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The Duteh Stijl Croup

by

Dr., Friedrich lMarlkus Huebner

Duteh painting has the same fate mz Duteh literature in
foreign countries, The foreign countries do not know either of them
and misjudge both. Louis Couperus, Albert Verwey, Frederic van
Teden, these three personalities are best known beyond the Duteh border
and are put besides the most eelebrated Zuropean writers, but they do
not exercise in their homeland an intellectual activity which would
justify their fame, That in Holland e certain group colebrates them
as literary exponentz, does not ehange the faect that their work is
a mere passing expresslon and does not partake in the orcative life of
the country., The works, which in painting correspond to their literary
creations of & well-meaning qggggaais, undemoniscal, sclf-gatisfied, ]
naturalistic character are those paintings of the neean. windmills and
seamen in the manner of the Barbizon school: mﬁsdag;jﬁrmthars Maris,
Bosboom, “reitner, Js, Israel; they achieve at the art market, do-
mestic and foreign, high prices but they do not represent the real
new of Dubeh artistic achievement and do not mean to the Fcunggcnﬂration
an exemple, law or ideal., In every field, the young Dutch art broke
with the tradition of 1900. That this change has not been noticed by
everyone, is mainly due to the lack of an alert art-criticism in Holland.
With the exception of a few among whom the Van Gozh scholar H,P,Bremmer
is outstanding, the art connpilsseurs and art juises eould not free
themselves from the o nventional ¢oncepts of beauty so entrenched in
Holland. The important daily newspapers and art magezines @ still eling
t2 the realistie representation of nature as the decisive valus measure-

ment. lot even the exceptional Berlage zained a satisfactory following




=2-

which would have furthered his theorstiecal investigation con-

eerning the architectural idenl and thus would heve zained supremacy
for Berlasze's method of construetion: the orgenie develobment from the
space-cell versus gll archeological and barsaue artk,

If the new Duteh art d4id not become more popular at home and
abroad, it 1s not due to a lack of their own self-confidence. It is
indeed remarkable to wateh how around lqﬂﬂ the veneration of nature
has been transformed into the interest int? the inner world, and how
this tendency has striven for more sincereity and greater adeauateness
of artistlic means year after vear, Wi uld it not be for the parallel
tendencies in other European countries, the Duteh activities would
find an echo through their exeeptional c¢lear and forceful development.
There are two egually strong and new tendencies, although stemming from
different spheres, which unite in the Dutoh artistie world just as in
the other Eurogfan countries, in order to overthrow the burden of the
past. In 1883'the"rcturn to nature® slogan of the naturalism of the
artists vas meant to be applied to the individual 1ife as well as the
general condition of human soeiety., This revolution, however, re-
mained a rebellion confined to the studins and the carfds., The demands
of this other revolution were different, away from nature. This
revolution wanted also to be applied to art as well as general public
life, And it hed not only the mesthetic progr&mﬁ but also the moral
strength. The aecsthetiec and the morel revolutisn were entirely inter-
mingled a8 the manifestos, interpretation and even the rejections de=
monstrate., The slogan "away from nature™ was interproted in
painting in the following way: :mrt./ neture was not more to be the
supreme judge of composition but the painted canvass had to develop its
ovn imaginetion on the foundations of its own inbellectual lamguage of

forms, TIn ther words, the artistic creation had to liwve entirely
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independent az an organism of its own. Just as in art "away from
nature” had its own social credo: to free man,as a social and spi-
ritual phenomenon,from the traditional perspectiviem and to place him
on the foundation of his invisible Ego of his eternal humanity.
The accentuation of the intellectual in art fiqﬁs its parallel in the
seriousness with which the new generation m its battle against
practicnl reality, against this type of reality which succeeded to
humiliate man to its mere appendix., The rewolution finds its re-
scurces as well in the aesthetic‘as in the moral sphere, Their ten-
dencies ¢ross each other and pur%g each other. Formal expressioniiam is
imbued by metaphysical beauty. The new art of language is filled with
political-humanitarien amelioration tendencies., IFreedom and purifi-
cation from the chains of materialism becomes the content of art and the
aim of individual life. Syle and humenity shall be built on the de-~
struction and the mejuvenation of a new cultural will,

