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Preface,

Piet Mondrian in his essays, the majority of which were
published in De Stijl, stressed the importance of a conscious
understanding of the concept of evolution, both as a conception
of man's spiritual and biolgical evolution. This study of his
life's work examines the development of his ever growing cogni-
zance of this concept as a 'unity in duality', and in addition
his awareness of the implications of this conception.

The consideration of Mondrian's life's work from the premises
set by a study involved with the evolutionary nature of his work
has brought into sharp focus the dialectical relationship that
his latter work has to his earlier work. But in addition research
conducted for this study has shown that the entirety of Mondrian's
work does not exist as an isolated individual incident but as a

consciously, thus dialectically related part of the History of
Philosophy of Art.

The methods used in the course of this study were developed
from the implications of the original premises 'to consider the
relationships between Mondrian's theories and practice'. To
begin with, a basic ph;lOSOphic background was established against
which Mondrian's theories could be studied. This was followed
by a careful study of his early work against the background of
19th century European Art and the theories that influenced the
art of that period. A form of ‘bibliography’, was constructed
which embraced both paintings and literature with which Mondrian
could have concerned himself and been influenced by. For example,

the collection of paintings in the Mesdag Museum and Dr. Schoen-

maekers two books.
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The problem of visualizing Mondrian's life as an evolutionary
process became an early and difficult question. It was resolved
through the construction of two statistical graphs, the second
of which was drawn with the aid of a computer.

At every stage of the close study of individual works,made
by Mondrian and other artists, whose work was used for comparative
purposes, analytic diagrams were constructed. They have proved
themselves to be invaluable in gaining a clarification and cogni-
zance o0f the evolution of Mondrian's concept of ‘'unity in duality’
in his visual work,

The major divisions of this study are concerned with the
stylistic and theoretical changes that make up the parts of
Mondrian's transition from an ar£ based in the perceptual
cognizance and expression of reality to the conscious manifestation
of an art that was in its essential form rooted in a pure con-
ception of reality. In realizing this form of art Mondrian also
found answers to the ontological questions that had beset him in
his early years and had comsequently acted as a powerful motivating
force to his artistic evolution.

The conclusions drawn from this study of Mondrian's life's
work are that his work in all its manifold aspects was, througﬁbut
his life an ever evolﬁing expression of man's desire to understand
and to manifest his understanding of the universe and as such his

work was in complete concordance with his theories.
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Chapter 1

(1) In order to gain an understanding of Piet Mondrian's work

and ideas it is instructive to commence by considering his essay.

'Plastic art and pure plastic art', for it is representative of

t

his mature thought. It was published in 1937 in the book 'Qizglgf(l) f

and Mondrian set down in it a concise, if complex, statement
detailing his own development as an artist and as' an art theoret-
ician. This introduction will concern itself with %he ideas
contained in the essay and indirectl& with his life's practical
and theoretical work, Within the essay can be found references

to the following list of concepts. A theory of tradition,
concepts of evolution as a universal process. These were no doubt
stimulated by the intellectual climate in which Mondrian found
himself during his transitional-years(z). It also contains Neo
Platonic ideas of essence and universality, which are interwoven
with theories concefning the role of objectivity and subjectivity,
through which Mondrian had constructed his concept of dualism, a
concept which would result in artistic and spiritual purification.
He also expressed reasons for the need of purification relating
them to a Utopian ideal society. 1In addition to all the above
ideas he set down his ideas concerning the action of perception
and conception, which is closely coupled with his most important
concept regarding the role of intuition. Throughout the essay
personalised inferences relating to Calvinism and to Theosophy
can be found. The effect of these influences is to give to his

Utopian Idealism a flavour of determinism. This.quality exists

in Mondrian's concept of both the evolution of art and of humanity.
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It is, in relation to Mondrian, misappropriate to draw a
distinction between his two activities of (a) painting, and, (b)
theory. For initially it is out of (a) that (b) grew, later they

became mutually interactive.

In this essay the changes that he underwent and the concepts
formed by these changes are all outlined or inferred. In part
the essay's content is centered upon Mondrian's general notions
of the history and evolutionary process of art, its other general
- content is concerned with the verbal expression of Mondrian's own
personal development. His style of expression employs a deperson-
alised form of writing, although the subject is really biographical.
This two part approach leads to two separate points. The first
being Mondrian's obvious and objective awareness of the evolution
of his art and the second point is that his own subjectivity was
not overriden by his objectivity when he asserted and péstulated
his ideas in these general terms.

The essay concludes with Mondrian's thoughts and beliefs on
the direction in which art should progress. The beliefs are not
specifically related to painting alone but to the broadest meaning
of art., He stated his views of direction in these terms.

Painting and sculpture will not manifest, themselves, as separate
objects nor as mural art which destroys architecture itself, nor

as applied art, but being purely constructive will aid the creation
Of an atmosphere not merely utilitarian or rational but also pure
and complete in its beauty.

This statement is taken from the final paragraph of the essay.
It not only states Mondrian's ideal hopes for the future, it also
gives a concise summary of the ideals of all the artists and

architects who contributed to, 'Circle'. What they aimed at was

an environmental dream. The dream was concerned, as Mondrian stated
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in the above paragraph, with the integration, into an indivisible
whole, of painting, sculpture, architecture and other allied arts,

This ideal concept of the complete integration of the arts,

formulated bj Mondrian in this essay, was not based upon a revivalist

approach to'the problem, such as is epitomised by the Neo Gothic

revival of the nineteenth century. In fact any form of revivalist

theory was .incompatible with Mondrian's theory of progress and

tradition. His theory of tradition is one of the first major

factors that needs to be taken into account in this essay. For
he asserted that according to his theory of tradition and progress

it was logical for abstract art to have evolved out of figurative

art. He made this assertion through his analysis of figurative art

and concluded that the real sense of beauty inherent in a work of
art could not be realised through the specific forms of mimetic
projection, but only through dynamic relationships. This was
essentially the conclusion of his own analysis, which concerned
itself with both the progress of art in general and his own art
in particular. This theory forms the basis of his revisionist
approach to all artistic activities.

(2) His analytic method, intuitively formulated, was to break
into parts the tradition of painting and then to distil out of
those parts that which philosophers as far back as Plato have
called 'the substance of art'. This procedure of distillation
immediately raises problems of the metaphysical nature of
Mondrian's theories and the realisation of these theories through
his paintings. If this process of distillation, in which he was
involved, was analogous with the metaphysical nature of some

philosophers' thought, either by design or by accident, then these
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5

analogous relationships need to be considered. To phrase this

point in another way, Mondrian in his essay adhered to the idea

that the past is part of the present and if is therefore the role

of the artist to analyse what it is that the past brings to the
present. Having decided upon this, it is necessary to consider
whether or not it, the influence of the past, has a complete )
relative truth value to the present and if not, what parts of it

do apply to the relative point in time in which the artist is making

his analysis. Not only are parts which are identifiable as truth
components analysed in fhe essay, Mondrian also demonstfated that
the past brings to the present methods by which these truths could
be identified. This process is termed by Mondrian 'the evolution
of art' and in recognising'this process he verbalised his own
evolution in general terms. The process, he believed, resulted in
'intensification', and not in '‘expansion', and by being so it would
lead, rationally, to an 'evolution of thé_individual towards the
universal, of the subjective towards the essence of things and
ourselves',

Mondrian's use of the term essence immediately relates the
ideas of art that he propounded to some of the principles of
metaphysics.ihThe process by which these 'forms', the metaphysical
ideas could be realised was, Mondrian said, through a procedure
Oof intensification, the procedure of abstract art.

