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I 	t is unlikely that the writer Til 		
	Brugman (1888-1958) ever saw  

the exhibition ‘Rietveld. Bijdrage  
tot vernieuwing der bouwkunst’ in 
Utrecht’s Centraal Museum in 1958.  
A serious illness saw her confined to 
bed, and she died on 24 July, more  
than two months after the exhibition 
opened.1 There can be no doubt  
that she would have wanted to go to 
Utrecht to see it, for she had a special 
bond with Gerrit Rietveld (1888-1964). 
In the early nineteen-twenties she,  
the architect Piet Elling and the doctor 
Arie Hartog were among the first 
people to buy his modern furniture. 
Brugman and her then partner Sienna 
Masthoff (1892-1959) commissioned 
from him, among other pieces, the 
white slat chair that is now in the 
Rijksmuseum’s collection, and asked 
him to make new designs for their flat 
in Ligusterstraat in The Hague (figs. 
1-2). Brugman used Rietveld’s furniture 
every day until her death, and even 
gave the architect a place in her literary 
work. In her 1953 novel Spanningen  
he appears as the ambitious architect 
Dirk Belders, who in the dying days  
of the Second World War dreams of 
the breathtakingly large scope for the 
reconstruction of the Netherlands  
that lay ahead. Belders is one of the 
principal characters in the book, and 
many aspects of his personality can be 
traced back to Rietveld’s biography. 

 Til Brugman’s De Stijl Rooms:  
A ‘Flat in The Hague’ with Designs by

 Theo van Doesburg, Vilmos Huszár, Gerrit Rietveld,  

El Lissitzky and Kurt Schwitters, 1923-26 

•  l u d o  v a n  h a l e m   •

Gerrit Rietveld was not the only 
person in De Stijl circles with whom 
Brugman was friendly. She had already 
met the painter Piet Mondrian (1872-
1944) at dance classes in his Amster
dam years (1892-1912),2 and she was 
able to count the artists Theo van 
Doesburg (1883-1931) and Vilmos 
Huszár (1884-1960), the architects 
J.J.P. Oud (1890-1963) and Cornelis 
van Eesteren (1897-1988), and Van 
Doesburg’s successive wives Lena 
Milius (1889-1968) and Nelly van 
Moorsel (1899-1975) among her close 

	 Fig. 1
gerrit rietveld , 
Armchair for Til 
Brugman, Utrecht, 
1919 (design), 
execution 1923.
Wood and paint,  
87 x 65.5 x 84 cm.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. bk-2010-1; 
purchased with  
the support of the 
BankGiro Lottery. 
© Heirs Gerrit 
Rietveld/Pictoright, 
Amsterdam 2017.

<	

Fig. 2
anonymous , 
Sienna Masthoff (left) 
and Til Brugman  
on the Beach in 
Scheveningen, 1925. 
Berlin, Berlinische 
Galerie, Hannah  
Höch Archive.
Photo: Anja Elisabeth 
Witte.
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Fig. 3 
til brugman ,  
R, published in  
De Stijl, Maandblad 
voor nieuwe kunst, 
wetenschap en  
kultuur 6 (1923),  
nos. 3/4, p. 54.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum 
Research Library,  
no. 1918/0185e.

friends and acquaintances at various 
times.3 She was also friendly with some 
of the foreign artists involved with  
De Stijl, among them Kurt Schwitters 
(1887-1948), El Lissitzky (1890-1941) 
and the Hungarian Lajos d’Ébneth 
(1902-1982), who lived in Kijkduin.4

Although there have been numerous 
art-historical publications about De 
Stijl over the years, Brugman’s role in 
this avant-garde movement has never 
been the subject of a study. Until now, 
the focus has been on her position as a 
lesbian author in the nineteen-twenties 
and thirties from the perspective of 
gender studies, while in art-historical 
publications she figures chiefly as the 
partner of the German artist Hannah 
Höch (1889-1978), with whom she was 
in an intimate relationship from 1926 

to 1936.5 The only comprehensive art-
related article deals with her corres-
pondence with Kurt Schwitters and  
El Lissitzky.6 

Til Brugman and De Stijl
Brugman was always happy to  
lend a helping hand to her artist 
friends. She acted as middleman for 
Mondrian in selling his pictures,  
while for Van Doesburg she translated 
his own writings and articles for  
De Stijl magazine. In 1923 Brugman 
also assisted in managing the sub-
scriptions to De Stijl and the allied  
Dada magazines Mécano and Merz.  
Sienna Masthoff did the same for the 
magazine G: Material zur elementaren 
Gestaltung.7 Brugman’s own work 
appeared in De Stijl just once. When 
Van Doesburg, writing under the  
pen name I.K. Bonset, published an 
overview of the new sound poetry,  
he chose Brugman’s poem R as a good 
example of it. It was Til Brugman’s 
literary debut (fig. 3). Years later, at 
Nelly van Doesburg’s request, she 
made translations for the commem- 
orative issue of De Stijl published  
after Theo van Doesburg’s death.8

After the Second World War Brug
man made an important contribution 
to the early art historiography of De 
Stijl. In 1946 she published her recol
lections of Mondrian’s Amsterdam 
years in the catalogue of the memorial 
exhibition staged by the Stedelijk 
Museum in Amsterdam. In the style  
of the ‘grotesque’ literary genre she 
espoused, these memories were some
what distorted,9 but she set about her 
task with much greater accuracy when 
Hans Jaffé, a curator and deputy direc
tor at the Stedelijk, asked her to help 
him prepare his dissertation on De 
Stijl. When Jaffé had completed his 
typescript and circulated it among his 
‘peer reviewers’ for them to look at, 
she sent back thirteen closely-written 
sheets of reused paper – she was so 
poor that she had to economize like 
this – with page-by-page incisive  
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comments, and encouraged him to  
put people and events in the right 
perspective.10 She also made available 
Mondrian’s then unpublished essay 
L’art nouveau – La vie nouvelle, which 
she had carefully kept. It was attached 
in Brugman’s English translation as  
an appendix to the dissertation, which 
appeared in 1956.11

After Brugman’s death, Leo Braat 
(1908-1982), senior editor of Kroniek 
van Kunst en Kultuur, went so far as  
to write in that magazine that ‘she  
was an enthusiastic member of the  
Stijl movement, who knew everything 
about the theory and practice of its 
members [but] not many people may 
know that’.12 But in the nineteen-
twenties the ‘members’ of De Stijl 
themselves had never regarded 
Brugman as their peer. After the 
publication of her sound poem R in 
1923, her name was never mentioned  
in the magazine again.

‘In my flat in The Hague’
From the following intriguing, but 
never investigated note, which she 
made in regard to Hans Jaffé’s type-
script, it emerges that Brugman’s home 
was a crucial factor in her involvement 
in De Stijl:

Jaffé incorporated this note in 
his dissertation as follows:

In 1922 Van Doesburg, Huszar and 
Schwitters, each painted a room in the 
apartment of Til Brugman in the Hague 
– the fourth room was left white – it 
housed a painting by Mondriaan.

He did not mention the fact that  
El Lissitzky had ‘started’ on a room, 
but he added the date 1922 and the 
information about Mondrian.14

Brugman’s ‘flat in The Hague’  
was on the second floor of number  
20 Ligusterstraat and she and Sienna 
Masthoff had moved in together in 
1919.15 The flat was in a recently built 
complex in the Heesterbuurt district 
and comprised a front and back room 
with connecting doors, and three  
small rooms around a large hall  
(figs. 5-6; appendix pp. 168-69).
Brugman’s brief summary is of spec
tacular importance, for such an interior, 
to which five or six of the most eminent 
artists of the nineteen-twenties were 
said to have contributed, is unpreceden
ted in the history of the international 
avant-garde. The description of the flat 
reads like an avant-garde pantheon – 
an impressive showcase for new ideas 

Fig. 4 
Note written  
by Til Brugman,  
c. 1955-56.  
The Hague, rkd,  
Hans Jaffé Archive.

158) in my flat in The Hague 
			   1 room Does – colour – with colour 
furniture primary colours 	 1 room Huszar – white –black-grey
furniture partly Rietveld	 1 room Schwitters (Merz-like)

			   1 room (started) Lissitsky (Prounlike) (fig. 4)13
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Fig. 5 
anonymous ,  
Ligusterstraat in  
The Hague, c. 1919.
Brugman and 
Masthoff’s flat at 
number 20 is on  
the top floor on  
the left-hand side, 
above the first 
entrance to the  
block.
Photo: The Hague, 
Haags Gemeente
archief.

Fig. 6  
j .m. groenewegen ,  
Plan for the 
Construction of a 
Block of 36 Flats with 
an Entrance Hall in 
Ligusterstraat, The 
Hague, Scale 1:100 
Cad Section AM No 
3952 Partial and 3955,  
detail of floor plan of 
flats on the second 
floor, 1917.
The Hague, Haags 
Gemeentearchief.
The bay windows 
were only built into 
the corner avant-
corps. Brugman and 
Masthoff lived in the 
flat type on the right 
without a bay window.
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about the relation between colour and 
space and one of the most exciting 
experiments with the design of the 
modern interior in Europe in the first 
half of the twenties. Regrettably, 
neither Jaffé nor Brugman support this 
information, merely mentioned in pas- 
sing, with documentation or illustra
tions, and we know of no contemporary 
publications of the interior. This may 
be why little or no attention has been 
paid to the significance of Brugman’s 
comment in the endless flood of 
studies that have been published since 
Jaffé’s dissertation on De Stijl appeared. 

