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Could a De Stijl inspired building ever be a home? 
Ideas and theories
De Stijl is the art movement expressing the abstract nature of the basic visual elements, composed of geometric shapes, symmetry, strong vertical and horizontal lines along with the bold use of primary colours and white space. A journal in 1917 by two Dutch pioneers of abstract art, Piet Mondrian and Theo Van Doesburg formerly recognised the fledgling movement. The two artists were protesting against  the earlier style of the art deco period, and the ideas of rebuilding society after world war I (The Art Story, 2019). 
History
Mrs. Truus Schroder, born, studied and practised pharmacy in the Netherlands, and in 1911 married and soon had three children. Her friendship with furniture designer and architect Gerrit Rietveld came about after experimenting by redesigning a room in their current house in a De Stijl style. Sadly in 1923 her husband died. Despite wanting to move to a new home with her children she was unable to find a house that could be transformed into the De Stijl home that she desired. Therefore she commissioned Gerrit Rietveld to help express her vision of a true De Stijl by building her own. (Rietveld Schroderhuis, 2022)
The later named Schroder House was built in 1924, inspired by the works of Mondrian and the De Stijl movement. Expressing its minimalist approach to the post war life. Very few objects were taken from the previous home, instead all the furniture was bespoke and made to fit the new home. 
[image: ]
Fig 1 picture of Schroder house (Architectural moleskine, 2013)

Throughout Truus Schroders life the house changed with her needs as all homes do; from balancing the demands of her three young children with toys and school work, to the daily life of entertaining friends and family along with the tenants that she later hosted. Gerrit Rietveld based his studio in the home he helped create, and later moved in with Schroder after his wife died in 1957. For many the building doesn’t hold the comforts of a regular home; based on the ideology of only the essentials. The restoration of the exterior by architect Bertus Mulder began in 1973. By this time Schroder had converted her original bedroom to a kitchen and exclusively lived upstairs. Following her death in 1985 restoration on the interior commenced, the house was stripped bare to the original sterile De Stijl purity, removing all signs of life and love that the home experienced in the near 60 years that Schroder lived there. 

Plans, sections and construction  
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Fig 2 first floor plan with dividers open (Harris, 2022)
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Fig 3 first floor plan with dividers closed (Harris, 2022)
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Fig 4 ground floor plan (Harris, 2022)
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Fig 5 section (wikiarquitectura, 2018)
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Fig 6 section (wikiarquitectura, 2018)
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Fig 7 elevation (wikiarquitectura, 2018)
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Fig 8 elevation (wikiarquitectura, 2018)
[image: MY ARCHITECTURAL MOLESKINE®: GERRIT RIETVELD: SCHRÖDER HOUSE]
Fig 9 axonometric of ground floor (wikiarquitectura, 2018)
Despite its misleading exterior the building is primarily brick and block construction with the occasional use of timber, steel beams and concrete slabs; combined they are able to create a series of overlapping planes, seamlessly covered with plasterwork, masking its use of common building materials. The house was designed with the ground floor for the general spaces and kitchen, and a rudimentary idea of open plan living was applied upstairs, with the intention that the walls slide back to open the bedrooms up into one large space (Thoor, 2019). Arguably the open plan design should have been used downstairs which instead was carved into structured rooms, heavily divided by a central spiral staircase, stunting the flow through the living area, which would have benefitted from the sliding dividing walls giving the option of privacy or free movement, which were instead used upstairs. 
There is a suggestion that the unique moveable panel walls on the first floor, were possibly a happy accident, in response to a requirement to comply with legal obligations of the building regulations of the time. Labelled originally “the attic”, there were potential concerns that should the authorities inspect the property and find a traditional layout of bedrooms separated by brick walls, they could fail to meet fire and safety regulations and so the challenge was set to create walls that could be removed swiftly. (García-Salgado, 2018)
The staircase is clumsy, and as said above, stunts the flow of movement through the house. The difficulty possibly stems from the fact that there was insufficient room for the stairs to climb at a regular height, and so a series of steps and landings were introduced. The stairs therefore had to be in a smaller rectangular space, at an uncomfortable angle. The first steps leading to the folly like area, again could have been a response to the building regulations, as the location of the stairs in the centre of the house and at an irregular height was a solution to allow access to the first floor in its flexible layout, especially in light of the attic label on the plans. (García-Salgado, 2018)
The large expanse of white planes are interrupted by thick black horizontal and vertical lines framing the windows. Flashes of colour imitate Mondrian’s style, reminiscent of a series of canvases on a gallery wall, with the designs around the windows as individual works. A characteristic element of the De Stijl style is the seamless transition from exterior to interior (Rietveld Schroderhuis, 2022). The visual elements of Mondrian’s painting are perfected on the exterior and do not structurally impose or interrupt the interior. Attempts to retain this stylistic approach to the design inside creates tension in the space, and consequently further divides space within the rooms. For example, the raised platform leading to the stairs is impractical, creating an inside folly which uses more space than the staircase which its bench seat faces. The platform offers a sculptural level change but its cold sterile nature fails to create the presumably intended intimate moment within the room. 
[image: The entrance to the staircase of the Rietveld schröderhuis. The interior of this house is an icon of De Stijl due to its use of primary colors! #design #interiordesign #architecture #destijl]
Fig 10 picture of the landing (Thoor, 2019)
Rietveld experimented in the 3 dimensional planes; height, width and depth, which can be seen in smaller details like the lamp, table and famously the red blue chair. He cleverly  used large windows and white walls to reflect large sections of light, broken up by the Mondrian-like frames. There is occasional use of blinds in some rooms, but in others large coloured removable panels were preferred, which when removed allowed the natural light to flood through the whole expanse of the widow, unhindered. This system provided privacy and blocked light completely when in place, albeit with the problematic issue of where to store the panels when not in use after the complicated process of removing them.  
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Fig 11 image of the kitchen (Rietveld Schroderhuis, 2022)
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Fig 12 De Stijl style light (Rietveld Schroderhuis, 2022)
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Fig 13 images showing the use of removable wooden panels (Rietveld Schroderhuis, 2022)
A highlight of the building is of course the corner window, which has a large window alongside a smaller perpendicular window, which when both opened wide create a large free floating corner of the house. 