1his is the center around which all artistiec work of the new
Duteh artists revolve, In other countries there are some who inecline
mor:d to an éthical, others more to an aesthetic expressionism

and_in octher counbries we find cases of one=sided srtificislity and
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frustration. There are always aperé and fellow=travellers of thn%fwho
vaccillate between futurism, cubism, pure expressionism, as if they
were only different styles like ldminism, divisionism end cubism,
ete, and othﬂf forms of impressiondism,

This tremendous turn of things is conasciocusly niost elearly
experienced by the so-called Stijl group which forms the extreme left and
iz the only mQVEmént in Holland which hes its own maga=ine, It has
emong its ranks perscnalities who know hHow to write and who have inter-
national relations to similar groups in Rome, Berlin snd Paris; this

group is the most representative. 1Its spiritual and actual leader is
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Theo van Doesburg; assocciated with him are the paintem Piet Mondriaan,
B, van der Ieck, P. #lma, Cries Beelmann, Vilmos Huszar 'Hungary), van
PTongerloo (Belgium) and the architects J.7.P.0vd, Rob., van't Hoff, Hulb,
Hoste, 4. Kock, The monthly De Stjl, edited by van Doesburg, 1s now in
its third vear, The reason that it had not been published previously
are merely Tinancial ones, The aims for which they are most sincerely
fighting, have been formulated over a dozen years ago by Van Doesburg
and his assoceiates. They have given lectures, written articles, and
orgenized exhibitions all over Holland, Tach of them started in the
usual academic way and gained in the scademic realm recognition and
esteen, The well-=know favorite ohjection that abatract painting is
merely the impotence in front of realitv is disproved by the pre=-
expressionist achievements of these Dufeh artista,

The obvious development can be best characterized by a cﬁnsi&er-
ation of van Doesburg's own evolution. Among many reasons thig is
possible because we hove the mosh penetrating literary comments by
the leader of the Duteh Stijl movement, Passionate and with the mastery
of the pen, oqual to the French and Russian art criticg, Van Doesburg
has not only predicted the great spiritual revolution but has battled
for its necessity, logic and expansion. In Holland the stupidity of
some of his contemporaries macked at him, called him a misled outsider
and wen: through all stages, from the stage of criticism and the vulgar
ko the ridiculoms. Mot the least siznificant about van Doesburg is the
importance he has f£or the Buropean revolution of ideas, and that he was
a kind of martyr for the new waye of life,

Van Doecburg's reason to @pose the optic naivity of naturalistic
oraftsmen and of the idolatry of l'art pour l'art, have a serious '
foundetion. His revolutionary demands find expressions even in little

comments and all through the years his demands have never wealkened .,



The decisive awakening has teken place in both directions,et the same
time it has overthrown the fundaments of the painter and of man,

Already one of his earliest literary works, a dialogue, called signi-
ficantly "Insurrection" brings the idea of revolution to life and art at
the same time. The representative of impressionsim in this dialogue is
satisrfied with what he sees: "I am only responsible to my eyes, the
Tace is the mediator between my deepest being, my soul and the world" -
against this attitude the representative of the intellectual art claims
the entire anti-ceathetic power of conscience as a toochstone:"The sonl
iz the mediator between God and man. ‘The responsibility to your soul ig
infinitely deeper, its appeal is to your conscience, If you are tying
yourself to your art, you are limiting your being and you will never be
gble to reersate limit-transcending art. Art must satisfy man's deepest
longing, must give him confidence in life and death, not confidence in
the temporal 1ife and the changing forms of existence, but in the life
of eternity. The work of art must bhe a guide to his ovn soul and to his
deepest feelings, f these feelings are asleep the word of art shall
awake them, If the artist wants to talk of the eternal he has to ereate
out of s feseling of eternity. Therefore he must conouer the position of
Christ, therefore he must be & human being.”

