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Palm Springs Indian Reservation ca. 1920, George Brandriff, oil on canvas.
Gift of Nadine and Robert Hall.

Artist’s Background:
• George Kennedy Brandriff; American, 1890-1936
• Education: DDS, University of Southern California; studied with Laguna Beach artists Anna Althea
Hills, Carl Oscar Borg, and Jack Wilkinson Smith
• Influences: French and California Impressionism; Laguna Beach Art Association members Hills,
Hanson Puthuff, Sam Hyde Harris and Edgar Payne
• Art movement: California Impressionism

George Brandriff and California Impressionism
The American Impressionism movement emerged in 1887 on the east coast in response to the influence of
French Impressionism and by the 1890’s it had become the dominant mode of American painting and would
remain so for the next 25 years. 1 The movement blossomed relatively late in California following an exhibition
of both French and American Impressionist artists at the 1915 Panama-American International Exhibition
in San Francisco. Within a few years, Impressionist artist groups began forming, first in Oakland and San
Francisco, and then in Monterey and southern California, especially Laguna Beach. There were significant
communications and exchanges of ideas between the artists from the respective coasts with eastern
painters coming to California to paint and a limited number of California artists having exhibits in New York,
Philadelphia, and Chicago.
While there are many similarities between east-coast and California Impressionism; the latter has two distinct
stylistic variations, both of which are evident in Brandriff’s work. The first is the of use of “vigorous, even
blocky” brushwork. 2 The second is the overlay of other artistic styles elements found in post-Impressionists
such as Paul Cézanne with his brick-like brushstrokes and the heightened colorism of Vincent Van Gogh as
noted in the following works. 3
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Both of these stylistic variations are evident in Brandriff’s work, as noted in his Sunday Reflections and the
detail from Palm Springs Indian Reservation. There is no documentary evidence to support Brandriff’s connection to or familiarity with either post-Impressionists painters, but inferences can be drawn.

