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Claude Fayette Bragdon (1866–1946) was an American architect, writer, and stage designer.

Although born in Ohio, Bragdon's principal work was in the Rochester, New York area. He was well regarded for his ink rendering talent and his study of geometric ornament. He was most proud of his designs for Rochester's New York Central Railroad Station, the Rochester First Universalist Church, and the Rochester Italian Presbyterian Church, among many others. Unfortunately, in 1917, after a dispute with photography magnate George Eastman (of Eastman Kodak fame) over the design of the Rochester Chamber of Commerce Building, Bragdon's architectural practice waned. He moved to New York City in 1923 and became a stage designer, and remained in New York until his death in 1946. In his books on architectural theory, The Beautiful Necessity (1910), Architecture and Democracy (1918), and The Frozen Fountain (1938), he advocated a theosophical approach to building design, urging an "organic" Gothic style (which he thought of as reflective of the natural order) over the "arranged" modern abstract style that was coming into its own in the early 20th Century. He had yet another overlapping career as an author of books on spiritual topics, including Eastern religions. These books include New Lamps for Old (1925), The Eternal Poles (1931), and An Introduction to Yoga (1933). His autobiography More Lives Than One (1938) alludes to both his belief in reincarnation and his varied career paths.
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Claude Bragdon: His Work in Rochester
Early Life and Schooling
Claude Fayette Bragdon was born August 1, 1866 in Oberlin, Ohio, but he moved soon afterwards to Adams, New York, where his father worked at the time. His parents were George Chandler Bragdon and Katherine Elmina Shipherd. George Bragdon was a newspaper editor and poet who moved from town to town in his attempts to publish his own newspapers. He was also a devotee of Theosophy, an outlook on life that combined Transcendentalism with Buddhist and Hindu thought. George Bragdon's theories were destined to greatly influence his son.
Claude's mother was the daughter of a Congregational minister. She was also the niece of one of the founders of Oberlin College. She was a teacher and editor in her own right. Claude also had a sister, May (1865-1947), with whom he maintained a close relationship throughout his life.
Young Claude attended school in various towns due to the itinerant nature of his father's work. He lived in Watertown, then moved to Dansville (in 1877), and Oswego (in 1880). He graduated from Oswego in 1884 and then moved with his family to Rochester, where he attended a few more classes. 
	"My graduation from the Oswego High School marked the end of my formal education except for a few additional months in the Rochester High School. My father was too poor to send me to college, and having so early discovered and developed a talent for drawing, I was eager to exercise it in some new and more profitable field."
Page 28, More Lives Than One, By Claude Bragdon


In Rochester, he began his architectural career.
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Architectural training
In 1886, Bragdon found employment in the office of Louis P. Rogers. Rogers had designed the Warner Building on St. Paul Street, which Bragdon could see from his office window, and Bragdon seems to have despised both the building and the job.
	"I cannot count the years spent in this office as anything but wasted. I learned nothing of value in my profession, but a great deal of no value about matters with which I had no concern."
Page 30, More Lives Than One


Bragdon decided to try his hand at becoming a cartoonist, but he was discharged from that job after he caricatured Daniel W. Powers, who at the time was Rochester's most prominent citizen. After drifting for a while, he finally got a job in the office of Charles Ellis, where he began to develop his skills as a draftsman, and learn something of the place of engineering in the design of buildings.
Bragdon also kept busy by helping to organize the Rochester Architectural Sketch Club and entering various drawing competitions. His work in one of those competitions impressed one of the judges so much that it led to Bragdon being offered a job when he set out for New York City in 1890. Bruce Price, the judge, had wanted Bragdon to win first prize in the competition, but the other judges had awarded him the second instead. 
Bragdon worked as an architect for Price in New York, and also worked as a magazine illustrator for Scribner's.
Price was soon encouraging Bragdon to strike out on his own, but Bragdon needed more financial security first. He went to work in Buffalo at the firm of Green & Wicks, then moved back to Rochester in 1891.
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Work in Rochester 1891-1904
Bragdon returned to Rochester with enough money to establish an architectural partnership with Edwin S. Gordon and William H. Orchard. He continued other artistic pursuits as well; he did ad posters for Harper's magazine and The Chap Book, and also designed end papers and bookplates.
A high point occurred when the firm won a design competition for a new city hall for New York City, but the design was never executed. This was due to the passage of a bill by the state legislature forbidding the destruction of the old city hall.
In 1895 the partnership was dissolved and Bragdon began his travels in Europe. He followed no formal course of study there, but made many architectural drawings of European buildings. He also began to explore the field of painting. His experiences in England, France and Italy later inspired his personal style in his work at home.
After almost a year in Europe, Bragdon returned to Rochester. He opened a new partnership with J. Con Hillman, and continued to work in other fields also.
	"On my return from America and to Rochester I busied myself with such jobs as I could pick up, architectural or otherwise: I designed advertisements, book plates, book covers; I contributed articles to architectural magazines, and I took to the writing of poetry, but which I afterwards discovered to be only fairly good didactic verse."
Page 51, More Lives Than One 


