THREE LOCAL ARTISTS

By Tom Carlson

Three artists whose works have become almost synonymous with Muskegon and the West Michigan area are Wilfred Berg, Victor Casenelli and E. A. Turner.

Wilfred “Wally” Berg  was born in Muskegon, May 17, 1908.  Except for winters spent in Florida and a tour of duty in North Africa during WWII, he lived his whole life in the area.


Berg knew from an early age he wanted to draw and paint.  He recalled that his first grade teacher liked a drawing he made and displayed it on the bulletin board.  Berg received his first formal art training during his high school years at Hackley Manual Training School.  The school’s art instructor, Wilbur Knesle, also taught classes at the Hackley Art Gallery and Berg attended those classes after graduating from high school.  He later studied at the Ringling Art School in Sarasota, Florida, and at workshops on Cape Cod.


He had the misfortune of trying to make a living as a commercial artist during the Great Depression.  In spite of his obvious talent, he was unable to gain a foothold in the commercial art field.  Berg later said he probably never earned more than $5000 in any year from his art.  He supported himself mostly through odd jobs but continued his painting.


In 1934, the director of the Hackley Art Gallery arranged for Mr. Berg to create a mural for the Hackley Public Library through the artists program of the WPA.  The large frieze decorated the north wall of the library’s children’s room.  A second mural was proposed but funds for the project ran out.


In 1937, the committee for Muskegon’s Centennial celebration hired Berg to construct lumber dioramas for the historical exhibits.   After the exhibition closed, the dioramas were preserved, and these became the nucleus of the Muskegon County Museum.  Over the years, Berg continued to create exhibits and murals for the museum as it moved from one place to another.  The present museum building has a Berg mural in its foyer and another in the auditorium.


In the summer of 1988, the Muskegon Museum of Art sponsored a one-man show, featuring Berg’s work.  It was titled, “Wilfred Berg: A Muskegon Treasure.”


In conjunction with Hackley Library’s centennial celebration in 1989, Berg, then 81 years old, received a commission to complete the second mural for the library’s children’s room.  The event received much national publicity.


Besides his murals, Berg’s best-known art works are his oil and watercolor paintings of scenes around Michigan, including those of the Lake Michigan beach and dunes.


Wilfred Berg died at age 94 on September 3, 2002.  (Note: the above description was taken from local newspaper accounts.)

Victor Casenelli was born in New York City, July 8, 1868.  His father, a Genoese immigrant, made his living by painting religious figures that Victor sold on the streets.  Having little formal education or art training, Casenelli was essentially self-taught.


In his twenties, Casenelli moved to Cincinnati where he designed settings and backdrops for Pike’s Opera House.  Casenelli also did a mural for the Ohio home of former President Taft.


Casenelli moved to North Muskegon from Cincinnati in 1904, shortly after his marriage to Harriet Davies, a talented painter and composer.  They built their cottage-studio in North Muskegon, enjoying the proximity of Bear Lake and Muskegon Lake.  


During the next several years, Casenelli became known for his watercolor paintings of nature and the American West.  In 1911, an exhibition at the Lake Harbor Hotel referred to him as “foremost among the world’s painters of the American Indian and Indian Life.”


In 1929, Casenelli began the work for which he is best known locally.  Lumberman’s Bank commissioned him to do a series of large paintings describing the history of Muskegon.   Before undertaking the project, Casenelli gathered material by talking to old timers.  He later told a reporter, “I knew that among those who would look at the pictures would be old lumbermen, river drivers, sailors and sawyers.  I knew they would be as critical of facts as the art critic would be of conception and execution.”    Before beginning the full-size canvases, each about eight feet high and nine feet wide, he made small models in oils.  He also built the frames for each picture.


The 17 murals hung on the walls of the Lumberman’s Bank building for many years.  In 1983, they moved to the Muskegon County Museum, where 15 of them are currently on display.  

The bank issued prints of the murals at the time of its 100th anniversary in 1959.  More than 3000 persons requested copies.


Victor Casenelli died November 17, 1961 at age 93.  (Note: the above description and quotes were taken from local newspaper accounts.)


Ezekiel Ashley Turner was born in Branch County, Michigan, January 4, 1854.  He grew up on his parents’ farm on the north side of Matteson Lake.


Almost from the time he could hold a pencil or a piece of charcoal, Turner loved to draw.  He drew on barn doors, wagons and other farm equipment.  While attending Matteson country school, he drew caricatures of his classmates and teachers.  Although showing obvious talent, the boy received no formal art training while growing up.  As a young man, Turner moved to Paw Paw, Michigan, where he taught art classes.


Around 1883, Turner moved to Muskegon and found work in the lumber business.  He also continued his interest in art and opened a portrait studio in the Torrent Block.  


Turner’s work came to the attention of Charles Hackley.  When the new library was ready to be opened, Hackley asked Turner to paint the dedication ceremonies.  Turner accepted the commission and took photographs at the dedication.  Hackley paid Turner $5000 for the project and advanced the full amount at once so Turner could go to Paris to study art.  Turner spent three years in Paris under the guidance of noted French artist, William Adolphe Bougereau, painting French scenes and characters. 


In 1893, Turner returned to Muskegon and began work on the portrait of the library dedication.  Turner intended to picture as many of Muskegon’s prominent citizens as possible in the scene.  The finished work measured over 10 feet wide and 6 feet high, and included the likenesses of 114 Muskegon personalities.  In February of 1897, the painting was formally unveiled in the upstairs room of the Hackley Library.  It now hangs in the main reading room of the library.


Turner also painted several portraits of Charles Hackley and of Julia Hackley.  Portraits of each are currently displayed in the Hackley House.  A later portrait of Julia hangs in the Hackley library.   


E. A. Turner died suddenly June 19, 1899, at just 45 years of age.  He was living in Grand Rapids at the time of his death.  (Note: the above description was taken from local newspaper accounts and an account by Mrs. John W. Turner.)