Mondrian in this essay states categorically his opposition
to expansionist procedures in art. His historical analysis of art
had led to his belief that art had become static in relying on the

expansionist procedure of mimetic projection. Intensification on
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the other hand had been the procedure by which Mondrian had
discovered what the past had brought into his present. He continued,
in the essay, to assert that the so-called progress of mimetic art
had not in fact been progress or evo}ution at all, but had only

been the extension of ideas relating to singular objects. He
qualified these criticisms by saying that figurative art not only
resulted in subjectivity but was also the result of subjectivity.

‘By asserting his ideas concerning thé ramifications of, 'subjective
inclinations', in art, Mondrian further expressed his belief in

the need fqr a, 'universal art', for he believed that subjectivity,
being based upon egocentric and base emotions, could not result

in, nor was a part of universality as he understood it. Rather
subjectivity and thus expansion resulted in the stagnation of art
and by implication of life. The evolutionary process of intensi-
fication Mondrian equated with a procedure of purification, for

not only did he conceive of this process as being the evolutionary
process of art; He believed that by purifying art, the artist was
acting out his role as pioneer and that it was through the work of
the pioneers and their subsequent influence that mankind would be
aided in their struggle towards spiritual purification, understood
and believed by Mondrian to be the ultimate goal. Consequently

he formulated his idea of the place of the artist in society, as
mentioned above, that of a pioneer. This inner need for spiritual
purification, as expressed by Mondrian, is analogous to the
deterministic tenets of Calvinism and also it bears a close relation
to the ideas of Theosophy especially in terms of man's evolution

towards the spiritual existence. In terms of Theosophy man's need



to strive would lead him through a number of stages, to the point
of spiritual purification, the fourth plane. Mondrian's under-
standing of this process of evolutionary purification was that it
would lead to a balance between the subjective and the objective,

a balance of opposites. Mondrian's concept, although obviously
related to both Calvinism and Theosophy, is really his own inter-
pretation of_evolutionary concepts. It 1s not revamped Calvinism
or Theosophic doctrine, both of which he reacted against for vary-
ing reasons at different times during his life. He expressed these
ideas in for example the following quotation:

In removing completely from the work all objects, the world is
not separated from the spirit but is on the contrary, put into a
balanced opposition with the spirit since the one and the other
are purified. This creates a perfect unity between the two
opposites. (3)

Mondrian took up, consciously in Calvinistic terms, or
Theosophic terms, the role of spiritual leader. In either instance

he recognised himself as being a teacher of what he believed and
thought to be determined truths. There is another simple analogy
that can be drawn with Calvinism. It is expressed in the above
passage and concerns the removal of objects from work; objects
being singular forms. The removal of these would release the
spirit from its subjective bonds, thereby allowing for a balance
to evolve. Anyone who has visited a Dutch Reform Calvinist Church
will have noticed the complete absence of religious ornaments.
Quite obviously the banishment of such objects, or trivia, was to
enable the spirit to transcend its earthly subjective bonds
whilst in God's house. If this analogy with Calvinism is correct
it is unsurprising, for Mondrian grew up a strict Calvinist under
his father's authoriative parentalism.(4) Later he rejected the

church of his father, but the question, raised by the ideas out-

lined above, is obviously did he reject the ideas and deterministic
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concepts of Calvinism? In elucidating further his notion of the
purification of art through the removal of objects, Mondrian

set down in this essay a critical view of both Cubism and Surrealism, .
It should be remembered that Mondrian worked for about two years in
what can strictly be called the Cubist style. His contribution

was the introduction of two dimensionality, and a use of a range

of colour that is not usually associated with the 'Appolinaire
Cubists’'.

In this essay, now under consideration, Mondrian set down his
criticism of Cubism, wﬁich was based entirely upon the continuing
use by the Cubists of referential, therefore singular objects.- in
fact there are certain political reasons for the Cubist use of
referential objects., These reasons can be traced back to the
socialist theories of members of the Barbizon school, such men as
Courbet and his involvement with the revolution in 1870. Mondrian
did not criticise these socialist tenets as such, his criticism was
voiced against the formal use of referential objects. The second
twentieth century movement of art that Mondrian criticised in his

essay was Surrealism. Whilst he worked and made a valuable con-
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tribution to Cubism he never attempted a Surrealist painting of any :
categorizable type. He attacked Surrealism for its use of literary

source material and also for its use of, what he understood as, the
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base elements of human .-inclinations. His criticism of Surrealism
stated that because of its use of the base elements of human

inclinations and instincts coupled together with the unconscious,
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the resulting activity could only be of an individualised creative

type. Therefore Surrealism could not contribute to the evolution
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of a universal spirituality and beauty, or in other words, to

Mondrian's conception of the evolution of art. He was by criticising




these two movements, also implying that in his experience and from
his standpoint, they had come about through an uncritical subjective
view of the history of art.

The criticism that Mondrian launched against Cubism and
Surrealism in this essay brings into being another analogy with
Calvinism, It is that of the 'vivification of the spirit and
eventual salvation'. He was in addition to criticising, positing,
once again, the rules of Neo plasticism. Rules, that like the
tenets of Calvinism, were meant to reveal art in the spiritual but
concealed form that he believed it had always possessed. This form,
this essence of art, he believed had been hidden under the veil of x
subjectivism apd earthbound referential objects. He believed that
Neo plasticism would once again bring forth the spiritual nature
of arf and consequently it would have a moral effect upon mankind.

What Calvinism and Neo plasticism have in common, and this is §
part of the importance of Mondrian's'theory of tradition, is that %
neither Mondrian nor Calvin believed that they were (a) founding a
new church, (b) founding a new art, both men believed that they were
reforming and returning their 'concerns' to their pristine condition §;
and by so doing they would release the human spirit from its g"

earthly bondage and subjectivism, They were both revisionist in

" 2 Ll B U

the best sense of the word.

(3) Within Mondrian's concepts of the theory of tradition can be
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found a number of major themes. His essay, can, if considered from
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one point of view only, be interpreted as pertaining to his con-
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ception of the theory of tradition in art. But as has been pointed
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out already in the above analogies, the essay and Mondrian's

conceptls set down in it should be related and evaluated against a ‘.
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concept of the total iheory of tradition and its evolution.
Mondrian believed in an interaction between all aspects of life.
An interaction of parts between which no clear distinctions could
be drawn, except for the purposes of analytical study, for it was
through analysis that Mondrian was able to increase his knowledge
of life and the world. Another major theme that is present in the
essay 1is Mondrian's personal rediscovery and subsequent re-
establishment of the universaliprinciples of éeauty, without these
principles, he contended art could not exist.

