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Piet Mondrian: Natural Reality and Abstract Reality (1919)
The cultivated man of today is gradually turning away from natural things, and his life is
becoming more and more abstract.
Natural (external) things become more and more automatic, and we observe that our vital
attention fastens more and more on internal things. The life of the truly modern man is neither
purely materialistic nor purely emotional. It manifests itself rather as a more autonomous life of
the human mind becoming conscious of itself.
Modern man—although a unity of body, mind, and soul—exhibits a changed consciousness:
every expression of his life has today a different aspect, that is, an aspect more positively
abstract.
It is the same with art. Art will become the product of another duality in man: the product of
a cultivated externality and of an inwardness deepened and more conscious. As a pure
representation of the human mind, art will express itself in an aesthetically purified, that is to
say, abstract form.
The truly modern artist is aware of abstraction in an emotion of beauty; he is conscious of the
fact that the emotion of beauty is cosmic, universal. This conscious recognition has for its
corollary an abstract plasticism, for man adheres only to what is universal.
The new plastic idea cannot, therefore, take the form of a natural or concrete representation,
although the latter does always indicate the universal to a degree, or at least conceals it within.
This new plastic idea will ignore the particulars of appearance, that is to say, natural form and
color. On the contrary, it should find its expression in the abstraction of form and color, that is to
say, in the straight line and the clearly defined primary color.
These universal means of expression were discovered in modern painting by a logical and
gradual progress toward ever more abstract form and color. Once the solution was discovered,
there followed the exact representation of relations alone, that is to say, of the essential and
fundamental element in any plastic emotion of the beautiful.
The new plastic idea thus correctly represents actual aesthetic relationships. To the modern
artist, it is a natural consequence of all the plastic ideas of the past. This is particularly true of
painting, which is the art least bound to contingencies. The picture can be a pure reflection of life
in its deepest essence.
However, new plasticism is pure painting: the means of expression still are form and color,
though these are completely interiorized; the straight line and flat color remain purely pictorial
means of expression.
Although each art uses its own means of expression, all of them as a result of the progressive
cultivation of the mind, tend to represent balanced relations with ever greater exactness. The
balanced relation is the purest representation of universality, of the harmony and unity which are
inherent characteristics of the mind.
If, then, we focus our attention on the balanced relation, we shall be able to see unity in
natural things. However, there it appears under a veil. But even though we never find unity
expressed exactly, we can unify every representation, in other words, the exact representation of
unity can be expressed; it must be expressed, for it is not visible in concrete reality.
We find that in nature all relations are dominated by a single primordial relation, which is
defined by the opposition of two extremes. Abstract plasticism represents this primordial relation
in a precise manner by means of the two positions which form the right angle. This positional
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relation is the most balanced of all, since it expresses in a perfect harmony the relation between
two extremes, and contains all other relations.
If we conceive these two extremes as manifestations of interiority and exteriority, we will
find that in the new plasticism the tie uniting mind and life is not broken; thus, far from
considering it a negation of truly living life we shall see a reconciliation of the matter-mind
dualism.
If we realize through contemplation that the existence of anything is defined for us
aesthetically by relations of equivalence, this is possible because the idea of this manifestation of
unity is potential in our consciousness. For the latter is a particular instance of the universal
consciousness, which is one.
If human consciousness is growing from the indeterminate towards the positive and the
determinate, unity in man will also grow towards the positive and determinate.
If unity is contemplated in a precise and definite way, attention will be directed solely
towards the universal, and as a consequence, the particular will disappear from art—as painting
has already shown. For the universal cannot be expressed purely so long as the particular
obstructs the path. Only when this is no longer the case can the universal consciousness
(intuition, that is) which is at the origin of all art, be rendered directly, giving birth to a purified
art expression.
This, however, cannot appear before its proper time. For it is the spirit of the times that
determines artistic expression, which, in turn, reflects the spirit of the times. But at the present
moment, that form of art alone is truly alive which expresses our present—or future—
consciousness.
Composition allows the artist the greatest possible freedom, so that his subjectivity can
express itself, to a certain degree, for as long as needed.
The rhythm of relations of color and size makes the absolute appear in the relativity of time
and space.
In terms of composition the new plasticism is dualistic. Through the exact reconstruction of
cosmic relations it is a direct expression of the universal; by its rhythm, by the material reality of
its plastic form, it expresses the artist's individual subjectivity.
It thus unfolds before us a whole world of universal beauty without thereby renouncing the
human element.