While most of the other experiments 
with space and colour in the nineteen-
twenties were reasonably well to fully 
documented, or were simply still being 
used when Jaffé’s dissertation came 
out – such as Rietveld’s Schröder 
House (1924) and his bedroom for the 
Harrenstein family (1926) – at that 

moment this extraordinary interior 
only existed in Brugman’s head. Yet  
it had been reality, at least in part, in  
any event. In 1983, for the first time in 
almost thirty years, art historian Nancy 
J. Troy addressed the interior. In her 
study The De Stijl Environment she 
discussed the room for which Huszár 
had made the design. With the aid of a 
photograph in the Stedelijk Museum 
archives, she was able to form a picture 
of the situation at the time. This photo
graph has been reproduced again and 
again in countless later publications, 
but of course it gives no impression of 
the whole of the interior as Brugman 
described it (fig. 7).16

On stylistic grounds Troy dated  
the room to 1924 – two years later  
than Jaffé. This date was accepted in 
most publications, but later proved to 
be incorrect.17 When Carel Blotkamp 
published the letters from Kurt 
Schwitters and El Lissitzky to Til 
Brugman in Jaffé’s archives in 1997,  
it was established beyond question  
that work had already been done on  
a room in ‘colour – with colour’ to a 
design by Theo van Doesburg in the 
spring and early summer of 1923 and 
then on the room in ‘white – black-
grey’ by Huszár.18 Rietveld’s furniture 
was also delivered in this period. Brug
man bought the Mondrian painting 
Jaffé refers to at the end of 1922 or in 
1923 (fig. 8; appendix pp. 168-69).19

By contrast, we know of little more 
of the rooms by Schwitters and 
Lissitzky than we find in Brugman’s 
note. She became friendly with the two 
artists when they were staying in the 
Netherlands in the first half of 1923. 
Although they wrote to one another 
and stayed in touch through others,  
the known correspondence and 
records dating from 1923 to 1926 
contain no mention of designs for  
the interior of her home.20 It seems 
unlikely, though, that this was a 
figment of her imagination. After  
all, many of the details Brugman told 
Jaffé about the ‘flat in The Hague’ 

Fig. 7 
anonymous ,  
Back Room in  
20 Ligusterstraat  
in The Hague with  
a Spatial Colour 
Composition to a 
Design by Vilmos 
Huszár and Furniture 
by Gerrit Rietveld,  
1923.
Photographic 
reproduction.
Amsterdam,  
Stedelijk Museum. 
Whereabouts of the 
original photograph 
unknown.
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proved in time to be perfectly accurate, 
such as the colour schemes and the 
order in which Van Doesburg’s and 
Huszár’s rooms were done. The 
furniture still exists, too. In 2004 and 
2007 respectively, the occasional  
table in ‘primary colours’ and the white 
slat chair were sold at auction; both 
can be seen in the 1923 photograph.21 
An upright chair that most probably 
belonged to her was sold at auction  
in 1988. It was not known at the time 
of the sale that the provenance could 
be linked with the Til Brugman interior 
(figs. 1, 9-10, 23; appendix pp. 168-69).22

Fig. 8  
piet mondrian , 
Composition with 
Blue, Yellow, Red  
and Black, 1922.
Oil on canvas,  
41.9 x 48.9 cm.
Minneapolis, 
Minneapolis  
Institute of Art,  
inv. no. 65.5; gift of 
Bruce B. Dayton.

Fig. 9  
gerrit rietveld , 
Occasional Table  
for Til Brugman,  
Utrecht, 1923.
Wood and paint,  
61.5 x 49 x 49 cm.

  
Frankfurt am Main,  
C. Oetker Collection.
© Heirs Gerrit 
Rietveld/Pictoright, 
Amsterdam 2017.
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Fig. 10 
gerrit rietveld , 
Upright Chair  
for Til Brugman,  
Utrecht, 1919 (design), 
execution possibly 
1923.
Wood, leather  
and paint,  
c. 92 x 64.5 x 60 cm.
Osaka, Osaka  
City Museum of 
Modern Art.

Til Brugman and 
Sienna Masthoff

Til (Mathilda Maria Petronella) 
Brugman was the oldest of nine 
children born into the strict Catholic 
family of Adriana Geertruida Johanna 
Zoons (1859-1939) and the wine and 
spirits dealer Hermanus Johannes 
Brugman (1852-1931). Brugman 
inherited her talent for languages and 
her literary interests from her father. 
Conflicts with her domineering 
mother, who had an impressive 
reforming zeal, reached such a pitch 
that she was sent to a boarding school 

for girls in Etten-Leur when she was 
twelve. When she returned home at 
sixteen, she had to do housework 
under her mother’s supervision – an 
occupation that was entirely at odds 
with her intellectual abilities. Her 
rebellious nature again provoked 
countless rows and eventually, in 1911, 
she was thrown out of the house for 
good.

Til Brugman’s literary career was 
slow to get started. She earned her 
living with business correspondence, 
language courses and translation work. 
She started writing avant-garde sound 
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poems in 1917, but the unpublished 
collection was lost in 1951.23 Soon after 
her debut in De Stijl, two of her sound 
poems were published in the avant-
garde magazines Merz and Manomètre 
(figs. 11a-b). It was not until 1935 that 
a small publishing house in Germany 
put out her first narrative collection 
with ‘grotesques’ under the title Schein- 
gehacktes. Her Dutch debut novel 
Bodem. Marcus van Boven, Gods knaap 
came out in 1946. In the twelve years 
before her death, however, she was 
extremely productive. Besides a number 
of – not very successful – novels, she 
wrote and translated many novellas, 
cultural history studies and children’s 
books. She regularly wrote articles and 
reviews for the Kroniek van Kunst en 
Kultuur. She also translated books on 
art and architecture into Dutch, inclu
ding Siegfried Giedion’s Space, Time 
and Architecture and Will Grohmann’s 
early monograph on Paul Klee.

Brugman never became an authori- 
tative voice in the literary world in  
the nineteen-fifties – most probably 
because of her contrived and some
times archaic use of language and her 
difficult and acrimonious relations 
with publishers and critics. After the 
Second World War she was no longer 
in the vanguard, as she had been in  
the nineteen-twenties with her sound 
poems. At the same time, however,  
she was too modern and controversial 
for a conservative public.24

We do not know how Brugman met 
her lover Sienna Masthoff.25 They both 
came from large Catholic families,  
but more likely than a meeting in their 
social milieu is an encounter in artistic 
circles, for literature, music and art 
dominated their lives. It is difficult to 
identify Masthoff’s role in the trans- 
formation of their home. The scant 
information about her suggests, how
ever, that while hers was certainly  

Fig. 11a 
til brugman ,  
Weg, published in 
Merz (October 1923), 
no. 6, p. 61.
The Hague, rkd,  
no. 200562275.

Fig. 11b 
til brugman ,  
Engin d’amour, 
published in 
Manomètre  
(August 1924),  
no. 6, p. 102.
Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale de  
France, inv. no.  
of-tol-17005623.
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not the moving spirit, she was a signifi
cant factor.

Sienna (Gesina Maria) Masthoff 
was the youngest of the ten children  
of Evert Barend Masthoff (1848-1930) 
and Maria Theodora Toorop (1857-
1913), the oldest sister of the famous 
artist Jan Toorop (1858-1928). Accord
ing to Sienna’s brother Charles  
(1886-1959), also a painter, it was  
an unhappy marriage because of  
the immense difference between  
her ‘Hollandish’ father, who was an 
assistant resident in the Dutch East 
Indies, and her ‘Indonesian’ mother.26 
Sienna must have got her dark looks 
from the Toorop side. She was born  
in Palembang on Sumatra and came to 
the Netherlands as a little girl of ten. 
Her father retired in 1902 and returned 
to the Netherlands with his family, 
settling in The Hague. Shortly before 
her seventeenth birthday she went to 
live independently and described herself 
on her registration card as a ‘lady 
companion’. Later this was changed to 
the rather smarter ‘governess’.27

Her official occupation, though, had 
nothing to do with her real ambition 
and talent. She became a reasonably 
successful soprano who performed 
regularly with small and large com
panies, including the N.V. Nationale 
Opera run by Willem van Korlaar Jr 
(1890-1937).28 There are also reports of 
solo performances in the newspapers.29 
In the nineteen-twenties Masthoff was 
associated as a singing teacher with the 
Muzieklyceum Willem Feltzer in 
Rotterdam and the Muziek-Instituut 
Vink en v.d. Elshoudt in The Hague.30

The new flat Brugman and Masthoff 
moved into in 1919 gave the couple 
plenty of space to work and study at 
home. There is a surviving photograph 
of the back room, where Masthoff 
practised her music, which gives an 
impression of the way the flat was 
originally furnished. Her piano and an 
upright chair stood in front of the 
sliding doors; beside it, in the corner, 
was a rather worn armchair. Above a 

rug in the centre hung an electric  
light with a fabric lampshade (fig. 12).  
It is the modest interior of two young 
women. However, the temporary 
move of Theo van Doesburg and his 
new girlfriend Nelly van Moorsel to 
The Hague at the end of 1922 was the 
starting signal for an extraordinary 
change that could be called anything 
but modest (fig. 13).