What needs here to be said and it continues to clarify the idea
of Mondrian's work as an evolutionary process, is that a great deal
of the information contained in this essay refers directly or by
implication back through both the history of art and of philosophy,
to the development of thought propounded by Greek philosophers.

Fof Plato asserted that universals do exist, he held them in great
reverence and called them the 'forms'(s). These, Plato argued, do
exist, for example, he stated that 'goodness stapds apart from énd
is more perfect than any of its manifestations on earth'. The way
in which these ideas came to Mondrian is through the influence of
Theosophy and the interaction of thoughts and ideas discussed 1in
his conversations with Theo'van Doésburg, between 1915 and 1917.
The Theosophic influence upon his thinking and especially upon the
subject of universals can be seen in the written text of ' the two
sketchbooks’. Plato's ideas can also be closely associated with
Mondrian's rejection of particulars - Plato taught that particulars
are too shifting and changeable to be objects of precise knowledge
and this being the case Plato went on to assert that precise know-
ledge must therefore be concerned with universals. Plato related

his concept of universals and universality to all of his philosophic
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thought. It should be remembered that the term philosopher was an
all-embracing term that included that which we now call science.
The question of the nature of universals has continued since the
time of Plato and it is reasonable that it should have confronted
Mondrian in the development of his theoretical stance. The
universal -interests of Mondrian have been briefly traced back to
Plato, but it is most likely that his interest in their possible
existence was first stimulated by his practical work as a painter
and then through his interest in Theosophy with its Neo Platonic
content. These influences assisted Mondrian in gaining an under-
standing of the nature of the intuitive ideas that arose through
his work. The time or dates from which Mondrian was influenced by
Theosophy is a disputed point. He is known to have joined the
society in 1909, but Michel Seuphor asked his youngest brother
about this point whilst he was conducting research for his book on
Mondrian in Holland. The brother answered Seuphor that as students

living in Amsterdam during the mid- and late- 1890's they discussed

Theosophy, which at that time formed a strong part of the dialogue
of the intellectual milieu at Amsterdam.

As has been suggested previously, the problem of what con-
stitutes a universal is one that has beset thinkers in many ages.
There are two general ways in whcih the universals that Mondrian
re-established can be considered. The first is that set of
universals which Mondrian stated were the universals of painting.
These simply stated have todo with the structure, form, colour and
order of the evolution of painting. Having found them, he inter-
preted them into the rules of Neo plasticism, which, by implication
of all art, surely means that all art must be Neo plastic. For it

could not be art if it did not adhere to the rules, rules derived

N e Al 4 (et R T e

o -r'.i#‘ ';‘]Ii"i o ey P

U F RS M P P T

A REDE

¢ AR R T AR

.l et bl b L - S I -
"" [

e el ey T

A L e o T W RN T R

A B L e o
. '

-k r-"

NS—




-12 -

from the universals., Mondrian also stated that the rules of art
have no content, are irrelevant, if they are not coupled with the
second class of his universals, the transcendental universals,

The first of these classes of universals, which subsequently
became the rules of Neo plasticism, arose out of Mondrian's analysis
of what physically constituted a painting and consequently what
should constitute every other art form. The second class arose
out of his personal search for a concept of reality, a position of
interaction and harmony between intuition, perception, instinct

and intellect. The positing of these universals meant that Mondrian,

had in his view, stripped away all the trappings of art thus allowing |

it to manifest itself in its pure form. Secondly he had achieved -
again in his view, which was constructed from intuition and from
intellectual consideration, ﬁis own understanding of reality. The
construction of these two classes of universal concepts meant that
he had developed the conceptual framework through which his art
could be expressed in Pure Plastic terms. A number of probiems arise
out of these assertions and by way of introduction they are raised
here, for he stated these universals in such a categorical manner
that the possibility of another form of art is excluded. This is
.in itself not éntirely-compatible with the theory of the traditions
of art from which they had been distilled. But thiskclass of
universals is compatible with his theory of evolution and of course
with the tenets of Calvinism,

For example - a point previously mentioned - he dismissed
Cubism. Due to its procedure of abstracting from the outward
appearance of singular objects and for retaining perceptibie
singular information in the resulting construct. This, Mondrian

said, was only a part of reality the shifting part was given emphasis

and therefore no balanced opposition based on universal principles,
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could be achieved. He dismissed Surrealism for its emphasis on
the subconscious, he termed this emﬁhasis 'memories of the womb'
and Pure Plastic Art could not spring from such memories. It
could only spring from pure intuition and secondly from the
intellect. He equated the subconscious with the innate senses.

In developing his second class of universals Mondrian studied,
as mentioned above, the work of the Theosophists, some of whom

lived in Amsterdam during the early part of the twentieth century.

The sort of thought associated with Theosophy was a great influence .

in the whole of the cultural life in and around Amsterdam dﬁring
this period. It is a well documented fact that until the end of
his life Mondrian had with him a number of books, written by
Krishnamaurti(6), Rudolf Steiner and Dr. Schoenmaekers. Eariier
he had read works byMaddniBlavatsky. The teaching of the tradition
of Theosophy claimed a deep intuitive insight into the 'divine
nature and constituent moments of processes. Sometimes this insight
is claimed as the result of the operation of some higher faculty or
some supernatural revelation to the individual.! One of the
elemental claims of the theory of Theosophy is that it claims to
gain knowledge through intuition and by so doing it has no prime.
reliance on logical reason or the results of empirical observation.
Some aspects of Theosophy ﬁave a closer relation to Indian Mysticism
than to occidental thought, for India and the mystics were believed
to be the fountain of knowledge and that the only possible knowledge
was intuitive knowledge because this sort of knowledge must be pure.
Indian mystics do not though accept the traditional occidental
concept of dualism which is one of the central themes of Mondrian's
theoretical framework. It is becoming increasingly clear that.

Mondrian's association with Theosophy was not in any true sense a
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religious involvement but that it was more one of using Theosophy

as a testing board, a clarifying agent, for his ideas and his
evolution towards Pure Plastic Art. It would have been impossible
for Mondrian to have denied the empirical results of his'tekeningen'.
Therefore he had to accept the dualistic interaction of the physical
and the spiritual, to have accepted the tenets of Monism would have
been incompatible with his own art and his theory of tradition.

