
1/5DE STIJL OF TOCH JE EIGEN STIJL? NIVEAU ++

This lesson card is about (perhaps) the most famous Dutch art movement: De Stijl. The initiator was artist Theo van 
Doesburg. Together with Bart van der Leck, Piet Mondriaan and others, he strove for a ‘new visual art’. They called 
themselves ‘conscious abstracts’, but became well-known under the title of their magazine: De Stijl. A lesson card 
on everything between De Stijl and your own Style.

 What do you already know about De Stijl? To help you, there are 10 keywords below. With 4 of these 
words, make a persuasive full sentence, with which to make the necessary impression on your classmates.

Abstract / simplify / corners / forms / harmony / truth / colours / lines / furniture / architecture

“The artists of De Stijl

                       “.

Bart van der Leck is one of the important artists of De Stijl. Look at the painting The cat (see mage below).

 
 What do you notice immediately about this work?

 Is this cat still ‘real’ or already ‘abstract’? How would you rate this 
painting on the line below?

Realistic            Abstract

Why do you think that?
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Bart van der Leck, 1876 - 1958
The cat, 1914
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Bart van der Leck had already been working as a glass painter since he was fourteen. Among other things, he 
painted stained glass windows (for church buildings) and learned how to make a scene with coloured glass and lead 
borders, which harmonized with the architecture. During a visit to Paris he discovered Egyptian art. This experience 
would also play an important role in his (later) artistic career.

 Look at the two images below. What similarities do you see with The cat?

Main similarity with The cat:

Main similarity with The cat:

From 1914 on, Bart van der Leck began making reality increasingly abstract. His work attracts the attention of 
Helene Kröller-Müller and in that same year he starts working for their company: Wm H. Müller & Co. He designs 
posters, stained glass windows and colour schemes for the couple’s homes. From 1916, Helene had the right of first 
refusal on his new works. She bought a total of 42 paintings and about 400 drawings.

 In letters and diaries, Helene Kröller-Müller describes her purchases in detail. Look at The tempest from 
1916 and fill in the missing words from the following quote:

“And now a man like Van der Leck comes and depicts the                                                     and the                                                  

with a large rising yellow surface and the vastness of the sea with a single                                                        

into wich a                                                        sails. With a work of large                                                                and of deep insight, 

he gives us an image that we shall never forget.”
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Louvre – Burial from the ‘Book of the dead’ 
(1400 BC). 

Chartres – the vision of St Eustace
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 Van der Leck only uses the colours red, yellow and blue (with black and white). What do you call these 
colours (with which you can mix all the other colours)?

 Primary colours
 Main colours
 Derived colours

 Where would you place this work on the line below?

Realistic             Abstract

 Now look at Composition 1917 no. 3 (leaving the factory) and think of your own diary fragment with the 
words below.

Compared with The tempest, this work is                  and

The colours are
 
Here again you see

 Where would you place this work on the line below?

Realistic             Abstract

Your placing may be completely correct, but you might have missed the 
reference in the title: leaving the factory. You see, Van der Leck also based 
this painting on realistic sketches, which he made more and more abstract.

Look at the drawing and place the work again:

Realistic             Abstract

 Which part of the drawing has become the most ‘unrecognizable’ 
in the painting?

 Do you see another part that could have been even more abstract?

Meanwhile it is 1917: a key year for Van der Leck… and for De Stijl! Van der Leck cancels his contract with Mr & Mrs 
Kröller and meets Piet Mondriaan. The artists are impressed by each other’s work and work together briefly.   
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Bart van der Leck, 1876 - 1958
Leaving the factory (study), 1908
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 The Mondriaan test: keep in mind Composition 1917 no. 3 (leaving the factory) and walk to the room with 
the paintings by Mondriaan. Without looking at the title card, can you discover which painting Mondriaan 
made in 1917?  

 
 What are the two most striking similarities?

 And what is the biggest difference?

By now, the two artists had met Theo van Doesburg, who wanted to establish a new art movement. A movement 
intended to contribute to a better world, by dismantling it and reducing it to the most essential shapes and colours. 
In the work of Mondriaan and Van der Leck, Van Doesburg found the characteristics that were compatible with that: 
geometric shapes, straight corners and the use of primary colours.

 Theo van Doesburg was the founder of De Stijl and he made sure that the ideas were spread 
internationally. But he was also a painter. Look at his works (see map). Which work do you find the most ‘De 
Stijl’?

Title:            Date:

Give two reasons:

After a few years, disagreements arose. When it became 
clear that Mondriaan and Van Doesburg wanted to let 
go of reality altogether, Van der Leck quit De Stijl. He 
resumed his figurative style and later even designed 
vases, letters and carpets. Mondriaan continues his 
abstraction, until all that is left are rectangles, in the 
primary colours. These are the works that eventually 
made him and De Stijl world famous.

 Look at Composition with red, yellow and blue
in one of the rooms nearby. Sketch the composition in 
the box on the right.
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Helene Kröller-Müller did not purchase this work. Just like Bart van der Leck, she felt that Mondriaan was taking his 
abstraction too far. Her successor, director A.M. Hammacher did not agree with her. He argued that this later work 
completed the development of Mondriaan. Therefore, he decided to add this work to the collection. 

 What do you think? Is it justified that this work was still purchased later on? Why?

 To sum up, let’s try the first exercise again. This should result in a different sentence this time... 

Abstract / simplify / corners / forms / harmony / truth / colours / lines / furniture / architecture

“The artists of De Stijl

                       “.
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