Fig. 10  
anonymous ,  
Sophocles, c. 330 bc 
(Roman copy of 
another statue). 
Rome, Vatican, Museo 
Gregoriano Profano.
Photo: © 2016 Scala, 
Florence.

Fig. 11  
Detail of fig. 7 with 
David Wijnkoop.

Fig. 12  
Detail of fig. 9 with 
David Wijnkoop.

Fig. 12 
vilmos huszár ,  
Back room in  
20 Ligusterstraat in  
The Hague, c. 1922-23.
Rotterdam, Het 
Nieuwe Instituut,  
husz Archive,  
inv. no. f 1. 

Fig. 13 
Attributed to 
theo and nelly  
van doesburg , 
Double Portrait of  
Theo and Nelly van 
Doesburg, from  
Theo and Nelly van 
Doesburg’s private 
album, Weimar, 1921.
Gelatin silver print  
on card, 11.8 x 11.8 cm.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-f-2003-101; 
purchased with  
the support of  
the Paul Huf Fonds/
Rijksmuseum Fonds.
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Til and Sienna and Theo 
and Nelly

Van Doesburg’s wife Lena Milius 
moved from Leiden to The Hague in 
the summer of 1922, taking the records 
of De Stijl magazine with her. Loyal as 
she was to her ‘Does’, she let Theo and 
his new love stay in her home. Milius’s 
flat at number 18 Klimopstraat was 
walking distance from Brugman’s  
flat in Ligusterstraat. It became a  
lively meeting place for friends and 
colleagues. Brugman went to dinner 
there with Nelly and the young 
architect Cornelis van Eesteren, and 
Kurt and Helma Schwitters stayed 
there, too (figs. 14a-b-15). Their home 
was the base of operations for the now 
famous Dada Campaign of soirées 
Theo and Nelly, Schwitters and Huszár 
toured around the Netherlands in 
the spring of 1923.31 The company 
performed twice in The Hague and  
it goes without saying that Brugman 
and Masthoff would have attended  
at least one of these performances.

It is not possible at present to 
establish whether Brugman had met 
Van Doesburg before he moved to  
The Hague. Her old friend Mondrian 
may have introduced them and 
recommended her to Van Doesburg  
as a translator in the early years of  
De Stijl. The scant surviving corres
pondence reveals that in 1923, in any 
event, they were getting on very well. 
Van Doesburg called her ‘Dear Boy!’, 

Fig. 14b 
theo van doesburg 
(probably),  
(from left to right)  
Cornelis van Eesteren, 
Til Brugman and  
Nelly van Moorsel  
in Lena Milius’s Flat,  
18 Klimopstraat in  
The Hague, 1923.
The Hague, rkd, 
Van Doesburg 
Archive, inv. no. 
ab9800b/1578.

Fig. 14a 
theo van doesburg 
(probably),  
(from left to right)  
Cornelis van Eesteren, 
Nelly van Moorsel  
and Til Brugman in 
Lena Milius’s Flat,  
18 Klimopstraat in  
The Hague, 1923.
The Hague, rkd,  
Van Doesburg 
Archive, inv. no. 
ab9800b/1578.

for instance, and there is a delightful 
photograph of Nelly and Til standing 
by the aeroplane in which Brugman 
may have flown to London at the end 
of 1923 (fig. 16).32 But relations rapidly 
cooled. Van Doesburg wrote to J.J.P. 
Oud in 1924:

Fig. 15 
anonymous , 
(from left to right)  
Bart de Ligt, Nelly  
van Moorsel, Theo  
van Doesburg, Kurt 
Schwitters, Helma 
Schwitters and Ina de 
Ligt in Lena Milius’s 
Flat, 18 Klimopstraat 
in The Hague, 1923. 
The Hague, rkd,  
Van Doesburg 
Archive, inv. no. 
ab9789/1572.
El Lissitzky’s 1920 
work Proun 30t  
can be seen in the 
background, rotated a 
quarter turn from its 
original horizontal 
position, see fig. 31.
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In The Hague there lives a little monster, 
which professes to be homosexual, but 
is as female as a newborn dry nurse, it’s 
called Brugman. It makes it its daily 
business to smear me with Crap, Shit 
and perfumed spermatozoa. It writes 
me volumes along the lines of “Baas wat 
is er van je eieren” – Yap. Her rubbish 
verses did not find a place in De Stijl … 
that sort of people also ask me: what is 
the Stijl group nowadays? 33

Lena Milius was surprised at how alike 
Van Doesburg and Brugman were. When 
Brugman was in London, Lena wrote 
to her in a rather mollifying manner:

That calculating about your money was 
priceless, it could have been by Does 
word for word … . Are you sure you’re 
not a by-blow of his mother’s or he of 
yours? Otherwise it’s incomprehensible 
how two people could be so utterly 
alike in some respects. … sometimes  
I think it’s frightening. But you’re a 
darling, you know, it’s not that! 34

As well as the remarkable resemblance 
in character – both were energetic, 
fiery, overbearing and quarrelsome – 
Brugman and Van Doesburg had other 
things in common. Both had younger, 
attractive partners with above-average 
musical talent. Although Nelly was 

seven years younger than Sienna,  
she unreservedly appointed herself  
as her mentor in matters of modern 
music. After Sienna had stayed with 
them in Paris in the spring of 1923, the 
extremely well-informed Nelly wrote 
to tell her which new compositions 
might be interesting:

Hello Sienna! Modern song as follows: 
“Chant de nourtiee” D. Milhaud 
“Catalogue de Fleurs” D. Milhaud.  
Then some by Satie & Auric. I think its’s 
all loathsome. But you might like it. 
There’s a song, “Souvenirs d’enfance”, 
by Honegger, which I haven’t heard. 
Shall I order something for you?? 35

By then Masthoff had had more than 
enough opportunity to discover Nelly’s 
modern piano repertoire. At the Dada 
soirées she played work by Vittorio 
Rieti and Eric Satie. And she presented 
a more extensive programme in Lili 
Green’s Dansinstituut in Parkstraat  
in The Hague at a Moderne Soirée on  
12 March and a Moderne Klavieravond 
on 4 April, when she played pieces by 
Arthur Honegger, Daniel Ruyneman, 
Francis Poulenc, Josef Hauer, Jacob van 
Domselaer, Arnold Schönberg, Gian 
Franceso Malipiero and Egon Wellesz.36

This repertoire was a good deal 
more avant-garde than Masthoff was 

Fig. 16
theo van doesburg 
(probably),  
Nelly van Doesburg 
(left) and Til Brugman 
by the Handley Page 
W.8b Registration 
g-ebbg of the  
Airline Handley Page 
Transport, Possibly  
at Le Bourget Airfield 
near Paris, 1923.
The Hague, rkd,  
Van Doesburg 
Archive, inv. no. 
ab9797/1576.
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however, they also turned out to be 
needed after all, and Brugman received 
another urgent request: ‘So will you 
sort that business out when you’re in 
Berlin? … . See to it that you get that 
Stijl mess in order, otherwise it will all 
go wrong!’41 

Brugman did not find it too much  
of a burden to do Van Doesburg’s  
dirty work for him. It was actually in 
her interests to run round after him, 
because he, after all, was the person 
who could give her access to I.K. 
Bonset, whose radical modern sound 
poems in De Stijl were undoubtedly  
a shining example for Brugman.  
But Van Doesburg did not reveal to 
Brugman, any more than to anyone 
else, that he himself was hiding behind 
this fictitious person. ‘I want to write 
you a separate letter about your verses, 
Til. I sent them to Bonset in Vienna 
and am awaiting his reply,’ wrote Van 
Doesburg to Brugman around May 
1923.42 On 9 July, the ‘reply’ came: ‘And 
now something about your verses. 
Bonset wrote me a letter in which he 
praised your work very highly. He has 
picked out one, which he says is the 
best, to … in his [the rest is missing].’43 
The ‘best’ one was Brugman’s poem  
R, which Van Doesburg alias Bonset 
included in his article on new trends  
in Dutch poetry which he ran in De 
Stijl in the summer of 1923 (fig. 3).44 
Brugman was definitely proud of  
her literary debut, as is clear from a 
postcard Rietveld wrote her: ‘Nice  
for you, Til, that Bonset thinks it’s 
important. I’d like to read some things 
by you, too.’45

Alongside the work she did for De 
Stijl magazine, she also tried to drum 
up commissions for Van Doesburg. 
The contact with the dentist Hugo 
Réthy (1875-1953), whom she may  
have got to know as his patient, 
seemed particularly promising. Réthy 
and Brugman became friends and 
continued to correspond until his 
death.46 A specialist in dentistry and 
oral hygiene, he also had aspirations as 

accustomed to sing. Newspaper 
reports tell us that she performed  
with the Dutch National Opera in the 
1920-21 season in Mozart’s Marriage  
of Figaro and Die toten Augen (The 
Dead Eyes) by Eugen d’Albert. As a 
soloist she sang, among other things, 
Lieder by Brahms and Hugo Wolf.37 The 
most modern pieces in her repertoire 
were songs by Willem Pijper that she 
had sung at a concert in the Stedelijk 
Museum in Amsterdam in 1919.38 It  
is not possible to discover whether 
Masthoff ever performed in public the 
pieces Nelly had recommended. There 
would certainly not have been any 
demand for it in regular performances. 
Her encounter with this contemporary 
music did, though, have repercussions 
in her immediate suroundings.

