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Theo van Doesburg and the Question
of the “Aesthetic Unity of all the Arts”

Matthias Noell

The research of past decades has often counted the Dutch De Stijl group of artists
and Theo van Doesburg, the group’s founder and sole unabated advocate, as being
among those artists who were interested in creating a synthesis of the arts. Under
the new auspices of the European avant-gardes of the Interwar period, the allied
artists presumably strove to resolve the separation of individual art forms in favor
of a higher-ranking whole. In his seminal 1988 book on Theo van Doesburg, Evert
van Straaten explicitly commented on this goal, whose true ideal was “the unifica-
tion of all arts to form a ‘Gesamtkunstwerk.””! But this aspect has also been taken
up several times in more recent research, broadening the synthesis of the arts to
include the notion of synesthesia. The works of the De Stijl artists “were not just
supposed to cross-fertilize; De Stijls vision ultimately called for their synaesthetic
fusion.” Building on the ideas of the Wiener Werkstitte, De Stijl and the Bauhaus
were both interested in abolishing the divisions between the various artistic disci-

plines as well as between the applied and fine arts.?
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1 ‘Theo van Doesburg, self-portrait in front of his easel (1902).

A reading of the texts from the magazine De Stijl—especially those written by Van
Doesburg—is not entirely so clear-cut in exactly this regard. Indeed, the publi-
cation De Stijl—which, in the absence of direct connections among the artists,
constituted the group’s actual meeting place—covered all the various sectors within

the visual, applied, and performing arts, and also included thoroughly literary or
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scientifically oriented texts. Van Doesburg did not explicitcly comment on the sub-
ject of the total work of art, however, and did not draw a connection between it and
the work of the De Stijl group, either—which is, to my mind, a basic problem with
any historically sound use of the term and with the projection of the concept onto
artistic working methods. In point of fact, terms like “communal art” (Gemeen-
schapskunst), “collective,” “supraindividual,” and “universal” art are used in De Stijl.
In individual aspects, these each appear to indicate that the objective was an artistic
synthesis, of some kind whatsoever, of the arts in one location or one work. Such
a reading is problematic, however, not only because of the ambiguity of the terms
or pairs of terms used by the De Stijl artists—but also because of the vagueness of
the concept of a “total work of art.” But in pinning things down, difficulties arise,
primarily from the shift that occurs in the interests and theoretical positions that
Van Doesburg held over the years.

Consequently, we should not concern ourselves with applying various theories of a
total work of art to the work and theory of Theo van Doesburg, but instead exam-
ine his writings in order to pursue his idea of an aesthetic unity of the arts, which

appears to be closely allied with the idea of the total work of art.*

1923—Unity/Synthesis

In a manifesto written together with his artist friend Cornelis van Eesteren in
1923/1924, Theo van Doesburg had spoken of the starting point of architecture
as being an aesthetic unity of all the arts, thereby apparently suggesting an affin-
ity with the theme of a total work of art.’ Even the fact that the text was published
three times with slight shifts in wording and with generally imprecise French and
German, as well thoroughly idiosyncratic Dutch, harbors problems—beyond its
incorrect and confusing comma placement. That’s because even though the text of
the undated flyer, subtitled “Manifesto V,” initially consolidated the three fields of
art, industry, and technology, the subsequent version in De Stijl with the enigmatic
title “~[J+=R,” reverses this by separating the latter two back out. The inscrutable
title of this brief text is also outstandingly well suited to putting a real damper on
the will for scientific clarity in interpreting artistic manifestos. That’s because in
their text, Van Doesburg and Van Eesteren do not explain the meaning of their
seemingly mathematical formula. Elsewhere, in the aphorisms to his “sur-human-
ist” novel, 7he Other Face, Van Doesburg stated that R, meant “a superphysically-
extended-1 (R,-1)” that develops “from point-I ... to line-I, from line-I to plane-1,
from plane-I to body-I, from body-1 to the superphysically-extended-1.”® But do the
two instances of R.—which occur in highly specific texts on completely different
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subjects—even mean the same thing? Can unresolved issues from one of Van Does-
burg’s texts really be explained by what appear to be pertinent parts of another?

In other, nearly contemporaneous texts, the prolific Dutch writer declares, without
further direct comments, that architecture is the “synthesis of a new design.” But
specifically in the texts from the early 19280s, one can actually filter out a consistent
attitude on the subject of “synthesis”: For Van Doesburg, architecture is the collec-
tive art form in which—without individual art forms like painting and sculpture,
which are now superfluous, but necessarily with the enlistment of individual spe-
cialized artistic skills—a harmonious three-dimensional whole comes into being:
“a consistent design of our surroundings.” Van Doesburg sees the architect as a
“conductor” who orchestrates “the materials and the colors as well as the objects in
the space as a kind of overall structure [ Gesamtkonstruktion].” But even if this now
reads like a declaration of intent focusing on the total work of art, here again it is
simply a matter of forming a pure analogy. For Van Doesburg’s understanding of
architecture, in which color, space, and time constitute the key factors, the concept
of the total work of art is not relevant at this point.

