
 

 

 

 

 

ROSS EUGENE BRAUGHT (1898–1983) 

 

Banana Tree 

 

Oil on canvas, 43 x 43 in. 

Signed and dated (at lower right): Ross Braught 37  

Painted in 1937 

 

RECORDED: Ross Braught, exhib. cat. (New York: Ferargil Galleries, 1938) 

 

EXHIBITED: Ferargil Galleries, New York, Ross Braught, February 14–24, 1938, as “Banana 

Blossom” 

 

EX. COLL.: the artist, Ithaca, New York; private collection, Ithaca, New York, until 2015  

 

Described as a “remarkable figure in American art,” with a “highly original and thoroughly modern 

talent,” Ross Braught was an artist and teacher associated with the Kansas City art scene during the 

mid-twentieth century (Tom Breidenbach, “Ross Braught: Hirschl & Adler Galleries,” ArtForum 

International 38 [Summer 2000], p. 195). Braught created numerous prints and drawings, but he is 
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best known for the monumental western landscapes and tropical subjects that he painted during the 

1920s and ’30s. His signature style––in which he synthesized aspects of realism and surrealism with 

his love of organic form––defied categorization and set him apart from his contemporaries. Indeed, 

it was said that Braught’s work was “too individual to be catalogued with any movement or school. 

There is a thoroughness of draughtsmanship worthy of the most academic, but there is also a 

freedom of expression and a range of imagination for which all modernists are striving” 

(“Concerning the Faculty,” Cornell Alumni News 40 [December 2, 1937], p. 149).  

 

Born in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, Braught was the son of John Braught, a factory worker who painted 

in his spare time. Taking his cue from his father, Braught developed an interest in art during his high 

school years, when he began making drawings of trees and plants––a theme he would explore as a 

mature artist. After graduating, he studied at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in 

Philadelphia, where he received instruction from the American impressionist painter, Daniel Garber. 

In addition to honing his drawing skills under Garber, Braught also assimilated aspects of his 

teacher’s landscape style, especially the way in which he used tree trunks, foliage, and branches for 

decorative purposes. 

 

After winning the prestigious Cresson Memorial Traveling Scholarship in 1921, Braught traveled to 

England and Italy. In 1922, he made his professional debut at the annual exhibition of the 

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, showing a selection of landscapes painted in rural 

Pennsylvania. One year later, Braught married Eugenia Osenton, the daughter of a noted lawyer 

from West Virginia. For the next five years, he lived in Upper Black Eddy, a small village along the 

Delaware River in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, where he painted views of local scenery. In the 
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years that followed, Braught exhibited intermittently at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, 

as well as at venues such as the Art Institute of Chicago, the National Academy of Design in New 

York, and the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. He had his first one-man show at the 

Dudensing Gallery in New York in 1925, at which time a reviewer for Art News praised the 

“forceful originality” of his work, as well as his “unequivocal draftsmanship” (H. C., “Braught’s 

First Show,” Art News 23 [January 17, 1925], p. 3). During the 1930s, Braught was represented by 

the Ferargil Galleries, known for its promotion of contemporary American art. 

 

In 1928, Braught moved to Woodstock, New York, going on to fraternize with members of the local 

art colony and making his earliest forays into lithography. Three years later he was appointed head 

of the painting department at the Kansas City Art Institute, where he developed a reputation as a 

dignified yet slightly eccentric Bohemian––it was said that he was tall, resembled Boris Karloff, and 

often wore a black cape.  Between 1931 and 1936, Braught made regular summer visits to Arizona, 

South Dakota, and Colorado, making sketches of barren plains, mountains, valleys, and canyons that 

he later translated into easel paintings and prints. During these years, his work took on a surreal 

quality, as apparent in key paintings such as Tchaikovsky’s Sixth (1935; The Nelson-Atkins Museum 

of Art, Kansas City), an evocative view of the rolling Badlands of South Dakota, in which Braught 

conveyed the underlying spirit of his subject through simplified forms and a palette of subtle earth 

tones. 

 

In early 1935, Braught was informed that the regionalist painter Thomas Hart Benton had been hired 

as the new director of the painting department at the Art Institute. He subsequently resigned from the 

school’s faculty, although he did become friendly with Benton, who admired Braught’s skills as a 
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draftsman and owned some of his drawings. (Benton’s wife, Rita, once told a friend: “Tom and I 

would buy more of his drawings, but he won’t part with them––each seems to have a particular 

memory for him.” See Marianne Berardi, The Work of Our Friends: The Collection of Thomas Hart 

Benton and Rota Piacenza Benton, exhib. cat. [Chicago: Aaron Galleries, 1998], p. 15.)  