‘Does room colour – 
with colour’ 

‘For Tilly Brugman for her work for 
“De Stijl”,’ wrote Theo van Doesburg 
in a copy of the anthology Verzamelde 
volzinnen by Evert Rinsema, which  
was published in 1920 under the 
banner of De Stijl.39 It can be deduced 
from the surviving correspondence 
that in 1923 this ‘work’ largely involved 
drumming up new subscribers and 
troubleshooting the administration of 
the magazine. In return, Van Doesburg 
designed a spatial colour composition 
for her small workroom.

In April 1923, when the Dada 
Campaign was over, Theo and Nelly 
van Doesburg went to Berlin. After 
they arrived, Nelly wrote to Brugman, 
telling her that they had ‘forgotten to 
take all the de Stijl records’ with them. 
Without a second thought, Brugman 
was set to work: ‘Please would you 
now just send a little list of the sub
scribers you recorded, for mécano 
too!’40 In the weeks that followed she 
tried to get the records into some sort 
of order again. But when they travelled 
on to Paris, this time they left behind 
the stock of De Stijl that was still in  
the Berlin studio. Like the records, 
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a philosopher and an interest in art.47 
His interest was fuelled by, among 
other things, courses given by the 
painter and art teacher H.P. Bremmer 
(1871-1956).48

At the end of 1922, Réthy moved 
from Bazarstraat to Billitonstraat  
in The Hague and Brugman tried  
to persuade him to have at least one  
room and, if possible, the whole  
house decorated and furnished by  
Van Doesburg and Rietveld working 
together again. ‘You’re an angel, 
promoting me like that, I hope that 
something comes of it,’ Van Doesburg 
wrote to Brugman from Paris on  
9 July:

I can certainly do with it, because living 
here is very expensive. I shall ask a low 
price, though. What do you think of  
150 guilders for the whole solution?  
Or, if that’s still too high, 125 guilders? 
It’s a lot of work! Still, something may 
yet come of the other 7 rooms. As a rule 
a solution like that costs 200 guilders. 
Rietveld promised me at the time that  
I should also specify the colours for  
the furniture. Yet I don’t hear from him. 
He’s a queer fish, but certainly one of 
the first-class Stijl architects.49

For the art-loving dentist-philosopher, 
however, it was a costly undertaking 
and he had to think it over carefully. 
‘Rethy’s still mulling it over, hasn’t 
come round, there’s still a chance if  
the carpenter turns out cheaper than 
expected,’ wrote Brugman to Rietveld 
on 14 July 1923.50 In the end the plan fell 
through. According to Van Doesburg, 
it was not the only disappointment 
Brugman had caused him. From the 
tone he took it is evident that relations 
had already deteriorated. ‘You haven’t 
had much success with “De Stijl”,’ he 
wrote sourly in a letter of 5 January 
1924. ‘Most of them don’t pay, or send 
the invoice back marked: not ordered. 
I’m not one of the lucky ones. The 
Rethy room didn’t come to anything 
either.’51

Réthy could have seen how a renovation 
might have turned out in the new 
studio created for the photographer 
Henri Berssenbrugge (1873-1959). This 
interior, just around the corner from 
Réthy’s old house in Bazarstraat, had 
been designed by architect Jan Wils 
(1891-1972) and Vilmos Huszár. The 
result received glowing reviews in the 
press.52 Brugman may also have shown 
him her room, which was finished in 
the early summer of 1923: ‘I hope that 
my room gives such satisfaction – that  
a little one comes of it,’ wrote Van 
Doesburg to Brugman mischievously. 
From Van Doesburg’s spiteful remarks 
to Oud it appears that he was not 
wholly convinced of Brugman’s 
homosexuality and by ‘a little one’  
he could have meant a child, but  
more likely he meant – ambiguously 
expressed – a paid commission  
from Réthy, for he followed this by 
saying, ‘I really need some work!’53

The spatial colour solution Doesburg 
had devised for Brugman was most 
probably for the small room at the 
back of the flat, adjacent to the room 
where Sienna played and practised 
(appendix pp. 168-69).54 The corres
pondence on the subject gives the 
impression that it was a workroom for 
Brugman. Neither the design nor pic
torial records have survived, however, 
so that only a cursory image can be 
formed on the basis of a few indica
tions. The time it was designed virtually 
coincides with the work on the ‘colour 
construction’ for the hall and exterior 
of Mrs van Zessen’s house in Alblasser-
dam, built to a design by Cornelis van 
Eesteren. Van Doesburg probably 
began this latter design in The Hague 
and finished it in Paris.55

Because Brugman’s room and the 
hall in the Van Zessen house were 
relatively small spaces, we can assume 
some similarity between the two 
schemes. The comparison helps 
explain Van Doesburg’s remarks in  
his letter. In the Van Zessen house  
hall, Van Doesburg had one dominant 
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And when Brugman sent him a ‘snap 
of the room’ two months later, he 
commented on the painting of the 
woodwork – which according to  
the sketch in the letter was made of 
panelled sections – under the window, 
which was directly opposite the door 
(fig. 18):

I see that the area under the window has 
not been covered with cardboard. That’s 
a shame, because now it works  
as painted wood and not as a flat plane. 
Can it still be changed? 57

In 1956 Brugman herself described  
the design as a room in ‘colour – with 
colour’. This suggests that there was 
one dominant colour as in the hall of 
the Van Zessen house. In this case it 

colour. The side of the staircase, which 
cuts the space diagonally, was painted 
yellow. To create both dynamism and 
balance, he had the panels of the doors 
around the staircase painted red, blue, 
black and grey at different heights  
(fig. 17). Van Doesburg took the same 
approach for Brugman’s room, as we 
see from the instructions he sent from 
Paris when work started on executing 
the design in mid-May:

I’m glad you like the little room. I think 
the yellow is still a little too bright,  
but the red’s too dark. I’m very curious 
to see how it’s turned out. Huszár also 
wrote to me in passing about it. He 
thought the red was too much. Has the 
little panel on the door already been 
painted? 56

Fig. 17  
theo van 
doesburg ,  
Colour Construction 
for Van Zessen House 
in Alblasserdam,  
1923.
Colour plate 20 in 
L’architecture vivante 
(Spring 1924).
Utrecht, University 
Library, Special 
Collections,  
ubu vwp 721.
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called plant,’ she wrote to Leo Braat. 
‘The third one “Vrucht” is finished too. 
They’ve all been finished for years. The 
next: Red, Yellow, Blue. Notes from 
1928 onwards.’60 The successive titles 
– which translate as soil, plant, fruit – 
culminating in the last part Red, Yellow, 

could not be an architectural element 
like a staircase, only a large area on the 
wall – possibly in the red that Huszár 
thought was ‘too much’– which was 
kept in equilibrium by smaller areas 
under the window and on the door. Just 
such a big red plane also dominates 
Van Doesburg’s large painting Contra-
Composition v, which was finished a 
year later (fig. 19).

Van Doesburg promised to supply 
an appropriate design for the lighting 
to complete the room: ‘I don’t like that 
lamp in your little room either. I’ll send 
you a sketch for a covering soon, for 
iron+glass construction.’58 We do not 
know whether he ever made this design.

Van Doesburg’s spatial colour  
composition made a fitting setting  
for Brugman’s burgeoning writing 
career. As well as sound poems and 
‘rabbelverzen’ – poems dedicated to 
friends and acquaintances in which  
she played with unusual words and 
nonsense language in an inventive 
way59 – in the course of the nineteen-
twenties she embarked on an ambi-
tious cycle of novels. The first volume, 
Bodem, was finished in 1934 and pub-
lished in 1946. ‘The second one’s  

Fig. 18  
theo van 
doesburg ,  
Sketch of a Detail  
of the Spatial  
Colour Composition 
for Til Brugman’s 
Workroom, 1923. 
Letter to Til Brugman, 
9 July 1923.
The Hague, rkd,  
Jaffé Archive.

Fig. 19  
theo van 
doesburg ,  
Contra- 
Composition v,  
1924.
Oil on canvas,  
100 x 100 cm.
Amsterdam,  
Stedelijk Museum, 
inv. no. a567.
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the summer [?] to make that room and 
already discussed it with you both. 
Sienna asked me when I was working 
on the little room.’62 Just as Brugman 
had been given an appropriate setting 
for her avant-garde writing, so 
Masthoff also seemed to have a grow-
ing need for a living and working space 
that reflected her changing musical 
interests.

Van Doesburg was surprised and 
not a little put out when he discovered 
that Huszár had meanwhile made a 
design for Sienna’s music room. There 
is no evidence as to how and when the 
contact with Huszár came about, but it 
can only have been in cultural circles 
in The Hague. With his Mechanical 
Dancing Figure, with which he perform-
ed at the Dada soirées, he seems to 
have made quite an impression in any 
event, for in Brugman’s unpublished, 
semi-autobiographical novel Treesje 
van Boven – Gods Kind a young man in 
her circle of friends whose ambition is 

Blue suggest that Brugman was trying 
to express Mondrian’s neoplastic theory 
about the evolution from natural to 
abstract reality in literary form.