Bragdon worked with J. Con Hillman until 1904. During that time, they had several commissions. One of them was for the Livingston County Courthouse in Geneseo, New York.
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Other buildings designed by the firm included the Rochester Athletic Club, the Fire Department and Town Hall in LeRoy, New York, five Rochester police precinct stations and various houses in the Rochester area and Oswego. He also designed the Otis Arch, built to honor the return of General Elwell Otis, a local military man who had served in the Spanish-American War.
	


	


	



	Above, left, The Otis Arch, 1900, center a Bragdon-designed house in Perinton, and right, the Rochester Athletic Club, as seen in 1904


Bragdon also designed a house for himself. It was this house, a gray shingled affair, to which Bragdon took his new wife, Charlotte Wilkinson, after their marriage on November 3, 1903. This house is notable for its stylistic adherence to its natural surroundings. 
Read Bragdon's account of this park-like area for the newlyweds.
In 1904, the firm created plans and designs for a civic center; however, the plan was never executed. Also, Bragdon and Hillman dissolved their partnership.
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Bragdon in Rochester, 1904-1923
By around 1904, Bragdon was a well-established architect and a happily married man. His personal style was evolving. He was influenced by his friendship with Harvey Ellis, who had introduced him to new ways of looking at color and given him an appreciation for Japanese prints. He was also an early admirer and promoter of the architect Louis Sullivan. Although Bragdon was able to design buildings in many different styles for clients of varying tastes, he was soon to find projects in Rochester which would allow him to make his own stamp upon the city and the world of architecture. These would allow him to merge his diverse interests of Renaissance Italian style, Gothic style, Theosophy, the occult and mathematics. One of his most unique designs, that of the First Universalist Church, is from this time period.
First Universalist Church. One of Claude Bragdon's most impressive achievements in Rochester that still stands is the First Universalist Church. This building, located on Court Street at S. Clinton Avenue in downtown Rochester, was built to replace a church located at S. Clinton near Main Street, built in 1847, but which had been remodeled in 1901. The old church was to be razed for the construction of the Seneca Hotel. In 1907, the church committee recommended that Claude Bragdon be hired to design the new building. He became involved in almost every aspect of its design, from the shape of the structure all the way to the design of the church pews. Bragdon also incorporated many of the windows from the old church into his design, including the "Sargent window" (a beautiful stained-glass depiction of Jesus), several memorial windows, rose windows from the dome, and others.
The church was built in the Lombard Romanesque style, and was also believed to have been partly inspired by the style of the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople/Istanbul. Bragdon also put his own philosophy and religious leanings into his design. Symbols were used which expressed his view of the universality of religion and of his belief in mysticism. Cross patterns, Gothic arches, and circles all held specific meanings for Bragdon, especially when placed in certain numerical groupings.
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Left, an early view of the new church; right, exterior detail, showing brick and tile work, with Xerox Tower in the background
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Below, the front and reverse of a brochure from a Landmark Society of Western New York exhibit (1967) on Bragdon, showing some of his plans used for the church, including the entrance and some of the church furnishings.
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Used by permission of the Landmark Society of Western New York
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Two detail views of brick and tile work on the building