This briefly charactsrized attitule is in obvious contrast to its
predecessors, who made it possible for the srtist az well as the art-
appreciator in the enjoyment of the work of art to be morally untouched,
Tig_new group is Tilled with deep religious interests, which are ex=
pressed in their preference for the motif of the eracifixzion,especially
with the expressionistic painters. But the relliglious meaning has been no
more alive nor clearsr nor more powerful than in van Doesburg. Oub of
the religious background of his character comes the seriousnewy of van

Dnasburg's will for style. ZEverything in him tends towards the f£inal,
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the sbsolute. 1Mot only does he destroy the means of style of previous
painting as unessential but also he ebsolished the accidentd), visually
conceived visions of realitv. - Art starts in his works whenever nature
transcends in sur-nature, into eonee»t and spirit.Hemakes the moral

demand to stop conventional anthropomorphisaticon of the earthly

surroundings and beyon this he asks from the human heing abstraction and

‘freeing from all inessential motifs and feelings, the demand to trans-

cend into this sphere of silencs, which stands above the joy of creation,
"My final joy is that I have grown through art, beyond.art and that

I, from now on, have %o consider art as an inadegquate hénﬂmaiﬁ for the
spirit.n(1920)

. Searching for the absolute, wvan Doesburg has to get rid of the
whole sum of historical convention orf the artiste; because these have
become a mere gchimera of formerly true representation of reality. The
mathemetical foundations emerge as the only ones which are trustworthy
and they form the basis for e new development of style. They will
be the only means through which the emancipation of the painters work
fro " nature, the continued transmission of the individual feeling
for 1ife into the rhythm of the idea will become possible. "The cuestion
which impressionsim put, was as follows: can the form of nature dis-
appear from the canvaiﬂ‘withaut tﬁe faet that this lack will hurt the
ﬁaintﬁngs? Can the content of & painting be only carried by the craativa'
form - the forms of purest consistency are the mathematical ones, they
gpesk for themselves because they hafa a ¢ ntent per se, This content
is space end because every kind of art is primerily concerned with space,
mathematical forms sre mast near Lo them. Other primary forms do not
exist, neither Greek sculpture, nor Roman architecture, nor the art of
India did ¥now others and if artists did not pot life and spirit into

these forms the reason was that mankind needed a naturalistic repre-
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sentation 5f the universe, This sbncept of form has brought about the
decay in yainting &nd.architectura. If we get rid of all practieal,’
ﬁﬂtﬁralistic, perspective, anatomie parts of a historical works of art,
the turely constructive elements remain., These elements Torm the rule
of construetion, this rule is pure harmony, not bound to time, it ia the
xpression of the inner beauty of the object,™(1917)

¥an Doesburg's attempts for expression have nothing to aé with
what is usuelly understood as expressionism, "The commonly valid theory
of the expressionistie schohl (Kandinsky) that a painting is able to
reproduce , through eolours and line stimuli the immediate reality of
our feelings, I reject, as a slogan of the day."(1919). In another
respect the Stijl group does not belong to those abstract artists who
in the manner of Paul Klee or the post-futuristic ltalian metaphysicists
8till do aedept traces of figure and objects in their paintings. Van
Doesburg, in opposition to the physienl expressionists, demands puri-
fication and simplification of feelings, and stabilisation and in
opposition to the cheotic model of ffeelings he demands a monumental ordg
5: harmony, Versuns those abstract artiste who are still having illusions
. about neture, van Doesburg insists on the complete renunciation of man's
inherent desire to mythologize ezistenﬂa; All expressions of individual
obgervation, should dlssolve in genersl sasesthetic value formulae, "The
gpiritual, the entire avstract, is the real human whil the mere sphere of
feelings does not border to the heights of the spirits and therefore
has to be considered as belonging to an inferior state of culture. Every
emotion, indifferent, if belonging to pleasulre or sorrow-faslings, means
an interference in the harmony and the ecuilibrium between subje¢£ (man )
and object (universe). The Work of art shall put the observer into the
equilibrium between itself and the universe, emotional actions achieve

only the contrary. They are the consequences of disharmonious econfused
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concepts of life which are founded in the predominance of individualism
and of slavery to nature, All emotions have to be reduced to pure
space-relations," (1919)