	
Sienna Masthoff’s Music Room

Brugman’s efforts for De Stijl and Van 
Doesburg in general were not without 
self-interest. Her contact with him 
provided a platform for her emerging 
literary talent, recognition by an  
esteemed and respected colleague (even 
if he was a fiction, for nobody knew 
that) and undoubtedly the hope of 
more publications. Van Doesburg, for 
his part, was sincerely grateful to her 
for her work for De Stijl and promised 
to continue the changes to the interior 
of her flat. ‘When we come back in 
November, I shall compose the front 
back room! Out of sheer gratitude,’ he 
wrote in a letter to Brugman on 17 May 
1923.61 The idea of changing the back 
room as well had actually come from 
Masthoff, however: ‘I had thought, in 

Fig. 20 
vilmos huszár , 
Spatial colour 
composition design  
for Sienna Masthoff’s 
music room,  
20 Ligusterstraat in  
The Hague, May 1923.
Photographic 
reproduction. 
Rotterdam, Het 
Nieuwe Instituut, 
husz Archive,  
inv. no. f1. 
Whereabouts  
of the original 
drawing unknown.
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to fully automate the theatre features 
prominently.63

Huszár supplied a detailed drawing 
of a spatial colour composition for the 
back room in Brugman and Masthoff’s 
flat. He sent a photograph of it to Van 
Doesburg, who in turn showed it to 
Mondrian. Van Doesburg sent his com-
ments to Brugman by return of post:

To judge from the photograph it’s a  
very decorative solution. I see a lot of 
good things in it, but Mondrian didn’t 
like it at all. “Huszar doesn’t understand 
any of it,” he said. It’s a bit, like all  
his solutions, following a particular 
trick. One movement thus, and one 
movement countering it. But a room 
isn’t a merry-go-round!-64

Huszár’s design shows the situation 
from the window side, which faced 
southeast (fig. 20). In the drawing the 
room has been stripped of all its old 
soft furnishings and furniture. The 

impression it gives is that the plaster 
mouldings on the ceiling and the 
coving on the chimney breast would 
also have to be removed. This would 
appear to have been too drastic or too 
expensive, however, for they were 
retained when the design was finally 
executed (figs. 7, 12, 21a-b; appendix  
pp. 168-69).

In a definite departure from the 
discrete areas of colour on the walls 
that characterized his earlier designs, 
the planes on the walls overlap and 
continue around the corners and over 
the cupboard doors. It gave the room a 
dynamism which prompted the critical 
remark about a merry-go-round. Along 
with these dynamic compositions on the 
walls, a more static form of composi
tion was used for the structural elements 
of the room that could not easily be 
modified: the chimney, the ceiling and 
the alcove with the sliding doors to the 
front room, against which the piano 
was placed. For these elements of  

Figs. 21a-b 
anonymous , 
Back room at  
20 Ligusterstraat  
in The Hague with  
a spatial colour 
composition  
to a design by  
Vilmos Huszár  
and furniture by 
Gerrit Rietveld, 1923.
Rotterdam, Het 
Nieuwe Instituut, 
husz Archive,  
inv. no. f1.
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July 1923, when the little room by  
Van Doesburg was probably almost 
finished. Everything was done accord
ing to plan except, oddly enough, the 
furniture. The photographs – two  
of which have never been published 
before67 – show that the simple pendant 
lamp made of two opal glass plates that 
Huszár had drawn was indeed installed, 
as was the divan opposite the fireplace 
and the little tea table beside it (figs. 7, 
21a-b). An order for the other furniture 
was placed with Gerrit Rietveld. Here 
again, who took the initiative for this 
– Huszár, Brugman or Masthoff –  
and how this contact came about is 
unclear.68

It appears from the correspondence 
between Brugman, Masthoff and 
Rietveld in 1923 that, besides the 
armchair and the occasional table, 
conspicuous in the photographs of the 
interior, they also ordered an upright 

the room, a rectangular plane was 
always framed by wide horizontal and 
vertical strips in two shades. In terms 
of composition, there were indeed  
two principles or ‘movements’ working 
counter to one another, as Van 
Doesburg wrote.

Brugman’s note for Jaffé’s disser
tation leaves it in no doubt that the 
room was done in shades of grey. This 
means that there is also a connection 
with Huszár’s 1918 Composition in  
Grey, an important painting that Van 
Doesburg had reviewed at length in  
De Stijl and also illustrated in his slim 
volume Barok-Klassiek-Modern (fig. 
22).65 It was bought at an exhibition in 
Groningen in 1922 by the composer 
Daniel Ruyneman (1886-1963), whose 
piano work Hallucination (1914) and 
others Nelly van Doesburg played in 
concerts at Lili Green’s school of 
dance. Ruyneman was the force behind 
the establishment of the Nederlandse 
Vereniging tot Ontwikkeling der 
Moderne Scheppende Toonkunst (the 
Dutch Society for the Development  
of Modern Creative Music) and in  
1918 his radical Hieroglyphs and the 
choral work The Call (Colour Range 
for Mixed Voices) put him in the front 
line of innovative trends in music. 
After moving to Groningen in 1920, he 
became music editor of the magazine 
Blad voor Kunst published by H.N. 
Werkman (1882-1945).66 The fact that 
this particular painting had been pur
chased recently by such a prominent 
representative of the musical avant-
garde may in the end have influenced 
the decision to ask Huszár, not Van 
Doesburg, to use a similar palette and 
compositional scheme as the starting 
point for a music room.

Furniture by Rietveld
Unlike Van Doesburg, who only 
afterwards said anything about the 
addition of a suitable lamp, Huszár 
drew a room complete with furniture 
and lighting for Sienna. The execution 
of his design was begun in June- 

Fig. 22 
vilmos huszár , 
Composition in  
Grey (Composition 
No. 10), 1918.
Oil on canvas in a 
frame painted in oils, 
60.3 x 44.9 cm 
(including frame).
The Hague, 
Gemeentemuseum, 
inv. no. 1026334.
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chair, an inkwell, a letter rack and a 
piano stool, as well as a lectern for 
Brugman’s writing that had already 
been delivered. Taken together it was  
a fairly substantial commission for 
existing slat furniture (the armchair 
and the upright chair) and some newly 
designed furniture and accessories at 
special request.

Something went wrong with the 
delivery of the armchair. On 14 July 
1923, Brugman expressed her irrita-
tion with Rietveld about various 
shortcomings in his work:

The chairs have arrived but you’ve  
made a serious mistake. You’ve sent  
2 armchairs instead of 1 armchair and  
1 ordinary chair … . [Sienna] was not 
pleased, particularly because both chairs 
were covered in printing that had 
transferred from the newspaper you 
packed them in. What’s she supposed to 
do about that? Send the upright chair 
(for the table) straight away. I think it’s  
a damn disgrace. We’ll keep the extra 
armchair for the time being [?], perhaps 
someone else will want it. But hurry up 
and put it right.69 

Rietveld did put it right. No trace of 
disfiguring ink marks could be seen  
on the snow-white armchair later  
and the upright chair was delivered 
(figs. 1, 7, 10, 23). Both were existing 
designs dating from 1919 that he had 
previously used in other interiors, 
although he had changed some 
details.70 For instance, the upright 
chair was made with a leather back 
rather than a wooden one and the 
armrests of the armchair were made 
wider. The monochrome white finish 
of the armchair was doubtless geared 
to the colour composition of the  
room in consultation with Huszár.

The rest of the furniture and 
accessories, on the other hand, were 
designed specifically for Brugman and 
Masthoff. The occasional table is often 
erroneously described as a design 
intended for the new house of Truus 

Schröder-Schräder (1889-1985) which 
established Rietveld’s reputation as  
an architect. In fact, Masthoff and 
Brugman’s was the first interior in 
which it was used. This version can 
also be regarded as the very first model 
or prototype; in later versions various 
changes were made in the proportions 
of the components and the thickness  
of the materials. In contrast to the walls 
and the armchair, it was painted in 
primary colours (figs. 9, 24; appendix 
pp. 168-69).71

Huszár saw straight away that the 
little table was a fine design. But he 
also unerringly put his finger on its 
defects: ‘Huszar likes the table. He  
says it’s a shame that the top is crooked 
and the support slat differs from the 
table top,’ wrote Sienna Masthoff to 
Rietveld. In the same breath she asked 
for a piano stool to go with the table:

Fig. 23 
anonymous , 
Interior of the  
back room at  
20 Ligusterstraat,  
c. 1926-29.  
With armchair, 
occasional table  
and upright chair  
by Gerrit Rietveld.
Berlin, Berlinische 
Galerie, Hannah  
Höch Archive.
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Will you send me a model for a piano 
stool before 20 July; high, otherwise  
I sit too low for the piano; then can it be 
finished at the beginning of September, 
something in the style of the little table, 
well, you know what I mean.72

In reply Rietveld sent a postcard with 
some sketches of a stool that would be 
made of cylindrical timber, with a leather 
seat. The legs – echoing the table – were 
placed asymmetrically: three diagonally 
on the outside and one on the inside. 
He asked whether the height of fifty 
centimetres was all right, otherwise 
‘something could always be done about 
it’ (figs. 25a-b).73 It is unlikely that this 
piano stool as such was ever made. It 
does not appear in the photographs 
and it has never surfaced anywhere. 