Hence in the face of this situation, which is ambiguous in detail, we shall first
concentrate once again on the aspect repeatedly mentioned in connection with
the total work of art for both the Bauhaus and De Stijl in equal measure: that
architecture is the site of the synthesis of the arts. On exactly this point, it appears
that contemporaneous thoughts of other artists appear to have an affinity with
Van Doesburg’s remarks. The “Bauhaus Manifesto” of 1919, formulated by Walter
Gropius, took a rather unambiguous position on the role of architecture in the
interplay of the arts: “The ultimate aim of all visual arts is the complete building!
To embellish buildings was once the noblest function of the fine arts; they were the
indispensable components of great architecture. Today the arts exist in isolation,
from which they can be rescued only through the conscious, cooperative effort of
all craftsmen.” The ensuing program goes on to say: “The Bauhaus strives to bring
together all creative effort into one whole, to reunify all the disciplines of practical
art—sculpture, painting, handicrafts, and the crafts—as inseparable components of
a new architecture. The ultimate, if distant, aim of the Bauhaus is the unified work
of art—the great structure—in which there is no distinction between monumental
and decorative art.™

One of the possible direct starting points for this program is found in Henry van
de Velde’s essay on the “Synthese der Kunst” (Synthesis of Art) from 1899: “Before
painting and sculpture split apart from architecture in order to lead their separate
lives as paintings and statues ... they belonged to that trinity which, together with
architecture, constituted the unity of art.”'® Here, van de Velde identified unity or
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the synthesis of all the arts as the goal to strive for, with explicit inclusion of “the
industrial applied arts.” He did not, however, really mean a specific place where
everything must work together, but was referring instead to “similar aspirations,” to
the unconditional recognition and equal treatment of all art forms as well as their
shared creative direction. These aspects are also likely to have been familiar to Theo
van Doesburg, who refers, after all, to van de Velde in several of his texts as a kind
of forefather of modern design.

Beyond what are certainly also pertinent theories of the total work of art, however,
Victor Hugo's passage from Notre Dame de Paris from 1831 also bears a resem-
blance to the aforementioned positions.'" Here one finds the widely read precursor
for the idea and the concept of an interaction of all the arts and artists under the
umbrella of medieval architecture that had already been lost through the media
revolution of the fifteenth century: “All the material forces, all the intellectual forces
of society converged towards the same point: architecture ... All other arts obeyed,
and placed themselves under the discipline of architecture. They were the workmen
of the great work.”? In the French original, Hugo used the term “grand oeuvre.”
In their writings after the First World War, Walter Gropius as well as Bruno Taut
and Adolf Behne refer numerous times to this “great building” (Gropius), the “great
architecture” and the “great cathedral” (Taut), a “great will” or even directly as the
“great work” (Adolf Behne).

Bur it is only Adolf Behne who, in Bruno Taut’s book Die Stadtkrone (City Crown),
uses the already well-worn idea of the total work of art, and in so doing, does not
so much emphasize the primacy of architecture as he does the higher unity of the
interaction of the arts: “Despite all the misunderstandings, the total work of art is
the goal—not, of course, that which is assembled of parts, that which never gets
beyond the sum of its parts—but instead that which, regardless of which and how
many resources it draws upon, nevertheless strikes a chord of resonance, because it
starts from a height in which everything is a collected entity. Thus Weber’s ‘Oberon’
emerges from unity, whereas the work of Richard Wagner strives for uniry.”'3

Let us momentarily consider: the aforementioned protagonists are convinced of
the necessity for a synthesis of the arts and the abolition of art forms and artists
that, in their view, work in isolation. Although a precise elaboration in aesthetic,
social, or formal terms is lacking for the superordinate architectural end product, it
is concordantly indicated, even though the concept of the total work of art is not
mentioned—if one disregards the patently divergent passage by the art historian
Adolf Behne.

