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Simeon Bragu in  (pronounced Bra-geen)  was born  in Kharköv, the Ukra ine,  on January 12, 1907 to  Anna and

Ya löv Bragu in .  In  1917, at  the  ou tse t o f  the Russ ian Revolut ion  and Civ i l  War,  they  f l ed w i th  the i r  daughte r

and ten-year-o ld  son to  New York,  where  S imeon’s  fa the r  supported  h is  fam i l y  as a  merchant.

As he g rew up,  Bragu in took a r t  c lasses a t Columbia  Uni ve rs i ty  and a t  the  Art  S tudents League.  His  f i rs t  ex-

h ib i t ion came in 1931 at  Mar ie  Har r iman Ga l ler y i n Manhattan,  fo l l owed soon a f te r  by a second a t  the  Dan ie l

Ga l l er y.   In  1971,  Bragu in  made a “ la te retu rn ” so lo  show a t  the  Poindexte r Ga l l er y i n New York.  A c r i t ic  for

Ar ts  magaz ine  ca l led Bragu in ’s  pa int ings “powerfu l  i n the i r  unders ta tement  and wonder fu l  in  the i r  evocat ions”.

In  1975,  the  Ga l l e r y gave h im h is  second so lo  show where  he int roduced h is  “Essex  Harbor  Ser ies” .

A f ter  h is  l ast  exh ib i t i on  a t Po indexte r,  he increas ing ly  worked wi th  so f t  paste l  co lors , a l low ing them to take

over  h is  prev ious ly  wh i te  backgrounds.   I n the  ear ly  1980s,  h is  w i fe ,  Janet  Chatf i e ld Tay lor,  d ied.   Braguin

was reaching  a  new peak in the  matur i ty  of  h i s  s ty le.   I t  was a t  th i s  point  that  he was d iscovered by He len

Thomas, a curato r of  the  Ya le Uni ve rs i ty  Ar t  Ga l l er y.   H is  most impress i ve  d is t inct ion  as a pa inte r fo l lowed in

1991, when Yale  gave h im a so lo exh ib i t i on  in the  Gal l er y.

S imeon Bragu in
(1907-1997)

From the ear l y  1980s onward, each of  Braguin ’s  paint ings is  marked by care fu l ly  ba lanced geometr ic  shapes,

pa inted  in un ique hues of  paste l  co lo rs .   These geomet r ic shapes o f  co lor  never  bear a sharp p recis ion is t

edge; ra ther,  they are  purposel y sof tened wi th  a  rough f i n i sh.   The t rans lucency  o f  the  co lo r f i e lds show tha t

he worked and re-worked sect ions, l aye r ing  one color  a top ano ther  un t i l  he  achieved the des i red e f fect  o f

estab l ish ing  a  carefu l  harmony  o f shape and colo r.   

Of ten, Bragu in ’s  pa in t i ngs a lso express a  sense o f  ae r i a l  pe rspect i ve  or  weigh t lessness, as i f  he  were an om-

n isc ient  obser ve r hove r ing over  Essex  Harbor  as he pa inted.  Moreover,  w i th in  the  b roader  geomet r ic  shapes

of  co lo r,  Bragu in f requent l y  cul t i va ted  h is  own iconography.   Carefu l ly  p laced sma l ler  shapes constan t l y  reap-

pear wh ich can best  be descr ibed as the “boat” ,  the “whale ’s  ta i l ” ,  the “ fa t T”,  and the “hal f -moon”.   In addi t ion

to these shapes, he o f ten pa in ted de l i ca te l i nes.  Some appear as g r ids, evocat i ve  of  those found in h is  w i re

scu lptures.   Others a re  cal l i g raph ic  tw ists  that  appear  to be spontaneous, but  were ac tua l l y  ca re fu l l y  p laced

and pa in ted.   St i l l  othe rs appear s imi la r  to  Nord ic runes, as i f  po ised to commun ica te a  myste r ious message.   

In  1994,  just  th ree years a f te r h is  ma jo r exhib i t ion a t Yale , Bragu in  su f fered a  s troke which grea t ly  a f fec ted

his ab i l i ty  to speak.   “Nevertheless”  remarked a fr iend, “he commun ica ted wi th  a  marve lous ly exp ress ive face”.

Thereaf te r,  h i s  ab i l i t y  to  pa in t  a lso  d imin ished un t i l ,  on  November  7th,  1997, S imeon Bragu in  passed on.  He

lef t  no hei rs .   No one, not  even h is  c losest  f r iends, were prepared  fo r what  they l ate r heard in  the even ing

te lev is ion  news;  tha t Bragu in  had le f t  mi l l ions of  do l l a rs  to Yale Un ivers i t y  to  estab l ish  the Janet and S imeon

Bragu in Fund fo r Amer ican Ar t.   
-  Pe te r  Hast ings Fa lk

Excerpted F rom The L i fe  and Ar t of  Simeon Braguin

Ins t i tu te of  Ar t  Research and Documenta t ion,  2003
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