He stated in his contribution to ’'circle’ that 'the only problem
of art is to achieve a balance betweenithe objective and subjective',
This statement asserted an attitude that is not only of a trascend- gx
ental nature, but also recognises a necessity for a balance, a %
harmony bétween the ordinary world -and the spiritual world; in fact g
Mondrian asserted that ‘'true reality' cannot exist unless these two

elements are in balance., And fhereby he inferred that the monistic

tenets that can be found in Theosophy do not lead to an under-
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standing of reality. In making this point, with its inherent
criticism, Mondrian expressed an alternative that was couched in
deterministic idealogy. He either did not realise this or he
actually thought it to be the only possible course. Which is ) {
peculiar, for in relation to his life, determinism had at the time .
or writing the article an upsetting effect. He had firstly reacted

against his father's deterministic paternal authority, secondly he

R TR
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had reacted against the Theosophic principles of Neo Platonic
determinism, and thirdly he was in 1937 considering flight from

Paris in fear of Hitler. His stance, taken in this essay, when
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viewed in terms of a logical development of his deterministic ideas
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could lead to the same general forms of human degradation that he

had reacted against and was about to flee from, ¢
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It will have already been noted even in these few paragraphs
that considerable emphasis, in the analysis of this essay, has been
given to philosophy and the traditions of thought. The reason for
this is that Mondrian's work understood as an evolutionary process
possesses some analogous relationships to concepts of reality pro- %‘
pounded by many philosophers and thought processes that enabled
them to comnstruct their propositions of reality.

This thesis relates both to (a) Mondrian's practical work, and
(b) to his theoretical deve10pmeﬁt. It must be stressed that (b)
evolved out of the influences of (a), and secondly that (b) evolved

out of the thought matrices of the early part of his life as an

artist in Holland. The aim of this study is not though to attémpt
to prove that Mondrian was a metaphysical philosopher, for this
would be counter to his whole life, which he dedicated to the
development of art. The relationship of his work to philosophy is 4
based on the nature of*the inquiries that his work and the work of
philosophers deals with.

As noted previously, Mondrian stated a necessity for a balance %
between the subjective and the objective. This has been a traditionali

aim of occidental thought, both religious and philosophic. Mondrian'gf
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theory of dualism can be understood as containing synthetic essence,
for ﬁe said that the two should be in a balanced opposition, this 1is :
surely an instance of thesis and antithesis, with the balance forming

the synthesis, thus creating the classic dialectic triad.

T R Ry

Throughout his theoretical writing, one aspect of Mondrian's .

ol T,

thought was given great emphasis, being his idea of a synthesis

between the activity of thought and the activity of painting. The
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emphasis on this aspect was motivated by the aims of his life's

work, which was to carry out a revision of painting and thereby of
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art, to release art from the confines of subjectivity, epitomised
by figuration and literary content and to restate art in its
pristine state whereby all men could recognise the universal

beauty of art, and thus of life. To achieve this aim he formulated
and set down a number of universal rules. It was previously
mentioned that Mondrian believed that these rules had been con-
stituent parts of painting at all times, but they had been employed
in the depiction of singular objects and by being used in this

manner they had become disguised and distorted. The overwhelming
importance of the relationship between forms had been lost. The
problem of relationships between forms Mondrian decided was the most
significant and fundamental problem of composition. Relationships
of form held universal value. Having clarified the issue he was
able to relate his_deve10pment of relation form usage to figurative
art oﬁt of which-he claimed the problem of relationship of form had
arisen., Its evolution had been for Mondrian through a dialectical
process, rather than through a direct process of influence. As

this process evolved, through drawings (tekeningen), paintings and
writings, Mondrian fully realised thg.need for a formal language
that employed neutral forms alone. This evolution of the knowledge
of necessity of neutral forms can be seen in the 'Two sketchbooks'
wﬁich acted as notes for the, 'Pier aﬁd ocean' series of paintings.
The sketchbooks ledfto the discovery that if neutral forms were used
exclusively, dynamic relationships could be created, and the dynamic
formal relationship Mondrian understood as the key to an art of

universal values.
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Mondrian's evolutionary concept of art was partially stimulated
by the influences of Darwinian thinking that abounded in Amsterdam
at the turn of the contury, this influence actually came to Mondrian
through the tecachings of Theosophy., But there is one criticism that
can be made of his concoept of ovolution and it is that he did not
undorstand cvolution as being change ad infinitum, he understood
it as evolving towards a doterminable point, a spiritually purified
world in which art no longer had any relevance. In accepting this
intorprotation of evolution Mondrian was able to propound the
doterministic rules of Neo plastic art. In constrast, Kandinsky,
another artist who was deeply 1nvoi§0d with Theosophy for many years,
accepted the idea of evolution as continuous infinite change(7).

Mondrian in his analysis of the evolution of art stated that
the process had necessitated the use of neutral forms. By this
he referred to forms that have no reforential value tohany given
singular object, such as a figure. The most profound neutral forms
were, for Mondrian, the geometric forms, for they had evolved E
through a process of abstraction which had removed from them all
traces of singular objects or particular form, they had thus v
achieved universal formal value. The purity of form, which geometric
forms possess, would have to be used in a work of art in order to
croate 'a mutual interaction of constructive elements and their
inherent relationships'. By being related in this way the geometric
forms would bring into being 'purified constructive elements thus
evolving pure relationships’'.

In considering the pitfalls of the use of geometry and even of
algebra or other mathematical systems Mondrian set down in this
essay - as he did in many other essays - two important interrelated %

points, points that should have been noted by many artists who have ;

attempted to follow his lead.




Firstly he said:-

(a) 'Non-figurative art 1is not purecly intellectual,'’ E
(b) ‘'Algebraic equations are not art nor is tho creation of :

the equation.

lle then went on to say that 'the contont. of non-figurative
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art cannot be described', and by implication he was saying that
the content of an algebraic equation can be explained., Also in
(a) he was drawing attention to the intuitive nature of art,
intuition was for Mondrian, at a, 'higher stage' than intellect ;
in the Theosophic ovolutionary schema of spiritual transcendence.
But in drawing attention to this intuitive aspect he had to make

a very fine distinction between his understanding of intellect,
instinct, and intuition. 1ilis assertion that the role and influence

of intuition was paramount placed'his work firmly in the framoework
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of the theory of tradition out of which his ideas evolved. For g
example he said 'non-figurative art does not come from tho unconsciouQE

¥

it comes from pure intuition which is at the basis of subjective
objective dualism'(g). fﬁis statement, if read contextually, comes
from two sources, firstly and most direoctly it relates to the
concept of intuition propounded in Theosophic thought and ultimately %
in Indian mysticism. Secondly it has a relationship to Kant's
a priori concept of the evolution of knowledge. Mondrian, in :
recognising his European heritage, maintains the more rational
European, therefore Kantian, view of the role of intuition and even :
the most simple analysis of the development of his knowledge places
it in that tradition, as well as that of Theosophy. %
But he also stated that Pure Plastic Art does not exclude the é

influence of external stimulation, nor did he conceive of plastic
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most important if an understanding of Mondrian's work in its
entirety is to be arrived at - that particular forms do not
constitute cither necutrality or universality of form. Thecosophist
influences led Mondrian to say 'that the determinate laws of naturo
have remained hidden behind the suporficianl aspects of nature' i.e.
particular form.

Mondrian was inferring that figurative art duec to its con-
centration on particular forms had only depicted the superficial
aspects of nature and by so doing the whole tradition of figurative
art had failed to depict true reality, it hnd_egpandod but it had
not evolved towards a greator spirituality, which Mondrian bolieved
to be the true aim of art. DPlato made a comment that bears n
direct relation to Mondrian's view of figurative art. Plato's
comment was an attack directed against mimetic art, he considered
that mimetic art could not achieve any spiritual values due to its
expressive use of particular form and not universal rorm(lo).
Mondrian could then be understood as restating Plat's critical attack
on figurative art.