Van Doesburg’s thoughts initially seem similar. In his influential text “Der Wille
zum Stil” (The Will to Style)—which had its beginnings as lectures held in 1922
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in Jena, Weimar, and Berlin—he summed up by stating that the goal of the efforts
is to develop a new style with modern means, and in accordance with advances in
technology: “With the new art plastic expression becomes more profound, abstract,
and related to architecture. The striving for an elementary style based on elemen-
tary means ... runs parallel to a progressive development of form in technology.”
According to Van Doesburg, the new style promotes the “impersonal combination
of all arts which will achieve a harmonic unity,” but it can only take place in an art
form that brings color, space, and time into harmony—*in the scenic composition
of three-dimensional space”—in other words: in architecture. As the overriding
goal, however, he does not identify the emergence of an ideal, let alone the ideal
of a “great” work as propagated by Behne. Nevertheless, “monumental synthesis
through exclusively artistic means” occurs with and in architecture. Instead, he
launches a frontal attack against medieval cathedrals and Greek temples: “Neither
the transcendentalism of the Middle Ages, nor the reconstruction of Olympus as
advertised by several art historians can provide us with a solution.” And even when
the call for “unity of art and life” sounds like it comes from the Darmstadt Artists’
Colony in Mathildenhéhe, Van Doesburg’s stated context of “a reconstruction of
European intellectual life” has indeed moved far away from the bourgeois utopia
of the reform movements from the turn of the century.” Both Van Doesburg and
Piet Mondrian ultimately imagined a time in which art would be unnecessary
because it will have dispersed into real life. The universal harmony that both men
dreamt of thus exists in a utopian-conceptual form in the dissolution of the work
and in a utopian-practical form in the creation of a better living environment for
people—through urban planning, architecture, art, or even through furniture,
which would, as a commodity, replace “individual sculptures.”’®

Even in 1925, at a time when Van Doesburg had long since been engaged with
purely theoretical architectural considerations, he still identified the “harmoni-
ous whole” as the goal of artistic creation. Under the label “Architecture as the
Synthesis of a New Design,” he compulsively united all artists in his notion of
a new architecture in which autonomous, individual works of art are no longer
necessary. This new architecture has “the task of being the total expression of all
of our physical and spiritual needs.”'® Despite differences with the aforementioned
German-speaking representatives, Van Doesburg also ascribes eminent impor-
tance to architecture, and this stance culminates in his art-theoretical assertion
that “painting, without architectural construction (that is, easel painting), has no
further reason for existence.”"” Here, at the very latest, Piet Mondrian saw himself
compelled to take a position. In his article “Muss [die] Malerei der Architektur

gegeniiber als minderwertig gelten?” (Must painting be regarded as inferior to
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architecture?) of the same year (1923), Mondrian propagated the equivalence of
architecture and painting, but also the possible entwined development of the two

art forms.'®
1930—Absolute Clarity

Just seven years later, in 1930, a few months prior to his untimely death, Van Does-
burg had reached a fundamentally different position in his thoughts about the rela-
tionship of the art forms. In April, the first and only issue of Art concret, a magazine
that would do more than just lastingly define the term “concrete art” for the first
time, was published. In addition, Art concret also represented the final radicalization
of Van Doesburg’s art theory, in which he now pleaded for an autonomous position
for painting with respect to all other forms of artistic expression. Art concret called
for a rejection of emotional and intuitive artistic work, demanding instead that it
should be based on conceptual work and that it not permit any happenstance what-
soever in the process of creating a painting. Van Doesburg and his allies called for
“clarté absolu”—absolute clarity in every respect. This demand for pure, indepen-
dent painting—architecture, design, or other art forms were not even mentioned
in his new magazine—did not, however, stop Van Doesburg from concluding his
radical pamphlet with a Dadaist invitation to purchase airships, embellished with a
picture of the LZ 127 Graf Zeppelin.

Van Doesburg wrote the manifesto for the Art concret group while still completing
his own house in Meudon, and closer examination reveals that his idea of concrete
art is borrowed in parts from architectural design processes: “Most painters work
like pastry-cooks and milliners. In contrast we use mathematical data (whether Eu-
clidean or not) and science, that is to say, intellectual means.”" If van Doesburg’s
architectural design as well as his architectural theory both emanated from painting
and its essential artistic means, the painterly premises about the rigor of the archi-
tectural design were now sharpened: “The work of art must be entirely conceived
and formed by the mind before its execution. It must receive nothing from nature’s
given forms, or from sensuality, or sentimentality. We wish to exclude lyricism,
dramaticism, symbolism, etc. ... A pictorial element has no other meaning than
‘itsel .0

Van Doesburg’s “concrete art” arose in direct correspondence with his architectur-
al design activities, which can be illustrated by comparing his painting Arithmetic
Composition from 1930 with an axonometric drawing of his house. In addition to an
easily seen formal analogy of two diagonally offset squares on an underlying grid—
as the actual basic structure in one and implied as a planning grid for the tile floor in
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2 Theo van Doesburg, self-portrait in front of