If the Stijl groun is opposed to every individual emoticnal re-
production of reality, that dneslxut mean the relationship between the
experience of reality snd art is given us and that the problem of form is
reduced to & mere play of ornements. Tasily to be applied to decorative
purposes, window painting, floor designs, ete. Howaver, the line and

column ecomposition of Stijl artists are not accidentalX whime but |
rosulte of a development vwhich has its foundation in philosophical pre-
gupposition, The Stijl-manifesto of November 1918

puts it in these peinted words:

wphere L8 an old and new conscience of time. The old one is directed
towards the individual, The new one is directed towards the universal,
The itk fight of the individual versus the universal is showm in the
world war as well as in contemporary art, The war destroyed the old
world with ite eontent: the individual predominance in all spheres.
The now art has brought to life th%cantent of the new conscience of time:
gaual relationships between the universa{and the individual.”

The method of reality-destruction and reconstruction of the
mathematical style of van Doesburg and his group is Hgseﬂ'on certain
" pules, This method leads to an abmolishment of all realistic accidentals
and to the construction of one motif and the establishment of its
escentials of spece, plein and relstionships., These essentials, with
the help of an intuitive appreciation of beauty form the synthesis which
is free from sentiments and objects, Nobody knows better than van
Doesburg that this mothod can peter out int> mers mathematical ex-
ercicsesa, He writes: "thoé/who do not know how to use the classic, mathe-
matical moans of art or who indulge in mere forms of relationships, are.

going to decay into meeningsless formlism. Here lies the great dsnger
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of the new style, Without inner experience of the motif the result wil
be meaningsless and instead of the es-ence of beauty only relationship
of measures and numbers will appear." (1919), :

. The universal importance whiech the Stijl group is stresaing
tecomes clear from the just published gacanﬂ Stijl manifesto, in which
the same de-individualizabtion and mathematicel absolutizing of the arb
of lenguege is demanded., The beginnine of the manifesto is as follows:
"The structure of contemporary wcrd“arthis still living on the sweet
sentimentalism of a past, effeminate é;nﬂratinn. The word is dead.
The exeroises of aping nature and the glitter of dramstic expression
with which the bookmakers sre presenting us by miles and paﬁnﬁs, do not
gontain anybthing of the new development in the art of our life, The

word is powérless. The shortbreathed and sentimental poetry of the 1

and the You “hich is used evaryﬁhere, and especially so in Holland, under

the influence of an individunalism, afraid of aspaces, fills us with
disgust."

This manifesto appeals to all thoss in the world who attampt a
spiritunal rejuvenation of the world from its roots. It does not make
any differenne'betw&en the national eivilizati;nﬂ or beftween music or
architeoture or a race, more gifted with the logie of the word or ths
gensual colour. This international mode of thinking which considers
at least Zyrope as a %ExEEEEP-ESTEl unity, expresses a stronger sSenss for
strategy and form than the German expressionists do, Also in itself, as
a2 thinking unit, the Stijl grouon shows more unity and sturdiness. .They
are more able to chenge the form concept of Turope then many other central
“uropean groups who are also strivinﬁkcr a new freedom, In the power
end determinaticn of their prinociples, the Stijl group allies the
European concepts of beavty for revoluticnziig??%hﬂ firmness ﬁnﬂ vride of

Duteh intellectualism is expressed which has always been '