Vincent Van Gogh, detail of Willows at Sunset

George Brandriff, detail of Palm Springs Indian
Reservation

Both painting style and choice of subjects varied among regional schools of American Impressionism
(there were also movements in Indiana, Connecticut, and the South. This variation is most pronounced in
the treatment of light. In much of the eastern work, the light is muted and atmospheric, much in the manner
of the European Impressionists and clearly reflecting the more northern and cooler climate. In southern
California, the bright sun and dry, clear air lent itself to a much brighter and saturated color palette. It has
been argued that the vivid tones of the California works were not artificially exaggerated, but in fact, are an
accurate reflection of the topography and flora of the then largely-untouched landscape. 4
Brandiff abandoned his profession of dentistry in Hemet and moved to Laguna Beach to take up paitning
full-time. He was a prominent member and briefly, president of the Laguna Beach Arts Association and
frequently painted and showed with other members. Laguna Beach had consciously established and
promoted itself as an artists’ colony and between 1910 and 1930, dozens of artists, both painters and
sculptors, had made it their home. Within a short time after the formation of the Association, the artists
began to capture the attention and acclaim of both the public and prominent art critics like Antony
Anderson of the Los Angeles Times. 5
Members of the Association shared a passion for painting the sky, sea, shoreline, and hills of their bucolic
community. Unlike their eastern counterparts like Childe Hassam, they eschewed paintings of cities and
focused instead on revealing the essence, the truth of the natural world. 6
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Brandriff was no exception. Arthur Millier, art critic for the San Diego Evening Tribune, wrote of a Brandriff
exhibition, “desert, countryside, the beach and ocean intrigued him. He, in turn, gives us the great satisfaction
he found in those aspects of nature rendered in straightforward and expressive handling with well understood
form, eloquent color, and often dramatic lighting.” 7
However, Brandriff differed from many of his contemporaries in the broad spectrum of subjects he painted,
from sailing ships to figural studies to social commentary. Although there has been little written about
Brandriff’s body of work beyond the occasional exhibition notes, newspaper interviews with Brandriff and his
widow reveal a very different side to the artist. Although a political conservative, Brandriff took a keen and
egalitarian interest in the political news of the day and produced still life paintings and drawings satirizing
politicians, especially Franklin Roosevelt and his New Deal. The artist would cut articles from the newspaper
and clip them to the corner of his canvas; they were used as thematic aids and eventually incorporated into
the mat of the frames surrounding the work.8 In using this technique, Brandriff can be placed within the
nascent American cubist movement as well as the Social Realism movement of the 1930’s. 9 In his sketch
book/diary, he called these works allegories.
Since still life painting was not held in as high regard as landscape painting during the late 1920’s and 1930’s,
artists had the opportunity to take more risks and experiment with form. Brandriff began including the figure of
Buddha figures in his still life paintings. His Tonalist palette, characterized by dark, neutral hues such as gray,
brown or blue, often dominated these compositions and appear much more somber than his sparkling, colorand light-driven landscapes.10 Several of his pieces were determinedly provocative: Broken Idols depicts a
group of fallen and shattered statues while Dogma “with its one-word, morality-play title and military imagery
(broken soldiers) make both literally and subtle statements against war and dictators.” 11
Brandriff’s allegories were “imbued with an allegorical ambiguity which softened their biting sarcasm and took
them out of real space and real time, seeing a more universal mode of expression.” 12 Although the allegories
were critically well-received, they did not sell in the Biltmore Salon exhibition of 1933. Discouraged, Brandriff
eventually returned to the subjects of his early work.
His death by suicide in 1936 after contracting cancer cut short his remarkably diverse career.
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Background of the painting’s location
Palm Springs Indian Reservation is a work from his
early years as a painter, but traces of his later style
and interests in the social concerns of the day are
already evident. The scene is the Cahuilla Indian reservation in Palm Springs, the area known as Section
14 (see photo right, date unknown). This area covers
one square mile and is the Cahuilla’s sovereign land
and thus exempt from City legislation. Over time, the
Indians leased land to incoming immigrants seeking
to work in Palm’s Springs burgeoning hospitality business. The residents were overwhelmingly Cahuilla
and other people of color. By 1963, much of Section
14 had been razed for development, displacing hundreds of citizens and prompting a scathing and condemnatory study by State officials.
By the time Brandriff painted this work in 1920, Section 14 was already a thriving, if impoverished community. Unfortunately, nothing is known about his visit to Palm Springs.
Impression and analysis
In looking at his painting from a distance, the composition seems loosely constructed of large volumes of
color in the manner of Cezanne; from the middle distance, the brushstrokes seem almost sketch-like with
blocks of hurried, thickly-applied paint. The figure of a woman stands quietly in the yard, illuminated with
light that doesn’t appear to have a direct source. The intense hot-orange of her garment and the serenity of
the pose anchor the composition while the trees, fence, stumps, and shacks seem to lean into the center,
circling and embracing the figure. Closeup, the brushwork becomes hectic, even unsettling abstractions.
This is California Impressionism with a bit of a bite.
Compare & Contrast Artwork
There are several landscapes in our collection that represent a break from the traditional styles of California
Impressionists and its predecessor, the Hudson River School: Eva Slater’s hard-edged San Jacinto Mountains 1960 and Helen Pashigian’s Untitled (Copper) from 2006 represent two of the more radical departures
from the California plein air canon.
How to Tour This Piece:
Ask visitors if they are familiar with French Impressions and whether they knew that there was a similar
American art movement. Briefly describe California Impressionism and place the work in historical context
and compare it to the works by Agnes Pelton and Jimmy Swinerton’s paintings of the Palm Springs area.
Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

How would you describe the brushstrokes of this piece? (middle ground and closeup)
What mood does the work convey to you?
Who or what is the figure in the painting? What is the figure doing?
How does this work compare to the Pelton/Swinerton piece(s) we looked at?
Which do you prefer and why?
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Additional work by George Brandriff

Children at the Mission, date
unkown

Fisherman on the docks. Date unknown

Navajo Country, ca. 1936

San Bernardino--Mt. Baldy, ca. late 1920’s