Simultaneous Composition XXII, 1929/1930.

the other—the basic idea behind the two different artistic expressions is one of pro-
gression, or a “shift” “from surface to space,” as Van Doesburg called this “space-time
construction” in a publication on abstract film, which he illustrated with the design
scheme for the Arithmetic Composition.”' The fact that the Arithmetic Composition
was placed on the very studio wall of the house in Meudon, which is featured in the
axonometric’s architectural progression, consolidates this situation even more and

serves to illustrate Doesburg’s concept of a universal, non-artistic form:

In contrast with all previous styles, the new architectural method does not recognize any self-
contained type, any basic form. The subdivision of the functional spaces is strictly determined
by rectangular planes, which possess no individual forms in themselves, since, although they
are limited (the one plane by the other), they can be imagined extended into infinity, thereby
forming a system of coordinates, the different points of which would correspond to an equal
number of points in universal, open space. From this it follows that the planes possess a direct

tensile relationship with open (exterior) space.
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A universal form is controllable, as Van Doesburg clarified in a letter to his friend,
the poet Anthony Kok, because it is calculated mathematically.? In the wake of Van
Doesburg’s architectural experiences, concrete art becomes a planned, constructed
art. Art created this way is contemporary and more like a product of engineering—
such as the Zeppelin—than romantic individualized ar.

Thus, both in his work and in his texts, we can observe that Van Doesburg’s differ-
ent fields of activity—spanning the realms of painting, architecture, graphic design,
and product design—are closely intertwined, yet this relationship does not lead
to synesthetic concepts or superordinate ideals in terms of a total work of art, but

manifests itself instead in the use of analogous design principles.

1927—Wrong Tracks

We therefore take aim at the chronological middle of the problem, which, upon
closer inspection, also turns out to be the substantive center between the two poles
described, and in which a sharpening of Theo van Doesburg’s theory can be found.
In the anniversary issue of De Stijl, which celebrated its ten-year existence in 1927,
Van Doesburg summed up by stating that now an elementary design must be the
goal of their efforts, and no longer the search for stylistic unity: “To interpret it
in a paradoxical way: the De Stijl idea as the idea of a new style ... is meaningless
and anachronistic. The De Stijl idea as the dissolution of all styles within one el-
ementary plasticism is significant, spiritually alive, and in advance of its time.”* At
nearly the same time, he also relativized the importance of architecture as the site of
a synthesis of the arts, now suggesting exactly the opposite, namely that the two art
forms could not come together: “Elementarism completely excludes architecture as
art. From years of experiment and research it has been found that art and architec-
ture are completely different and incompatible factors. Elementarism is consciously
striving for the end of arts and crafts.”?

It seems prudent to take Doesburgs radical reassessment and new rejection of pre-
viously held views and reconcile them with his work, because precisely at the time
he formulated these assertions, Van Doesburg, together with his friends Sophie
Taeuber-Arp and Hans Arp, was planning his first major interior: the redesign and
refurbishment of Café de I'Aubette in Strasbourg, turning it into an entertain-
ment complex with a movie theater and dance hall, as well as bar and café spaces.
L’Aubette was again characterized just a few years ago as a synthesis of the arts and
a total work of art.2

Doesburg conceived a “batiment de passage” (place of passage), as he himself dubbed

joint work, forming a contiguous sequence of spatial paintings.?’ Two rooms each
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3 Theo van Doesburg, self-portrait with his dog Dada in front of Contra-composition XVI, 1925.

by Van Doesburg and Taeuber-Arp were realized, along with one by Hans Arp and
a collectively designed staircase. The spatial painting that Van Doesburg sought

centers around moving people:

The track of man in space (from the left to the right, from front to back, from above to
below) has become of fundamental importance for painting in architecture. ... In this
painting the idea is not to lead man along a painted surface of a wall, in order to let him
observe the pictorial development of space from one wall to the other, but the problem is to
evoke the simultaneous effect of painting and architecture. ... The whole should be treated
as a fixed body.*®

The typography and signage were also designed by Van Doesburg, and some of the
furnishings, such as the tables, were custom designed or available standard products
were modified slightly—a common procedure at the time. Some of his designs,
such as those for two bentwood chairs (Aubette 162 and Aubette 141), were not
realized, probably for reasons of cost. Instead, photographs showed the Thonet
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chair No. 18 as well as other mass-produced wooden chairs. Van Doesburg him-
self wrote about these furnishings: “no artistic effect was sought”—in other words,
rejecting applied art in favor of industrial production.?” It is not difficult to situate
Van Doesburg’s design theory as an outgrowth of the ideas of Adolf Loos and Le

Corbusier, with their rejection of artistic and artisanal designs for mass production.

