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This year marks the centenary of the first
issue of the De Stijl magazine, which was
the mouthpiece of the eponymous Dutch
avant-garde group of the same name. To
celebrate the occasion, several Dutch
museums have organised De Stijlthemed programmes and events, and
various books such as this tome are
hitting the printing presses. Maison
d’Artiste’ is art-historical and tries to
make the case for the posthumous
execution of one of the movement’s
most iconic designs, namely the 1923
Maison d’Artiste by Theo van Doesburg
and Cornelis van Eesteren. The book,
edited by Dolf Broekhuizen, is organised
in three parts: an examination of the
cultural-historical significance of the
Maison d’Artiste; essays focusing on the
design intent of Van Doesburg and Van
Eesteren as well as their place in the
historical avant-garde; and finally, a
section that explores the dilemma of
authenticity and arguments for a faithful
realisation of the Maison d’Artiste.
The De Stijl was led by Theo van
Doesburg from 1917 until his untimely
death in 1931, and is regarded to be one of
the most important Dutch contributions
to early-twentieth-century modern art.
The membership of the group fluctuated,
but initially consisted of the painters Piet
Mondrian, Bart van der Leck, Vilmos
Huszár, the architects JJP Oud, Jan Wils,
and Robert van ‘t Hoff, the sculptor
G Vantongerloo and the poet Antony
Kok. It was later joined by the architects
Gerrit Rietveld, Cornelis van Eesteren and
the filmmaker Hans Richter.
Neo-plasticism, the artistic theory
expounded by De Stijl, aimed to achieve
a plastic synthesis between painting and
architecture, and to realise a dynamic
experience of almost limitless space
through time. This elementarised, abstract
space would, it was asserted, even
elevate the consciousness of the subject.
Ultimately the boundaries between art
and life would vanish, and one would be
‘living within art’, as Mondrian put it.
One of De Stijl’s highlights came to be
the Les Architectes du Groupe De Styl
exhibition at the Paris gallery L’Effort
Moderne of Léonce Rosenberg in 1923, at
which works of van Doesburg, Van
Eesteren, JJP Oud, Mies van der Rohe,
Jan Wils, Willem van Leusden and Vilmos
Huszár were exhibited. Mondrian decided
not to take part, but van Doesburg and
van Eesteren made drawings and scale
models for four projects; namely Maison
Rosenberg, Maison Particulière, the
Maison d’Artiste, and an adaptation of
a previous design by van Eesteren for
a University Hall. A large, white model
of Maison Rosenberg, made by Rietveld,
took centre stage, but it was the
colourful models and axonometric
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with respect to the restoration and
reconstruction of works created by the
Modern Movement are addressed. With
older buildings the historical artefact is
usually assessed through a painstaking

process of de-layering and historical
analysis, before the judgements are
made as to which parts of the fabric and
later alterations to keep.
In the case of modern monuments,
however, more recent additions are
usually deemed to be detrimental, and a
picture-perfect image of the building is
strived for. One of the major problems in
the case of recreating the Maison
d’Artiste though, is that it was never a
fully completed design, since not even a
full set of working drawings was made
by van Doesburg and van Eesteren.
Without pretending to have weighed all
the pros and cons of a possible
reconstruction carefully, in the absence
of this crucial information, I would
personally err on the side of caution and
discourage an attempt to fill in the
blanks. Just as a novel that has been
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which Van
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relationship, in
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both artists is
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new levels

adapted to the screen can disappoint, as
it interjects itself between your reading
and the written work of art — it is here the
unfinished state, the promise of a future
unfulfilled, and the enduring mystery,
(which are precious) need to be weighed
against the possible disillusionment of an
interpretive recreation.
The appeal of the book for me
therefore lies more in the essays of Dolf
Broekhuizen, Michael White, Alied
Ottevanger and Kees Somer, in which the
historical context, ideas and objectives of
De Stijl in general, and Van Doesburg and
Van Eesteren in particular, are elucidated.
White and Ottevanger do a good job of
providing background to the history of
the famed De Stijl exhibition at the Galerie
L’Effort Moderne, but especially the essays
of Kees Somer and Dolf Broekhuizen
make the book a worthy read in and of
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itself. Broekhuizen draws connections
between the various scientific theories
and formal inspirations which inspired
Van Doesburg in his search for a ‘new’
architecture, and Somer provides a
summary of the different art-historical
opinions as to who made the exact
contributions to the parts of the various
designs for the exhibition. He comes to
the conclusion that the way in which van
Eesteren and van Doesburg worked
together can possibly be best described
as a temporary symbiotic relationship, in
which the work of both artists is
amplified and rises to new levels. In light
of the ideals of collaboration, collectivity
and universality, as they were espoused
by De Stijl, it is inspiring to know that, for
a brief period at least, they were living
the future which they so much craved.
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drawings, or ‘counter-constructions’ of
Maison Particulière, and especially
Maison d’Artiste, which became a
defining moment for De Stijl and the
development of the Modern Movement
in general.
The appeal to reconstruct the Maison
d’Artiste, due to its evocative power and
lasting modernity, is understandable, and
some reconstructions of other De Stijl
work have, in recent years, already been
created. The Mondrian House, for
example, has reconstructed the 26 rue du
Départ Paris studio at full scale, and also
the Sonsbeek Pavilion by Gerrit Rietveld
at the Kröller Müller museum in Arnhem
is, in fact, a replica. In Paul Meurs’
excellent essay, Unbuilt ‘restored’
Restoration, reconstruction and late
realisations of modern heritage, some of
the philosophical dilemmas that arise
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