Figs. 25a-b 
Postcard (recto  
and verso) from 
Gerrit Rietveld to  
Til Brugman and 
Sienna Masthoff, 
Utrecht, undated 
[1923]. With sketches 
for a piano stool 
made of cylindrical 
timber with a  
leather seat.
The Hague, rkd, 
Hans Jaffé Archive. 

Fig. 24 
Colour Reconstruc-
tion of the Back Room 
at 20 Ligusterstraat in 
The Hague with a 
Spatial Colour Com­
position to a Design  
by Vilmos Huszár  
and Furniture by  
Gerrit Rietveld, 1923.

Reproduction 
Stedelijk Museum, 
Amsterdam (fig. 7), 
digital colour recon-
struction by Frans 
Pegt, Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum. Where-
abouts of the original 
photograph unknown.
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The diagonal placement of the legs 
seems rather unfortunate and the whole 
thing looks uncomfortable and unstable. 
It is therefore more probable that this 
sketch developed into the piano stool 
Rietveld made several times from 1923 
onwards, with a leather back and seat, 
legs placed conventionally in the corners 
to increase the stability (fig. 26).74 We  
do not know whether Sienna Masthoff 
had a piano stool like this.

A previously completely unknown ink-
well is an asymmetric design as success-
ful as the occasional table. On the same 
postcard Til Brugman twice asked for it 
to be delivered soon because, she wrote, 
‘the thing here has overturned again’. 
Zooming in on the occasional table in 
the previously unpublished photographs 
of the music room shows up an object 
consisting of a light-coloured ball with  
a black spot to which two round rods 
are attached (fig. 27). It is a mysterious, 
almost spectral object, which proves, 
however, to correspond with an object 
in the collection of the Berlinische 
Galerie: an ivory billiard ball that has 
been drilled out. A black-painted rod 
has been attached horizontally, and a 
red-lacquered tube vertically (fig. 28).75

Fig. 26 
gerrit rietveld , 
Piano Stool, 1923.
Utrecht, Centraal 
Museum, Rietveld 
Schröder Archive,  
inv. no. 068 f 012.
Photo: © cmu/ 
Pictoright, 
Amsterdam 2017.

Fig. 27 
Detail of photograph 
in fig. 21a.

Fig. 28 
gerrit rietveld , 
attributed to  
El Lissitzky, Inkwell 
with Pen Holder, 
Utrecht, 1923.
Ivory, metal and  
paint, h. 5.2 cm.
Berlin, Berlinische 
Galerie, inv. no.  
bg-s0153/76.
© Heirs Gerrit 
Rietveld/Pictoright, 
Amsterdam 2017.
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The object comes from the estate of 
Hannah Höch and is attributed to El 
Lissitzky. This attribution is based on  
a superficial likeness to the construc
tion of a ball and laths mounted on the  
rear wall in his 1923 Prounenraum, but 
this can safely be rejected (fig. 29).76 
Lissitzky’s piece has three square laths 
rather than two round rods, the size  
is different and the proportions and 
position of the elements are not the 
same. Photographs, correspondence 
and provenance are strong indications 
that this is the inkwell Til Brugman 
commissioned from Rietveld in July 
1923. There was probably an accom
panying round pen, now lost, that 
stood in the red tube. 

The design was in keeping with the 
occasional table, likewise combining  
a round shape with two straight lines 
at right angles. It also provided the 
basic shape for the table lamp Rietveld 
designed two years later. The ivory  
ball was replaced with a heavy iron 
tube and a fitting with a lamp, partially 
painted black, was mounted on the tall 
upright (fig. 30).77

Fig. 29 
el lissitzky , 
Prounenraum, 1923.
Photograph published 
in G: Material  
zur elementaren 
Gestaltung (July 1923),  
no. 1.

 
Berlin, Staats-
bibliothek, 
Preußischer 
Kulturbesitz, Abtei-
lung Historische  
Drucke, shelf mark 
Nb 647 : R.
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A Proun-like Room?
A striking and characteristic aspect of 
these designs – some not previously 
known – is the bold combination of 
asymmetrically placed planes and lines 
with round shapes. This approach to 
composition was a significant departure 
from the structures with rails and up
rights in Rietveld’s earlier furniture 
designs.78 An outside incentive appears 
to have been responsible for this 
remarkable and sudden change.

Rietveld’s new approach to a piece 
of furniture as a three-dimensional 
structure of rectangular planes and 
round elements coincides with the 
moment when El Lissitzky stayed in 
the Netherlands on the occasion of  
the ‘Eerste Russische Kunsttentoon
stelling’ (First Exhibition of Russian 

Art), which ran from 29 April to  
28 May 1923 in the Stedelijk Museum 
in Amsterdam.79 Lissitzky’s fame as  
the herald of the Russian avant-garde 
had gone before him through his 
striking visual contributions to the 
Dutch magazines Wendingen and  
De Stijl (fig. 31).80 One of his paintings 
may already have been brought to  
the Netherlands by Van Doesburg or 
Schwitters at the end of 1922 or early 
1923 (figs. 15, 32). He gave lectures on 

Fig. 30 
gerrit rietveld , 
Table Lamp, 1925.
Utrecht,  
Centraal Museum, 
Rietveld Schröder 
Archive,  
inv. no. 101 f 001.
Photo: © cmu/ 
Pictoright, 
Amsterdam 2017.

Fig. 31 
el lissitzky ,  
Cover of  
Wendingen 4 (1921),  
no. 11, recto and verso, 
Amsterdam, 1922.
Lithograph,  
330 x 660 mm.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-d-2012-3.

Fig. 32 
el lissitzky ,  
Proun 30t, 1920.
Oil on canvas,  
50 x 60 cm.
Hanover,  
Sprengel Museum, 
inv. no. sh 9,1999. 
Photo: bpk / Sprengel 
Museum Hanover / 
Michael Herling / 
Benedikt Werner.

<	
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is the final state (death); that is why  
we concentrate on the elements of the 
cube, which can always be reassembled 
and destroyed at will (life). A modern 
machine must have something spherical, 
since the circular motion is its advan­
tage, compared with the straight-line 
to-and-fro motion of the human hand/
foot. And if our flat, our house, is an 
apparatus for accommodating our  
body (like clothing) why should it not 
incorporate the spherical? 84

Lissitzky would not have thought very 
differently about this a year earlier.  
His views conflicted with the dogma  
of the straight line in De Stijl circles, 
and with a reference to ‘the machine’ 
he justified the functional use of the 
sphere and the circle in the home. 
Rietveld’s occasional table, inkwell  
and later his table lamp attest to such 
newly acquired freedom. They could 
be interpreted as the spatial and 
practical translation of Lissitzky’s 
abstract compositions, which he  
called Prouns. The appreciation  
was mutual: in his enthusiasm for 
Rietveld’s work, Lissitzky had also 

the ‘new Russian art’ in Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht and 
established contacts with a number of 
Dutch artists, architects and designers, 
Rietveld among them.81 He most 
probably stayed with the painter 
Willem van Leusden (1886-1974) in 
Maarssen (near Utrecht) and with 
Huszár in Voorburg (near The Hague).82 
Several photograms he made with 
Huszár are evidence of this stay  
(figs. 33-34).83 It goes without saying  
that formal artistic principles would 
also have been discussed during these 
visits. In fact, traces of such a discus
sion can be found in the correspon
dence with Oud. Lissitzky cast doubt 
on the universal significance attached 
by Van Doesburg in particular to the 
straight horizontal and vertical line,  
as he wrote to Oud on 30 June 1924:

The ‘Universal’ = Straight Line + 
Vertical does not correspond with  
the universe, where there are only 
curvatures and no straight lines. Hence 
the sphere (not the cube) is the crystal 
of the universe, but we cannot do 
anything with it (the sphere) since that 

Fig. 33 
el lissitzky and 
vilmos huszár ,  
4 i Lampe Helio­
konstruktion 125 Volt, 
Voorburg, 1923.
Gelatin silver print,  
90 x 120 mm.
Rotterdam, Het 
Nieuwe Instituut,  
eest Archive, 
inv. no. 10.1414;  
on loan from the 
collection of the  
Van Eesteren-Fluck & 
Van Lohuizen
stichting, Amsterdam.
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ordered an armchair – the one that was 
delivered to Brugman and Masthoff  
at the beginning of July along with 
their own chair. This was the ‘mistake’ 
which, unaware of the order, Brugman 
accused Rietveld of so sourly.85

Lissitzky also went to visit Til 
Brugman, and Van Doesburg gave her 
elaborate instructions as to what she 
had to achieve with him. Although Van 
Doesburg wanted nothing to do with 
the new Russia, he did steer her towards 
cooperation:

Now something about the Russians. … 
Above all, when Lissitsky comes to see 
you don’t forget to show him those 
houses – Papaverhof. And the houses  
at the Boschjes van Poot (those white 
concrete houses).
These Russians are a bit too big for their 
boots, in the belief that they can change 
the world with their Bolshevism, both 
materially and spiritually. Make sure 
you talk them out of it and show them 
what’s being done in Holland.- (show 
them museum Kröller too)  
… ask whether the Russians want to 
demonstrate with the Dutch in the Stijl 

group in Paris. A demonstration by the 
constructivists would really be some
thing here. But – tread carefully, so they 
don’t think too much of it. Make it seem 
as if it’s your idea.86

Van Doesburg regarded Lissitzky’s 
Prouns as ‘half works’. He meant by 
this that the Russian’s abstract com
positions were stuck fast in theory  
and had no practical application, even 
if they did fill a space (fig. 29). Van 
Doesburg’s activities, in contrast, 
always revolved around the possibility 
of being able to make something, to 
apply the principles of De Stijl and 
make them visible in people’s every- 
day surroundings. Neoplasticism was 
in principle universally applicable.

