2nd Avenue and 9th Street. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Forliti Gathering Room 
 
Mary’s Gift:   This painting was created in silk by artist He Qi of 
Roseville, Minnesota. 
 
Creation:  Illumination from the St. John’s Bible. In memoriam, Greg 
Brombach. 
 
Beatitudes:  Illumination from the St. John’s Bible. In memoriam, Tom 
Dahl. 
 
 

In Forliti Foyer 
 
Crucifix:  The bronze crucifix was designed and sculpted by Charles 
Gagnon of Rochester, Minnesota. It captures the moment when Christ 
said his last words, “Into your hands I commend my spirit.” 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  

The Side Chapels:  The statues in the two side chapels are a 
matched set of carved wood – one of the Blessed Virgin Mary and 
one of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. The stained glass windows in 
each chapel illuminate the mysteries of the Blessed Virgin and the 
Sacred Heart. Votive candles are available for those who wish to 
pray in these chapels. 
 
The Stations of the Cross:  The Stations of the Cross, adorning 
the pillars of the church, were designed by Bernard Schmidt of 
Covington, Kentucky. 
 
The Lively-Fulcher Organ:  Lively-Fulcher Organ-builders of 
Alexandria, Virginia built the organ, which was installed and 
completed in 2001. The instrument has 61 stops and 67 ranks. The 
casework, constructed of African mahogany, is inspired by the 
contemporary architecture of the room and has simple 
Scandinavian design elements, yet a firm traditional layout. 



 
 
 

The Saint Olaf Bell Tower:  The nine bells, founded in 1882 by Meeneley 
Bell Works of Troy, New York, have survived two fires. Each time, they 
were replaced in their new steeple. The 5000-pound, 36-foot stainless 
steel cross was installed in October, 1954. 
 
Statue of Saint  Olaf:  The wooden statue of Saint Olaf, patron saint of 
Norway, was originally placed above and behind the altar in the church. 
After surviving the 1953 fire it was cleaned. It is now mounted in the 
sanctuary above the choir area on the balcony level. The statue depicts 
Olaf in medieval dress, with a crown signifying his kingship, and an axe, 
the instrument of his martyrdom. 
 
The Choirboys:  The carved walnut choirboy friezes were part of the 
organ screen in the original church. They, too, survived the fire, which 
only slightly singed their toes. These panels are installed in the vestibule 
of the church. 
 
Sorrowful Mother:  A replica of the head of the Virgin Mary, taken from 
Michelangelo’s Pieta, graces one of the ambulatory alcoves. 
 
Saint Anthony of Padua:  The frieze of Saint Anthony recalls the origins 
of Minneapolis when the Nicollet Avenue Bridge connected the village of 
Saint Anthony with the city of Minneapolis. The artist is Bernard Schmidt 
of Covington, Kentucky. It was fabricated, unveiled and blessed in the 
summer of 1981. 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Chapel of Saints John and Paul:  The chapel was dedicated in 1980. 
Milo Thompson was the architect. The crucifix that hangs on the wall 
in the “skylight” entryway to Saint Olaf was originally placed in the 
Chapel of Saints John and Paul. 

Mother of Compassion:  This icon was commissioned by the parish, and 
painted by Sr. Mary Charles McGough, OSB, of Duluth, Minnesota. It was 
installed in the chapel in December, 1994. 
 
Way of the Cross:  The Way of the Cross in the chapel is unique in two 
ways. The “way” is continuous, rather than separated into different 
stations. Also, a separate, fifteenth station is added for the 
Resurrection. Installed in 1981, it is also the work of Bernard Schmidt of 
Covington, Kentucky. 
 