The Bevier Building. In 1908 Bragdon designed the Bevier Building for the Rochester Athenaeum & Mechanics Institute. This building, located at the corner of Spring and S. Washington Streets, was designed to be used as classroom and lecture space for the arts program at the Athenaeum, the predecessor institution of the Rochester Institute of Technology. This structure, like that of the First Universalist Church, made extensive use of brick and ornamental tile work. This work was a personal favorite of Bragdon.
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Conclusion: Final years and legacy
After his experience with the Chamber of Commerce commission, Bragdon's architectural commissions fell off dramatically in Rochester. He did design the Hunter Street Bridge in Peterborough, Ontario. 
Through his work beginning in 1915 with his color, light and music spectacles, Bragdon was increasingly drawn to the world of theater, a world he had loved since childhood.
The first Festival of Song and Light, held in Highland Park on the night of September 30, 1915, was a great success. The festival involved a chorus, a band, and special effects created by the use of electric lighting and many Japanese style lanterns, scattered throughout the park, which Bragdon designed and made. This combined to create the effect of what Bragdon called "a cathedral without walls." 
These festivals were repeated in Rochester, Buffalo, and Syracuse and in New York's Central Park. Bragdon had already worked with Walter Hampden on some set designs. The pull of theatrical design proved so great that in 1923 Bragdon moved to New York City permanently in order to design more sets for Walter Hampden. He worked on Hamlet, Macbeth, Cyrano de Bergerac, Othello, The Merchant of Venice, The Immortal Thief, Caponsacchi, and An Enemy of the People, The Light of Asia and many others. 
Bragdon settled easily into New York's social life, and corresponded with famous individuals such as Louis Sullivan, Frank Lloyd Wright, Leopold Stokowski, Alfred Steiglitz and Eugene O'Neill. He also wrote books on yoga, architecture, theosophy and other topics. In 1938 he wrote More Lives Than One, his autobiography, parts of which have been excerpted here. 
Claude Bragdon died in New York on September 14, 1946. His contributions to architecture in Rochester were enormous, and even though his masterpiece, the New York Central Railroad Station, is gone, many of his designs remain to delight the eye and inspire the soul.
Claude Bragdon: His Work in Rochester
Resources used for Claude Bragdon: His Work in Rochester
Books
More Lives Than One, By Claude Fayette Bragdon, Alfred A. Knopf, 1938
The Home of the Rochester Chamber of Commerce, Rogers and Manson Company, 1918
Reaching for the Infinite: the First Universalist Church: 75 Years at the Corner of Court and Clinton, by Mark D. Morrison-Reed, H. Keith Scott, Roland Bramlet, 1983
Magazine articles
"Claude F. Bragdon, Architect, Stage Designer, and Mystic", Rochester History, Vol. XXIX, No. 4, October, 1967
Archives
Rush Rhees Library, University of Rochester Bragdon Family Papers, 1819-1980
www.lib.rochester.edu/rbk/bragdonx.stm
Miscellanea
Announcement card for Claude Bragdon lecture, June 7, 1915
Letter from Claude Bragdon to Edward R. Foreman, June 9, 1915
Plans, proposed new home of the Rochester Historical Society
Membership certificate, Rochester Historical Society
Here are a few other works by Bragdon himself:
The Golden Person in the Heart, Brothers of the Book, 1898
A Brief Life of Annie Besant, President of the Theosophical Society, Manas Press, 1909
Theosophy and the Theosophical Society, Manas Press, 1909
The Beautiful Necessity: Seven Essays on Theosophy and Architecture, Manas Press, 1910 
Episodes from an Unwritten History, Manas Press, 1910
Self-Education: An Address Given Before the Boston Architectural Club, April the Third, 1909, by Claude Bragdon, Manas Press, 1910
The Small Old Path, Manas Press, 1911
The "Heathen Invasion": An Open Letter to the Editor of the Hampton-Columbian Magazine, Manas Press, 1911
Man the Square: A Higher Space Parable, Manas Press, 1912
The Message of the Buddha, Manas Press, 1914
Projective Ornament, The Manas Press, 1915
Architecture and Democracy, A. A. Knopf, 1918
Oracle, Manas Press, 1921
Four-Dimensional Vistas, A. A. Knopf, 1923
A Primer of Higher Space, the Fourth Dimension, to which is Added, Man the Square, a Higher Space Variable, A. A. Knopf, 1923
Old Lamps for New: The Ancient Wisdom in the Modern World, A. A. Knopf, 1925
The New Image, A. A. Knopf, 1928
Merely Players, A. A. Knopf, 1929
The Eternal Poles, A. A. Knopf, 1931
The Frozen Fountain; Being Essays on Architecture and the Art of Design in Space, A. A. Knopf, 1932
An Introduction to Yoga, A. A. Knopf, 1933
The Arch Lectures: Eighteen Discourses on a Great Variety of Subjects Delivered in New York, during the Winter of 1940, Creative Age Press, 1942
Also, some works to which Bragdon contributed:
Kindergarten Chats on Architecture, Education and Democracy, By Louis H. Sullivan; edited and introduced by Claude F. Bragdon
Six Lectures on Architecture, by Ralph Adams Cram, Thomas Hastings and Claude Bragdon, 1917
Tertium Organum: The Third Canon of Thought; A Key to the Enigmas of the World, by P.D. Ouspensky, translated from the Russian by Nicholas Bessaraboff and Claude Bragdon, with an introduction by Claude Bragdon, 1922
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