The contrast between Lissitzky’s 
theoretical models and the practice of 
neoplasticism also seems to underlie 
the explanation of his Prounenraum, 
which could be seen at the Grosse 
Berliner Kunstausstellung from  
19 May 1923. In this text, which was 
published in the first issue of G: 
Material zur elementaren Gestaltung 
and according to the signature was 

Fig. 34 
el lissitzky ,  
Untitled (Lissitzky  
and Huszár), 
Voorburg, 1923.
Gelatin silver print, 
177 x 238 mm.
Chicago, The Art 
Institute of Chicago, 
inv. no. 1992.100;  
Mary L. and Leigh 
B. Block Collection.
Photo: Bridgeman 
Images.
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Before Höch could come, Brugman 
had to resolve a problem with the  
tax authorities. In a long letter to her 
written on 6 September 1926, the 
infatuated Brugman described in 
minute detail and with her characteris
tic literary twists a visit from three tax 
officers. This source provides a unique 
view of her home at that moment:

I asked them to sit down. In the middle  
of the sacred hall. Then I opened all the 
doors of the adjacent rooms (5) [fig. 7; 
appendix pp. 168-69] and when they  
sat down like Civa, Vishnu und Brahma, 
from there they could see everything, 
and reach out and grab everything  
with the innumerable arms. In the 
studio they confiscated the sun and the 
instreaming light. In the course room 
the dark and stillness (there are still  
too little pupils, therefore all the more 
tax inspection) (which I made them 
understand) In the bedroom stood a 
bed frame (which didn’t belong to me, 
but that doesn’t matter, confiscated is 
confiscated) and in other rooms they 
glued the emptiness (future space). … 
They looked at the paintings here with  
a frowned forehead and nose.90

Brugman’s remark about the ‘future 
space’, originally ‘zukünftig raum’, 
can be interpreted as an intention to 
execute a design by Lissitzky in one  
of the rooms. Of all the artists who con- 
tributed to Brugman’s interior, after all, 
he was the only one who described his 
spatial designs with the German word 
Raum, as in Prounenraum and Demon
strationsraum für konstruktive Kunst. De 
Stijl artists usually called their interiors 
spatial colour composition or solution, 
and Schwitters described his now 
famous installation in his house in 
Hanover as Merzbau. The capital letters 
also indicate that a specific ‘space’ was 
meant and the word was not used as a 
synonym for ‘room’.

Shortly before his trip to the Nether
lands, Lissitzky had designed and made 
a Demonstrationsraum für konstruktive 

written in The Hague in May 1923, he 
stressed not once, but twice that the 
Prounenraum was not a ‘Wohnzimmer’ 
but a ‘Demonstrationsraum’ designed 
to show that his abstract design idiom 
could also be used in three dimensions.87 
His insistence on this point suggests 
that he wanted to clear up a misunder
standing; his Dutch colleagues, who 
concerned themselves with practical 
design commissions, may have been 
inclined to interpret the Prounenraum 
at a practical level.

The design commissions were, after 
all, highly topical in the Netherlands at 
that time. Rietveld would most probably 
have shown him the interior for doctor 
Arie Hartog in Maarssen that he had 
just completed in collaboration with 
Willem van Leusden, and Huszár  
must certainly have taken him to see 
Berssenbrugge’s new photographic 
studio. Van Doesburg’s design for  
the little workroom for Brugman was 
ready, and the idea of redesigning 
Masthoff’s music room had been born.

It is not inconceivable that Brugman 
also asked Lissitzky to design a room 
in her flat at this time but it seems  
unlikely. A practical commission of 
this kind was, after all, diametrically 
opposed to the theoretical and demon
strational nature of the Prounenraum. 
They did, though, develop a long-
distance friendship that endured for 
years, and in 1924-25 they even made 
plans for an edition of her sound 
poems in a ‘Phototipo’ graphic version 
by Lissitzky.88 In September 1926 he 
visited the Netherlands again. He had 
asked Brugman and Masthoff to secure 
him a visa for early September through 
the passport office in The Hague and 
he hoped to be able to spend a few  
days with them.89 Brugman’s personal 
situation had meanwhile changed 
dramatically, however. Her relation
ship with Masthoff had ended and her 
new lover Hannah Höch was preparing 
to come from Berlin to The Hague and 
move in with Brugman. The music room 
would serve as a studio.
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Kunst as a commission for the manage
ment of the Internationale Kunstausstel
lung in Dresden: it was a small exhib- 
ition space that had walls clad with 
battens placed at right angles at regular 
intervals. Paintings by Mondrian, 
Lissitzky himself and others hung from 
these battens. Panels with various tex
tures and colours to provide a different 
background for specific works of art 
were left open in the corners.91 Soon 

after this he used the same principle 
for the Kabinett der Abstrakten in the 
Landesmuseum in Hanover, convinced 
that this could become a sort of 
‘standard’ for exhibition spaces for 
‘new’, in other words abstract art.92

At the end of July 1926, before his 
proposed visit in September, Lissitzky 
sent Brugman and Masthoff a photo
montage of the Dresden Demonstra
tionsraum (fig. 35).93 Although he was 

Fig. 35 
el lissitzky ,  
Presentation drawing 
Demonstrationsraum 
für konstruktive  
Kunst, Internationale 
Kunstausstellung 
Dresden, 1926.
Photographic 
reproduction,  
gelatin silver print,  
180 x 130 mm.
Rotterdam, Het 
Nieuwe Instituut,  
eest Archive,  
inv. no. 10.1415;  
on loan from the 
collection of the  
Van Eesteren- 
Fluck & Van 
Lohuizenstichting, 
Amsterdam. 
Whereabouts of  
the original drawing 
unknown.
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abreast of the progress, reporting at 
the beginning of 1924 that it was still 
not finished. He does not refer to it 
again in his increasingly infrequent 
letters. Blotkamp believes that these 
activities, inspired by the plans for the 
transformation of Brugman’s flat, were 
the origin of Merzbau, the sculptural 
and labyrinthine structure he made out 
of street refuse and reclaimed timber 
in his house in Hanover.98

It would seem improbable that 
Brugman and Masthoff should have 
asked Schwitters to design a room in 
their flat during his first stay in The 
Hague. There is no hint of it in the 
correspondence and his contribution 
to the interior comes in third place on 
Brugman’s list. It is more likely that a 
room by Schwitters was not created 
until later. The earliest this could have 
been was March-April 1924, when he 
again stayed with various Dutch 
friends and acquaintances and could 
have seen the rooms designed by Van 
Doesburg and Huszár with his own 
eyes. In the summer of 1926 he stayed 
for several weeks with Lajos d’Ébneth 

used to promoting his own work in 
this way, in view of earlier plans to 
collaborate it could also be seen as a 
proposal for decorating a room in 
Brugman’s flat. The concept could 
easily have been used in one of the 
small rooms off the hall (appendix  
pp. 168-69). This room could then  
have served as an exhibition space for 
Brugman’s collection, which by then 
included abstract works by Lissitzky 
himself, Mondrian and Kurt Schwitters 
(figs. 8, 36).94 But the contact between 
Brugman and Lissitzky petered out.  
As Brugman told Jaffé, no more than  
a start was made on carrying it out, 
possibly by emptying the room – hence 
‘the emptiness’. What remained was a 
pale shadow.

Merz-like
Whereas the few indications make 
Lissitzky’s contemplated contribution 
to Brugman’s interior conceivable, 
there is as yet no trace of a ‘Merz-like’ 
room by Schwitters. This is all the more 
remarkable because Kurt Schwitters’s 
Dutch travels and contacts – unlike  
El Lissitzky’s – are well documented.95 
That Brugman and, with her, Jaffé 
mentioned such a room is sufficient 
reason to outline here the possible 
circumstances in which he, too, might 
have made his mark on Brugman’s flat.