(4) Previously some consideoration was given to Mondrian's undor-
standing of the role of intuition, and a relationship was formed
between his understanding of intuition and with that traditional
view of intuition epitomised by Kant. 1In accepting the influence

of external stimulus, Mondrian accepted the influence of percoption
and thus of empirical solutions. It was in fact impossible for him
not to accopt the two forces of influence, intultion and empiricism,

for if he had rejected the latter he would have rofuted his own

evolution as an artist, which began primarily as a landscape painter.
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In setting down the rules of Pure Plastic Art, Mondrian made what
appears to be two incompatible statemonts. So before examining
the rules, as stated, in this essay, it 1s nocessary to examine
this incompatibility, for it has a close roelationship to the rules.
lle saild:-

(a) 'The rolativity principle rojocts fixed laws' Then he went

on to say
(b) 'Art has fixed laws that govern composition and the inherent
interrclationships between the law of equivalence creates

dynamic equilibrium revealing the true contont of roality.'(ll) §

i

This is a good example of the apparent contradictions that can
bo found in Mondrian's writings, one point that can be made in
attempting to discover a reason for it is that of a possible
inbalance in his understanding of the influonce of 'pure intuition'
i.c. a priori concepts and the influence of empirical stimulants. :

For in (b) he started by writing about the spocific laws of art and

concluded by writing about the revelation of truec reality., That
in itself implies that he considered his art to be capable of
revealing the universal laws of nature and thus true reality. DBut E
can true reality be expressed in the harmonic intorrelationships of
Pure Plastic Art? (b) can be analysed in many ways, thus revealing %
its complexity and if it is also considored in its rolationship to g
(a), then the problem becomes extreme, for the opposite interpretatiots
would also be valid., ;
One answer that can be given to this apparent problem of the t
issue betweon (a) and (b) can be found in the lovel of moaning in §~

which ho used the term. For in (a) he used the term relativity in

its broadest most cosmological sense, i.e. in relation to those laws

of relativity that govern the movements of the universe. If then
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the meaning of (a), its relativity meaning is applied to (b), then
what appear to bo detorministic principles impliced in the meaning

of (b) become relativistic principles, that is if they aro considereq é
from the cosmological viewpoint.

But if the mecaning of (a) and the meaning of (b) are incompatib1Q;
then (a) must rofute (b) and therefore theo rulos which are directly
stated or implied by tho meaning of (b) are refuted. But if the g
meaning of (a) does not refute the meaning of (b), in the sense that
(a) is a universal cosmological law, then it can be said that (b)
is in its first part-(bl) only universal in the scense of art, whilst
the second part (b2) relates Mondrian's knowledge to the broader
issues of the meaning of (a), Therefore the roelative meaning of g
(b) in its relationship to the meaning of (a) oporates on two leyols i
of meaning in one sentence. The roason for the above digression
into an (a) and (b) dialogue is to make it clear that Mondrian wrote
in a manner that is often very complex, while seeming to be simple,

I would also say that his paintings have the same quality of visual %
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simplicity, but contain the same sort of complexities as that which
was considered above.

It can be said that the laws of nature that the Theosophist
movement claimed to have intuitively discovered are analogous to E
the rules of art which Mondrian claimed to have revealed. These
claims led Mondrian to a belief in the neod for tho artist to serve
mankind., For he stated that it was the task of the artist to help

art evolve and if the artist accepted this role he bocame a piloncer
and by taking up this status he had an ethical role to play. He %

continued to expand this idea by saying that humanity must have
ploneers and leadors and this suggoests that he did not entirely ?

accopt the equality of man in his theoretical stance.
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In general they use art as propoganda for collective or personal
ideas, such as literature. Thoy are both in favour of the progress

of the mass and against the progress of the elite, thus against the
logical march of human evolution, 1Is it really true that the
evolution of the mass and that of tho elite are incompatible?

The olite rises from the magss, is 1t not therefore its highoest
oxpression?

The question he raised was: what should the ethical stance of
the pioneer, the olite be? liis answer to this question does not
though leave room for an equilibrated social othical stance to bhe
adopted for his answer was couched in doterministic principles.

By answering the question in this way he set up an incompatibility
with his own lifo, for he constantly reacted against such dotor-
ministic principles and the logical progression of them,

The univeorsal laws that Mondrian propounded in this essay
were as follows: |
(1) The law of dynamic equilibrium as opposed to static

equilibrium and particular form.

(1) gives rise to other laws which determine the way dynamic
equilibrium is to be achieved.

1.1, Position and dimension,

Relation of rectangular position is constant, This gives
the work a quality of stability which is dostroyed by the
law of relations of proportion,

1.2, Art expresses rectangular reclationships even if not
determinate, by height and width of a work and by its
constructive forms and thereby the mutuanl relation of
these forms,

(2) The construction of rhythm of mutual relations - the
constructive~-destructive quality of dynamic equilibrium,

(Art 1s not without movement but is on the contrary a

continual movement.)
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(3) Relation of dimension: these must be varied to avoid

repcetition. %
3.1, Gradually form and linc gain tonsion, For this

recason tho straight lino is a strongeor more profound

exprossion of roality than the curve.
3.2. In Pure Plastic Art the significance of differont
forms and lines 1is vory important; it is precisely
this fact which makes it puro, i
(4) The law of denaturalisation of matter is of fundamental
importance.
4.1, In order that art may be roally abstract, so that
it should not feprcsont relations wth the natural
aspoct of things and thus lose its universal quality,

4,2. Non-figurative art is created by establishing a
dynamic rhythm of determinate mutual rolations which
exclude the formation of any particular form, | %

4.3. The exccution is of tho greatest importance in the %
work of art, it is largely through this that
intuition manifests itsclf and creates the ossence
of the work.

(5) It is the artist's task to make living forms and colour %
capable of arousing emotion. '

5.1. A colour expresses itself in accordance with the
form which it is detormined by.

(6) In painting, the primary colour that is as pure as possible

releases the abstraction of neutral colour,
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6.1. The colour is the best mecans by which matter can
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be denaturaliscd into the realm of abstract
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constructions.
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(7) Forms and colours must arouse emotions.
(8) Art is for art's sake; for form and content are one
and the same thing.

8.1, The content of non-figurative art cannot be

explained,

8.2. The subject is never of any value to pure art.

Mondrian did not set the rules and their sub-clauses out in
this manner in the essay under consideration; it is for the sake of
clérity that the above schema has been adopted. These rules
establish Mondrian's concept 6f Neo plgéfié painting as being
composed of neutral forms, free lines and pﬁre colours. It was
through the process of intensification -~ the evolutionary procedure
of art - that Mondrian identified the rules described above. He
continued by saying that it is only through the use of these rules
'that the whole sensual and intellectual register of the inner life'
1ls constructed in art.