4 Theo van Doesburg, self-portrait in front of Contra-
composition X111, 1926.

Van Doesburg summarized the elementarism he used here as a “universal method”
that applies to the arts as well as industrial production and could therefore impart
a designed unity upon both. Whereas in 1925 architecture still meant “the total
expression of our lives” and of our “needs,” he wrote in a now considerably more

sober tone that architecture synthesizes all the functions of human life.?'
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The conservative Strasbourg public did not take a liking to the collective work
of the three friends, meaning the Aubette was a flop with the local audience. In
1928, Van Doesburg wrote in frustration to Adolf Behne: “Constant values are
created only by 100% art. That is now my firm conviction. Architecture is on the
wrong track, as is applied art.”? And in his journal he added: “Architecture must
be neutral, formless.”*® Thus by the end of 1928 at the latest, Theo van Doesburg
had reached a point where he excluded architecture from his reflections on art
and established a clear dividing line between fine art and other, applied fields of
design, to which he included applied art, (what we today call) industrial design,
and, above all, architecture. This notion—that the free and the applied arts should
be two distinct areas of human creation with different end products—ultimately
pervades Theo van Doesburg’s theory and he found an abundantly clear way to
express it in the anniversary issue of De St7jl: “A chair becomes a chair, a table be-
comes a table, a house becomes a house, that is, a utilitarian object and nothing
more; an advertisement, an ordinary advertisement, like a pan, will never be art.”*
Poignantly formulated and applied to the Aubette, however, this means that Theo
van Doesburg’s ashtrays, chairs, and typography are pans, not art, and the Aubette
is a utilitarian object—according to its chief designer’s concept—whose spatial se-
quences are formed of spatio-temporal artworks, but which nevertheless does not

constitute a total work of art.

1923—Separation

In a strict sense, however, this was simply the final radicalization of Doesburg’s
long-expressed belief that a difference exists between art and other forms of design.
This separation of genres had frequently been a subject, especially since develop-
ing his key art-theoretical notion of the basic elements of modern art (Generalbassl
Grondelement). In the July 1923 inaugural issue of the magazine G: Material zur
elementaren Gestaltung (G: Material for Elemental Form-Creation), Van Doesburg
first promulgated the three basic elements of architecture, sculpture, and painting,
explicitly targeting a “generalization of means” and an “elemental expressive means”

for the visual arts as well as architecrure:

As early as 1916 we set the first and most important requisite: separation of the different
realms of formation. In contrast to a still-rampant baroque (even in modern art), we have
held that the formative arts must be separated from each other. Without this sharp division
(sculpture from painting; painting from architecture, etc.) it is impossible to create order out

of the chaos or to become acquainted with the elemental means of formation.’s
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5 Theo van Docsburg, self-portrait as I. K. Bonset: “Je suis contre tout et
tous,” 1921.

It would be of interest at this point to make a comparison to a sequence that was
published exactly ten years later, in which the art historian Emil Kaufmann com-
ments on the subject of the baroque and total works of art in his book Von Ledoux
bis Le Corbusier: “The interaction of the two motifs of aesthetic merger and social
differentiation results in an overall form, which has its beginnings in the Renais-

sance, but only reaches its purest form in the Baroque, hence we call it barogue
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association. The final consequence of this associative thought is the ‘total work of

art’ that emerges from an interaction of the arts.”

Theo van Doesburg’s guiding idea, which is clearly found in his writings, aimed
chiefly at establishing consistent and systematic basic principles of art, and also took
aim at a way for all art forms to strive for universal content with a universally ap-
plicable design. He was not much interested in an all-encompassing final product in
the form of a total work of art that, in his opinion, opposes an analysis of the design
medium. One could also try to express it more abstractly—or better, more univer-
sally: whereas advocates of a total work of art have, as their ideal, the goal of jointly
realizing an all-embracing synthesis, for Theo van Doesburg, the common artistic
basis is the starting point of modern art. Even though these two concepts might
actually seem similar in some aspects, ultimately they can scarcely be equated with
each other. The particularities of the Doesburgian theories are in danger of being
lost in a historically imprecise model of the total work of art, just as generalized use
of the concept harbors the risk of hypotheses like those defined by Laurence Sterne
through his protagonist, Tristram Shandy: “It is in the nature of an hypothesis,
when once a man has conceived it, that it assimilates every thing to itself as proper
nourishment; and, from the first moment of your begetting it, it generally grows
the stronger by every thing you see, hear, read, or understand. This is of great use.™”
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