[image: Architecture, Schroder house, House window]
Fig 14 picure of the corner window (Thoor, 2019)
The house does not fit the aesthetic of the surrounding buildings and would certainly sit more comfortably in a different landscape, arguably the location was chosen deliberately to create controversy and discord. Objectively comfort is contradiction to the post war De Stijl ideology. which creates a paradox of style vs practicality, a new clean style of horizontal and vertical planes, seamlessly integrated together, a sign post to the future; but a style born in war will forever hold the hostile ideologies of which it was designed.
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Fig 15 first floor with dividers open (Architectural moleskine, 2013)
Little was recorded during the construction of the building, so the refurbishment was both an excavation and restoration project. The architect, Bertus Mulder (first commissioned to refurbish the exterior and later the interior) would often have conversations with Schroder to better understand the building, its materials and the colours. Both Schroder and Mulder agreed to restore the building’s elements, removing the furniture and returning it to the true De Stijl home. 
But does De Stijl style work as a home setting? The clutter free nature of the style is ideal. However to achieve this, storage space is needed, yet it wasn’t supplied and resulted in clutter. White floors are clean and sanitary, yet dirty easily, hence grubby floors which were difficult to keep clean. Rietveld wanted thin concrete slabs, which compromised the structural steel beams resulting in them rusting. While these elements of the building were unsuccessful, it’s possible to create a home with the aesthetic exterior of Schroders house which is structurally sound, combined with the interior that is functional, clutter free with a transformable space. However, the compromises that would be necessary in order to satisfy this brief would clash with the concept, definition and ideologies of a true De Stijl building. Armed with the knowledge that many home comforts contradict the De Stijl way of life, the question arises; can the De Stijl style ever be a home? In parallel, as Villa Savoye was a machine of living, the Schroder house is no different, It holds the tools of survival, existing not living.
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Fig 16 the red blue chair (Anthony Romeo, 2022)[image: See the source image]
With its elegant layering and overlapping planes and geometric structure, the blue, red chair is the embodiment of De Stijl form, it is an example of form over function as it is an uncomfortable seat, despite being designed for that sole purpose. Similarly, life in the Shroder house would be uncomfortable and compromising. The ideology of De Stijl is conceptually understandable, yet fails in execution. De Stijl is beautiful by design but arrogant in its demand for its occupiers to conform to its elegance rather than bending to a home’s needs. The space cries out for storage and cosy corners, but no such comfort is to be found as it would immediately destroy the purity of the De Stijl form. Later attempts to portray the De Stijl movement have failed to capture the spirit of the 2D Mondrian, and the Schroder house is still considered to the be the building most faithful to the original style. If this is indeed the case, arguably a 3D building will never capture the 2D work.
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