An example of the way in which these rules come into being can
be shown through taking 6.1 'Colour is the best means by which matter .
can be denaturalised into the realm of abstract constructions’',

It was by recognising the implications of the action of thought
and action of painting that Mondrian was able to advance into abstract
painting and to propound his Neo plastic rules. A painting that
demonstrates this point, particularly in relation to 6.1 is 'Church
at Zoutelande' painted during the summer of 1909 and early 1910, 1In
this painting, and there are many others exploring the same problem,

a perceived physical object is submitted to the process of abstraction
through the use of a range of colours that are not directly related
to the perceptual stimulus. He explored the potentials of synthetic

art.
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(5) These rules of Pure Plastic Art form the core of the essay;
the remainder is composed around these rules. As has been previously
stressed, he rolated the purc quality of art to a historic tradition .

both dircctly and through implication. 1lis essay also contains n :

defonce of Nco Plastic Art when confronted with the question 'Why
is it that figurative art is still so popular if Nco Plastic Art
is so supeorior?'. lis reoply to this sort of question was broad in
its content, for he put forward a defence of Noo Plastic Art that
attacked qualitices of human nature which he considored had, for the
moment, lost the ability to understand spiritual values and as Neo |
Plastic Art was concerned with those values he quite well understood
gsoclioty's difficulty in realising the significance of Neo Plastic
Art. lo said that tho roasons why society was unable to 'hear!'! him §
was due to its 'individual inclinations' and its basc human instincts‘é
These sort of phrases occur frequently throughtout Mondrian's writtaen
work expressing not only the recasons for his concept of pure art,
that of raising man from his bdée plane, through art, they create
an analogy with the sort of spiritual purity that is the theme of
much religious thought. As Mondr§an's close friend A.P, van de Briel
has said, Mondrian sufferod from a continuing crisis of conscience.
Mondrian could have understood his art to have risen from the
first plane of nature the physical, to the third plane the mental’
or even to the fourth the Buddhic, to use the Thoeosophic chart, Ilis
defence was that the popularity of figurative art was due to man's

place, that of rosiding in the first plane alone, The following

quotation gives further light to this subject.

In removing completely from the work all objects, the world is not
soparatod from the spirit, but is on the contrary put into a balanced
opposition with the spirit, since the one and the other are purified,
This creates a perfect unity between the two opposites. (12).
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Quito obviously, this statemont is directed at the evolution
and development of Pure Plastic Art, but in it there is implied
a quality that can bo interpreted and reolates to many religious
toachings. Ono oxample that readily springs to mind is the
influonce of Christ-upon the rich man who chose to forsake the
material riches of his wordly life, to scarch for a spiritual life.
» Mondrian insigsted that art must strive to.be pure and thus it §

will take possecssion of spiritual beauty, and this beauty he claimed
could not be found in particular form. As was stated at tho
boginning of this soection, the essay under considoration is,
although relatively short, extremoly complex in its concoptual §
content and implied history of concepts. In striving for purity ?

:
i

in his paintings Mondrian painted a numbor of works of apparont and
disarming simplicity, such as 'Composition with yollow lines' paintod .
in 1933. In achieving this reduction of composition within a lozenge

to four lines all painted yellow on a grey white ground, Mondrian

P L T A e g W s PR,

found that he had brought into being a whole new body of ideas, idoas
that had been hidden amongst the complexity of preceoeding works. llisg
process of reduction led to obvious painterly simplicity but there :
is nlso a hidden or implied complexity.

Mondrian had by 1917 arrived at a position where he was

convinced that figurative art did not and noever had revealed reality

III|"ll'

the hidden laws of nature. All that it had achieved was to give a

e AR

form of credance to man's subconscious subjective arrogance., le

categorised the role of figurative art as being only that of

LSBT IYRp B 0 PR, G

expansion rather than a process of intensificg}ion, moeaning in this

context an analytic search for reality.
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It i1s not the exclusive role of art to reveal and to ropresaent 51

recality, or even to idontify reality. The croative thinking of

man has always beon concerned with attempts to understand reality
and to find ways of oxpressing this understanding. But man has
always been unablo to find onc universal definition of roality,

one that is universally acceptable. One of the major problems

in philosophy of explaining reality revolves around the problem

of mind and mattor, this problem is one that as an artist Mondrian
attempted to solve. Some philosophers have concluded that the only

reality is the mind, this is the position reachod by most idealists. %

Mondrian did not deny the existence of the physical world, but E

he said of its influence:- | 3

External stimulation is highly important to tho non-figurative
artist, it is indisponsablo because it arouses in him the dosire

to create that which he only vaguely fecls and which he could never
represent in a true manner without the contact with visible reality :
and with the life that surrounds him, It is precisely from this %
visible reality that he draws the objectivity which he needs in %

opposition to his personal subjectivity. (13). {
And one further quotation that relates to the point presently
under discussion.

To love things in reality is to love them profoundly, it is to sce
them as a microcosmos in the macrocosmos, Only in this way can one
achieve a universal expression of reality. Precisoly on account

of its profound love of things non-figurative art does not aim at
rendering them in their particular appearance. (14)

It is the manner in which various thinkers inquire into reality

and the way in which they express the results of their inquiries,

M;}.rmdq-rﬂiq.'.; MU r-!,rl.-'rfl,ﬁ{.!.-' Al B e W }L-':r,jfl* T L Y £

that divides them into their various disciplines. Mondrian, as has

been shown above, propounded an understanding of reality that is

Ayt Uiy v g A e 1t By

closely related to that of many thinkers in many disciplines. By
congstructing his view of reality Mondrian altered the traditions
of European art, lis form of Pure Plastic Art had never previously '

existed, oxcept, as Mondrian said, hidden under the veil of
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figuration. Mondrian, in this essay, defined the process of
intuition as being the only fundamcental sourcoe from which his

art could evolve, by implication, in accopting intuition as a

universal, he sald that all art must ovolve from this fundamental {
source, and by doing so mankind would gain a universal understanding
of the beauty of renlity. The implication of this idea was to launch |
man, through art and 1ts influonces, towards a form of Utopia, a,

Utopia in which art no longer would exist as an indepondent entity
but would boe indistinguishably integratoed into reality. But as Karl %
Popper has pointed out in many of his books espocinlly in, 'The ;

open socioty and its encmies’, the sort of Utopian idealism that
Mondrian propounded being based on deoterministic principles, would
logically lead towards totalitarianism., If Mondrian's concepts did %
follow this logical path, a schism would result between the man and ;
his ideas. liis flight from the European continent in 1937 and then

in 1940 from England, caused by the onslaught of liitler, Bubstantiategé
this idea of the schism. Which raises a large question about the f

influence of his work as n whole, theory and painting. As his

TP

theories have not been logically extended in the universal sense é
that he believed they should be, has his art had any more of an
influence than to a very limited, 'pure art', conscious audience?
Mondrian was though an optimistic human being, he did not share
the pessimism of many of his fellow artists. Ilis thoorices may not 2
be completely valid in contributing to his optimistic view of ?
humanity, but he attempted to express ideas that would contribute %
to the forward progress of socioty; this spirit of otpimism is woll :

oxpressaed in the following quotation.
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In spite of world disorder, instinct and intuition are carrying ]
humanity to a real equilibrium, but how much misery has been and -
is still being causcd by primitive animal instincts? llow many
errors have been and arc being committed through vague and confused _
intuition? Art certainly shows this clearly., But art shows also .
that in the course of progress, intuition becomoes more and more .
conscious and instinct more and more purified. (15).