Schwitters first spent time in the 
Netherlands from January to March 
1923, staying with the Van Doesburgs 
in Lena Milius’s flat. The friendship he 
struck up with Brugman then endured 
for many years, even when she went to 
live with Hannah Höch in Berlin. The 
flat occupied by Brugman and Masthoff 
(and subsequently Höch) in Liguster
straat became one of his regular places 
to stay.96 On his return to Hanover 
after his first visit to the Netherlands, 
he wrote to Brugman on 24 April 1923: 
‘We would also like to make our 
apartment beautiful, but don’t know 
where to start. Stucco ceiling decor-
ations and old furniture won’t work.’97 
In the course of that year he kept her 

Fig. 36 
kurt schwitters ,  
Für Tilly, 1923.
Oil and knob on 
wood, 25.8 x 15.8 cm.
Private collection.
Trustee: Sprengel 
Museum, Hanover.
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and his wife, Nell, in Kijkduin. Besides 
the many convivial contacts he made  
at this time, it was also a productive 
period with which he was very pleased. 
Among other things he produced a 
series of fourteen paintings, and in  
the garden of their house he started 
work on a two-and-a-half-metre-high 
structure that he dubbed Seemannsheim 
ohne Bubikopf (Seaman’s Home 
without Page Boy). He gave it to the 
d’Ébneths, but sadly it has been lost.99

If the Merzbau really did arise out  
of enthusiasm for the transformation 
of Brugman and Masthoff’s interior, 
as Blotkamp believes, it is certainly 
possible that Schwitters wanted to 
make a sort of pendant, not just in 
Kijkduin, but also for them, at the 
source of inspiration. In the summer  
of 1926 Lissitzky also sent his photo
graph of the Demonstrationsraum. It  
is possible that this may have sparked  
the idea for the two artists and friends 
to tackle the two adjacent small 
‘untreated’ rooms at the front of the 
flat, just as the rooms Van Doesburg 
and Huszár designed were side by  
side at the rear of the flat (appendix  
pp. 168-69).

Later, Brugman, who must have 
known the sculptural installation in 
Hanover well from a number of visits, 
did not describe her Schwitters room 
as Merzbau.100 Instead she used the 
term ‘Merz-like’, which might suggest 
that the room was decorated in a 
collage or assemblage manner, 
possibly using the different works  
of art known to have been in her 
collection.

Another possibility is that the  
room was painted with a geometric 
composition like the ones Schwitters 
made between 1923 and 1926, 
influenced by his friendship with Van 
Doesburg and Lissitzky. He may have 
painted this decoration on the spot, 
without a design, accustomed as he 
was to improvise. The small relief  
Für Tilly that he made for Brugman  
in 1923 and the painting Bild 1926, 5. 

Wie senkrecht-waagerecht that he 
painted a few years later in Kijkduin 
even seem, in terms of the palette, to 
‘mediate’ between the red that Van 
Doesburg seems to have used so 
prominently in Brugman’s little room 
and the grey planes in Masthoff’s 
music room (figs. 36-37).

	
Growth and Expression 

However much uncertainty there may 
be about Lissitzky’s and Schwitters’s 
contributions to Brugman and 
Masthoff’s flat, it can be established 
that once the first two rooms were 
finished in 1923, the two women 
wanted to continue with the transfor
mation of the interior. On 18 August 
1924 Brugman wrote optimistically  
to Rietveld: ‘May have money for  
front room.’101 This seems to express 
her intention to get him to design the 
front room (appendix pp. 168-69). 
That money, which was so plentiful in 
1923 that they could afford to decorate 

Fig. 37 
kurt schwitters ,  
Bild 1926, 5.  
Wie senkrecht-
waagerecht, 1926.
Oil on canvas,  
60.7 x 50.5 cm.
Hanover, Sprengel 
Museum, inv. no.  
obj 06837113,t.
Photo: bpk / Sprengel 
Museum Hanover.
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of their personal, artistic and profes
sional lives.103

What motivated Til Brugman and 
Sienna Masthoff to change the environ
ment in which they lived so compre
hensively and radically is hard to 
determine. Although they had many 
friends among the artistic avant-garde, 
they were not ‘members’ of De Stijl,  
as Braat believed. We can, though,  
say that their lesbianism and artistic 
talents made them outsiders in the 
affluent middle-class background  
from which they came. In part because 
of this, they had developed personal-
ities that were open to the far-reaching 
and progressive ideas that existed in 
international avant-garde circles. 
Following this line of reasoning, the 
transformation of their home can be 
seen as putting a seal on their ‘other-
ness’, an expression of the personal 
and artistic growth they had under
gone, partly individually and partly 
together. It was growth that Brugman 
had tried to describe in her novel cycle 
that began with the title Bodem (Soil) 
to reach its completion by way of Plant 
and Vrucht (Fruit) in Rood, Geel, Blauw 
(Red, Yellow, Blue).

This significance of the interior as 
an expression of personal develop-
ment was neatly put into words by  
Ida Bienert (1870-1965). In 1925 this 
Dresden art collector and patron  
went to see Til Brugman and Sienna 
Masthoff, as photographs taken on the 
beach near The Hague attest.104 Bienert 
kept in touch with Brugman and her 
new love Hannah Höch and told them 
about the changes she was making in 
her own home: ‘And I always need to 
translate everything that I experience 
internally, into my home,’ she wrote 
to Höch at the beginning of 1928.  
‘The colour of the dining room, for 
example, about which I told Till 
[Brugman] yesterday, is simply a step 
towards lightness, towards simplicity, 
towards dancing.’105 It suggests that 
seeing Brugman’s radically trans
formed home had inspired her – like 

and furnish two rooms and buy a 
painting from Mondrian, did not 
materialize. In the summer of 1926 the 
front room was fitted out as a class
room for language courses at home, 
but there is nothing to suggest that 
Rietveld actually did the design. There 
were never enough students.

On the same postcard Brugman  
also asked Rietveld for a typographic 
design: ‘Will you make me a little sketch 
for letterhead and envelope. Name and 
place name and nothing else for large 
paper. Will you? And of course 
Ligusterstraat 20 on it.’102 That request 
marked the start of all sorts of printed 
matter with which Brugman tried to 
promote her linguistic activities. In 
1926 she even compiled her own 
English language course, which was 
published as a small book, Travel and 
Language (fig. 38). The radical modern 
typography of the cover, which was 
undoubtedly designed by an artist or 
architect in Brugman’s close circle of 
friends – perhaps El Lissitzky – shows 
clearly how the changes Brugman and 
Masthoff started to make in their 
home in 1923 impacted on every facet 

Fig. 38 
til brugman ,  
Travel and Language, 
The Hague 1926.
Cover design possibly 
by El Lissitzky.
Rotterdam, Het 
Nieuwe Instituut,  
eest Archive,  
inv. no. 10.985;  
on loan from  
the collection of  
the Van Eesteren-
Fluck & Van 
Lohuizenstichting, 
Amsterdam.
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Schwitters – to modernize her own 
house. The most sweeping interven
tion was the commission to Mondrian 
to make a space-colour-composition 
for the library and study.106 The design 
for the Salon de madame B... à Dresden 
which Mondrian embarked on in 1925 
and completed the following year was 
never carried out, however. And yet, 
like Brugman and Masthoff, Bienert’s 
intention seems to have been to 
express the modern interests with 
which she had transcended her original 
conservative milieu through an avant-
garde ‘salon’ like this (fig. 39).
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Fig. 39 
piet mondrian ,  
Farbentwurf für den 
Salon Ida Bienert 
(Axonometrie einer 
Raumecke in 
Vogelperspektive), 
Paris, 1926.
Pencil and gouache, 
373 x 560 mm.
Dresden, Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen, 
Kupferstich-Kabinett, 
inv. no. C 1982-153.
Photo: bpk | 
Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen 
Dresden | Hans- 
Peter Klut.
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Digital reconstruction 
of the Flat.  
Illustration by Thomas 
Bennen, Amsterdam.
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pposite is a digital reconstruction of Til Brugman and Sienna Masthoff’s flat 
in 1923-26. It is based on historical image material and records that were used 

as sources for the research into the alterations to the interior of 20 Ligusterstraat in 
The Hague. 

1. 	 Til Brugman’s Workroom, created between April and July 1923 to a design  
by Theo van Doesburg. The yellow panel on the door was intended to give 
an impression of the possible design, analogous to the ‘colour construction’ 
for the Van Zessen house (fig. 17). The location is an assumption based on a 
sketch in a letter from Van Doesburg to Brugman (fig. 18).

2. 	 Sienna Masthoff’s Music Room to a design by Vilmos Huszár with furniture 
by Gerrit Rietveld, created between May and July 1923. The location can be 
established from photographs of this room (figs. 7, 12, 21a-b).

3. 	 In 1924 Til Brugman contemplated having the Front Room furnished by 
Gerrit Rietveld. There are no signs that this ever happened. In any event  
the painting by Mondrian and Rietveld’s straight-backed chair were owned  
by Brugman and Masthoff in 1923. The location indicated only gives an 
impression. In 1926 the front room was used as a classroom. This is shown  
on a floor plan that Hannah Höch drew in a letter to her sister Grete König 
dated 20 November of that year (reproduced in M. Brandt (ed.), Til Brugman. 
Das vertippte Zebra: Lyrik und Prosa, Berlin 1995, p. 184).

4-5. 	 Location possibly envisaged for the Merz-like Room by Kurt Schwitters and 
the Proun-like Room by El Lissitzky, Summer/Autumn 1926. Til Brugman’s 
recollection of these rooms cannot be verified from visual or documented 
sources.

6. 	 The ‘sacred hall’ where Brugman received three tax inspectors in early 
September 1926 (p. 154, n. 90). Five open doors gave a view of all the rooms, 
one of which was a ‘future space’, probably the Proun-like Room by El 
Lissitzky.

7. 	 Kitchen with adjoining balcony (not on the drawing).

a p p e n d i x  
A Reconstruction of Til Brugman’s  
De Stijl Rooms  

O
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