 

In 1936, Braught created what many scholars regard as his masterpiece: Mnemosyne and the Four 

Muses, a twenty-seven foot high mural for the art-deco lobby of the Kansas City Music Hall.  Later 

that year, he spent several months on a small island off Tortola in the British Virgin Islands. 

Responding to the dazzling light and luxuriant beauty of his new surroundings, Braught adopted a 

bright, high-keyed palette which he applied to depictions of tropical flora.  

 

Braught’s intuitive approach to form and color––as well as his penchant for trees––can be seen in 

Banana Tree. The work is dated 1937, which indicates that Braught painted it while he was living in 

Ithaca, New York, having accepted a teaching position at Cornell University upon his return from 

the West Indies.  Like other portrayals of banana plants and coconuts that he painted around this 

time (several of which, including Banana Tree, were featured in his solo exhibition at the Ferargil 

Galleries in 1938), Braught presents a stunning, close-up view of his subject––a complex network of 

stems and leafage that act as a foil to the intricate flower spike (also known as “inflorescence”) 

which dominates the composition, its reddish-purple scales setting it off from the surrounding green 

and yellow foliage (see Ross Braught, exhib. cat. [New York: Ferargil Galleries, 1938]). The image 

is replete with dappled sunlight and shadow, but it is the multiplicity of organic shapes––gently 

curving stems, sturdy branches, and angular leaf blades magnified and reduced to their very 

essence––that immediately catch the viewer’s eye, creating what a critic in 1938 referred to as 
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Braught’s characteristic “large, free patterns” (Howard Devree, “A Reviewer’s Notebook,” New 

York Times, February 20, 1938). Certainly, Braught’s canvas––representative of what the art 

historian David Cleveland has described as a “nervous system, a botanical ganglia”––bring to mind 

the enlarged floral paintings of Georgia O’Keeffe, which also explore formal and decorative 

concerns in relation to nature; however, Braught’s bright, clear colors, along with his artful 

composition and assured draftsmanship, result in an interpretation that is decidedly more forceful 

and vibrant (David Cleveland, “Ross Braught: Nature’s Fearful Symmetry,” in Ross Braught, 1898–

1983: A Visual Diary, exhib. cat. [New York: Hirschl & Adler Galleries, 2000], p. 27). 

 

For Braught, the allure of the tropics was strong: towards the end of 1939, he left his job at Cornell 

and relocated to Tortola, where he and his family lived for the next seven years. In addition to 

painting tropical imagery and including dream-like landscapes with figures, Braught traveled to 

Dutch Guiana (Surinam) to gather material for a mural he was working on at Fort Buchanan, Puerto 

Rico. In 1946, at the behest of the sculptor Wallace Rosenbauer, he returned to Kansas City and 

resumed teaching at the Art Institute, where his students (many of them ex-GIs), appreciated his 

technical skills, his no-nonsense manner, and his belief that an artist should study nature in “all its 

moods and colors and forms” (Bill Rakocy, “Recalling Ross Braught: 1949–1951,” 1999, typescript, 

Hirschl & Adler Galleries archives). Exhibitions of Braught’s work were held at the Art Institute in 

1951, 1956, and 1959. He resided in Kansas City until his retirement in 1962, when he returned to 

Philadelphia, where he died on October 12, 1983.  

 

After moving back East, Braught became something of a recluse: withdrawing from the art world, he 

stored his paintings in a warehouse and left his prints and drawings with his son. Despite the fact 
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that friends, former students, and curators attempted to contact him, he remained aloof––his exact 

whereabouts in Philadelphia was a mystery since a post office box was his only known address. 

Braught’s reputation drifted into obscurity until 2000, when Hirschl & Adler Galleries organized 

Ross Braught, 1898–1983: A Visual Diary, the only solo exhibition of his work since his passing. 

The artist’s accomplishments have subsequently attracted attention from collectors and curators 

alike, including scholars such as Henry Adams, who recently examined the influence of Braught’s 

visionary paintings on Jackson Pollock’s ceramics. (See Henry Adams, “Where Did Jackson Pollock 

Get His Ideas?,” Smithsonian.com, May 24, 2012, http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-

culture/where-did-jackson-pollock-get-his-ideas-105584561/?no-ist.)  
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