This statemont quito obviously gives his ideas and theories a
moaningful role for the whole of soclety and it also demonstratos
the manner in which art can bo an active part of sociocty., Tho
manner of oxprossion is again in terms of Theosophic and Calvinistic :
thought, for the supremacy that Mondrian gives to intuition can :

casily be equated to its existence as part of the fourth plane of
the seven theosophic planes of transcendence. Whilst the conscious-
ness displayed, a need to serve socity practically has Calvinistic
and Theosophic implications. The manner of expression that Mondrian ‘
gave to his optimistic idecas was such that it is possible to question %
whother or not he fully understood the nature of the ideas ho
'expressed in written form, for his actual life suggests that if ;
he had fully understood the implications of his ideas hoe would have

posited them in a manner that would have avoided the sort of possible

logical outcome suggested above.

(6) Mondrian's essay 'Plastic art and pure plastic art’ has now been §

considered by way of an introduction to one aspcect of Mondrian's

PR AL R I

life's work, the verbally expressed theoretical area. In examining
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this essay a number of individual issues have been identified:that
are pertinent to the consideration of his whole body of work. Somc

indication of the complexity of his apparcently simple painting has

been outlined, the idea of gaining an understanding of Mondrian's
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work through viewing it as an ovolutionary process has been posited.
Two illustrations are included at this point to give emphasis to

the comploxity of his visual and thus theoretical evolution,

IR L g T A A A N B IR LRI O




Y

-31-

The abstract painting 'Composition with yellow lines' painted

in 1933 and mentioned previously, contains all the complexity and yet

visual simplicity that Mondrian described in this essay. These sorty .

of qualities are summed up in the following quotation,
Intuition onlightons and so links up with pure thought. They
togother bocome an intelligence which is not simply of the brain,
which does not calculate but which feoels and thinks. Which is
creative both in art and in lifoe. From this intelligonce thore
must arisc non-figurative art in which instinct no longer plays a
dominating role. Thoso who do not understand this intelligonco
rogard non=-figurative art as a puroly intellectual product., (16)
The other illustration, 'Farm at Nistelrode', painted in 1904
is represcntative of traditional paintorly values, but if this work
is examined with care it can be scen that Mondrian was at this carly
stage in his career soarching for an underlying structural visual
order, as against attempting to draw just an expressive vicw of a
farm, The subject and position in relation to the plcture planc had
allowed Mondrian to break it up into simple horizontal and vertical
planes, there are threc major horizontal planos and threoe major
vertical planes. The farm and most of the works of these yoars
should be understood as vehicles of study, if thoy are understood

as such, as the notes in the 'Two sketchbooks'’ should be, the idoa

of a process of evolution will become apparent,

It has become increasingly clear that in order to gain an
understanding of Mondrian's total work as an artist, his practical
and theoretical work must be considerod in close conjunction with
one another and also his work must be seen in its relationships
to painting and theories which had an influence upon Mondrian., DBut
before proceeding to the main body of this study a point made by
Isracl Quorido(17) in 1909 needs to be admitted. The occasion was
the publication of a leoetter from Mondrian, Querido used this letter

instead of writing a second critical column about the exhibition

cntitled: 'A study of the painters Spoor, Mondrian and Sluyters?,

]
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Amsterdam Jan. 1909.

Of Mondrian's letter Querido wrote in conclusion this remarkable
paragraph, it is here quoted in its entirety.
Now that he acknowledges himself to be aware that, despite the
undercurrent of different spiritual life, as a painter he works
like other non-occult or non-theosophically inclined persons, further
warning is unnecessary. Nor 1is it fitting to analyse this letter
from a critical literary point of view, or to point out its
immaturity here and there and its strange philosophic confusion of
dialectic principles as soon as he speaks of 'material' and
'spiritual' operations, the spirit of Mondrian lives not in his
words but in his works. Experts might easily make a game of
analysing his explanations. Therefore what one should respect is
as an attempt at elucidating something complex which he is not able
to master in words. (18),

Querido at this very early date of 1909 put the position, that
of the relationship between Mondrian's painting and his theoretical
work, succinctly for if there is a schism to be found between these
two aspects of his actions it lies in a philosophic confusion, as
has abave béen pointed out. Querido, although one of Mondrian's
harshest critics, may have been able to see the manner in which
Mondrian's painting would transcend that of two of his colleagues,
Spoor and Sluyters. At the time of writing the letter to Querido,
Mondrian was at Domburg painting the church, the dunes and the sea,
these magnificent works and their enormous importance will be con-
sidered in the following section.n

The task of the next chapters has become clear. It is to
clarify and to qualify the way in which Mondrian's process of
evolution took place and, by tracing this process, to bring to

light and to question the issues raised in such a study.
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1. Circle, edited by J.L. Martin, Ben Nicholson, N. Gabo.
Pb by Faber and Faber 1937. Rp 1971.
2. Mondrian was in Amsterdam from 1892-1904.
1904 he was a résident in Uden Brabant for one year.
1905 - 08 Rembrandt Plein 10 Amsterdam
1912 -~ 14 Paris residence at 26 rue du Depart.
1914 - 15 resident in Laren t'Gooi Holland, near Dr. M.H.J.
Schoenmaekers the Dutch Theosophist.

1915 - 16 discussions began with Theo van Doesburg.

e

3. Piet Mondrian. Plastic art and pure plastic art. Op cit 1.p.52.

4, See chronology, Mondrian's father was a Calvinist Headmaster
at primary schools in Amersfoort and Winterswijk. Mondrian
received his primary education at these two schools.

o. Plato 'The Republic' Tr H.D.P. Lee, Penguin Books pb 1955 rp 196
'Theory of art' pp 370-379.

6. M. Seuphor. Piet Mondrian. Abrams New York, and in the
Holtzman Archive where these books are stored.

7. Sixten Ringbom. 'The sounding cosmos', a study of the work of
Wassily Kandinsky. Abo Akademi 1970.
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Chapter 2, Piet Mondrian's life and work, a biographical

outline.

Sﬁbchapters: *(1) Mondrian's early and family years.
(2) Mondrian's evolution, an analytic structure.
(3) The evolutionary connections of his final
works.
(4) Questions arising out of the considered

evolution and his New York essays.

(5) Footnotes,
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Chapter 2

Piet Mondrian's life and work, a biographical outline.

Piet Mondrian was born on 17 March 1872 at Amersfort in Holland.
He was the second child and eldest son of Pieter Cornelis Mondriaan
(1839-1915) and Johanna Christina de Kok-Mondriaan (1839-1905). He
died on 1 February 1944 in a hospital on 40th street New York City.
His death was caused by pneumonia, he was aged seventy-one years
and ten months. During the period of his life he had worked consis-
tently as an artist for fifty-six years, developing a style of paintin
and positing theoretical propositions that are still directly and
dialectically influential to this present day.

To reach an overall understanding of his life's work requires
a careful consideration of the many facets that form the whole of his
life, from his earliest years in the family home, which was at first
in Amersfort and then in Winterswijk, Gelderland eastern Holland(l),
to his last days in New York. The necessity for this total view is
due to the nature of Mondrian's evolution as an artist, which started
with his vefy tentative beginnings and concluded in the last few days
prior to his death, days in which he was hard at work upon a body of
paintings that are the zenith of his evolution and career as one of
the seminal figures of twentieth century art.

The first family home in Amersfort was at Kort Gracht 11, it
served both as‘a home for the Mondriaan family and as a Calvinist
Primary School of which Mondrian's father was the headmaster. In
1880 Pieter Mondriaan (senior) moved his whole family to Winterswijk
where he took up another appointment as headmaster of the Calvinist
Primary School. It was in these schools that Piet Mondrian received
his education. The family was a strict Calvinist family, to the exter

that Pieter Mondriaan (senior) was a great admirer and friend of
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Abraham Kulper. This man was at the time an influential Dutch
Calvinist Theologian as well as being a staunch Christian Democrat.

Consequently in his theological texts Kuiper presented himself as
an ardent defender of the traditions of Calvinism. The strictness

of these doctrines and the resulting paternal authoritarianism
created a crisis of conscience in Mondrian that lasted for many
years, and to such an extent that he even considered becoming a
priest.

The strictness with which Pieter Mondriaan senior asserted his

paternal authority can be seen in the accounts of a number of

observations of the Mondriaan family. In his introduction to the

'Mondrian centennial exhibition catalogue' L.J.F. Wijsenbeck duotes

from a letter dated 21 November 1959, it is a correspondence between

(2)

Miss J.H. ter Weeme and Mrs. van Domselaar . The former gives an

account of her observations and impressioens of the Mondriaan family
formed between 1886 and 1900. Factually, the letter is open to

question for Miss ter Weeme states that Mrs. Mondriaan was already
dead, but as was stated above, Johanna died in 1905. The importance
of this letter lies not in these statistical facts but in the

descriptive observations and impressions, I will therefore quote from

" a part of the same letter.

It was a solitary family. The family gathered after school hours,
left the village, re-entering about an hour later on the other side.
Piet headed the procession, moving not stiffly but with a loose and
rhythmic stride, a walking stick under his arm. He walked in a
slightly lopsided manner, had a bearded face and was outfitted in a
pressed dark suit and a bowler hat. Only once I had the courage to
look into his face and then I was captured by dark eyes looking at me
from far away. A few meters behind him walked the other boys and
behind them came the father, tall, slim sporting a big beard, wearing
a top hat and frock coat. He looked straight in front of him rather

absent-mindedly. At his right walked his daughter. You never saw
the two in conversation!
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Mondrian's close friend A.P. van de Briel reinforces this

!
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impression of the solitary and paternally dominated family 1life
of the Mondriaan family. Van de Briel first met Mondrian in 1898,
he himself worked as a forestry engineer. He and Mondrian remained
close friends for the whole period of Mondrian's life in Holland.
That is to say from 1898 to 191? when Mondrian returned to Paris.
Mr. van de Briel like J.P. Slijper, Mondrian's other life-long friend,
was given and collected a considerable amount of Mondrian's work, which_‘
like Mr. Slijper's collection, is now in the Gemeente Museﬁm“Den Haag,
where it forms a part of the basis of that Museum's excellent
Mondrian collection.

Mondrian's father Pieter was himself a most competent amateur
draughtsman and paintef. His manner, as were his thoughts on art,
was based on academic principles and there can be no dodbt~that it was
he who first stimulated Mondrian's artistic urges. The second member
of the Mondriaan family to influence Mondrian was his uncle Fritz -
Mondriaan, a painter who worked in the style of the Hague School of
Painting. This uncle used to visit the Mondriaan's home in Winterswijk
during the summer in order to paint landscapes. During these stays |
he no doubt gave instruction in and stimulated Mondrian's interest in
landscape painting.

The Hague School of Painting evolved out of a number of influenceg;‘
The first of course was in reaction to the academic and mannerist
traditions of early nineteenth century Dutch art, the second main
influence was that of the Barbizon painters. That school of painting
had itself arisen out of a reaction against mannerism and academism,
but also through the influence of Dutch seventeenth century léndscape

painting. The Dutch School of landscape painting developed an
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attitude of pure perceptual response to the stimulant source, the
landscape, and having received the initial stimulus attempted to
depict the scene upon canvas in an as observably correct manner as
possible. Barbizon reintroduced these attitudes and as a consequence
became influential in stimulating and redirecting the Hague School

of landscape painters. The consequence of this in relation to
Mondrian, as his uncle's pupil, was that he was introduced to
attitudes that were anti-academic.

Mondrian's father had a two-part influence upon his son's
tentative beginnings in his career as an artist. On the one hand he
introduced Mondrian to the general idea of art, from a classical
academic standpoint, whilst on the other hand he presented Mondrian
with a paternal authoritarianism against which he could react, for
the tenets of Calvinist teaching are strictly deterministic and
authoritarian. The paternal authoritarianism would no doubt have
included ideas concerning the nature of painting. It is therefore
possible that Mondrian considered in some way that authoritarianism,
such as his father exerted, and academism were in some way closely
associated, whilst the tenets of the Hague School of painting offered
an altefnative to the authoritative nature of academic art with which
Mondrian had been parentally stimulated. Mr van de Briel considers
that Mondrian's reaction against his father's strict deterministic
discipline continued until the latter's death in 1915, by that time
Mondrian was forty-three years old and had already established himself
as one of the most 'avant-garde' artists in Holland. He was at that
time also formulating through his work as a painter a second position,

that of a theoretician, and the two activities were to lead to his

Neo plastic postulates.
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The reactions that Mondrian had against his father's artistic
influence, reactions caused by over powerful paternal authority
together with his uncle's Hague school influence, which represented
a form of personal freedom, established, if only tentatively, an
important factor from which Mondrian's evolution as an artist could
proceed. This factor is best described as the dialectic principle,
the thesis 0of this dialectic being his father's authoritarian
academicism, the antithesis being his uncle's Hague school influence
and thug Dutch landscape school and Barbizon School aversion to
academic principles. The synthesis of this in Mondrian's art at this
time was, as to be expected, work that combined both elements, those
of seeing and recording and of executing in a stylistic manner that
has tréces of both the thesis and antithesis.

Again in the catalogue introduction mentioned above, L.J.F.

Wijsenbeck quotes from a memoir written by Mr van de Briel just prior

to the latter's death. I shall quote from it myself as it throws

more light on the previous point.

Already at a rather early stage Mondrian sought to decide if it was of
primary importance for the artist to express his own personality.

This self interrogation had already started before he visited me in
Brabant 1904. It went on all the time he stayed there and indicated
a quite different approach from the ordinary development of an artist
at that time. Espe<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>