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Convention and Creativity 

Tore Nordenstam 

1. To Truly Appreciate Something New 

'Only through intuitive feeling, through long contemplation and comparison, 
can one come to complete appreciation of the new.' This statement by the 
painter Piet Mondrian, first published in the journal De Stijl in 1919,l is a 
very precise description of the way to approach his own works and other 
creative and original works of art. Why is that so? 

If one looks at a number of Mondrian's paintings from his 'neoplastic' 
period, from around 1920 up to his death in 1944, one will immediately 
notice a number of similarities, which connect all the works from this time to 
something which has a distinct quality of unity or cohesion and, at least to the 
more experienced eye, a distinct quality of its own, a stamp of originality, in 
spite of innumerable paths to other contemporary works of art of a more or 
less similar kind. 

But those pictures are, more clearly so than most other works of pictorial 
art, ambiguous (to put it mildly). For those who have concerned themselves 
with the development of Mondrian's painting, a mass of information is 
activated when I remind them of the fact that the Composition with Red, 
Yellow and Blue, in the Gemeentemuseum in the Hague, was painted in the 
year 1921. What I shall do now is to sketch an answer to the question of what 
it is that gets activated in such a situation, what kinds of knowledge and 
insights it is all about. It has to do with both natural and cultural constraints of 
different sorts (section 2 and 3). I shall pay particular attention to the role of 
intentions and comparisons in the world of art (section 3). I shall conclude 
with some comments on the role of intentions in creative processes (section 
4), throughout using the development of the painter Piet Mondrian as a model 
of understanding in the cultural sphere. 

P. 	Mondrian, 'Dialoog over de Nieuwe Beelding', De Srijl, February and March 1919; 
quoted from the English translation in The New Arr-The New Life. The Collected 
Writings of Pie? Mondrian, edited and translated by Harry Holtzman and Martin S. James, 
London: Thames and Hudson, 1987, p. 78. 



2. Natural Constraints 

To those who have little experience with pictures of this kind, Mondrian's 
Composition with Red, Yellow and Blue from 1921 will remain infinitely 
ambiguous. To see why it is literally true of all pictures that they are 
infinitely ambiguous to those who are sufficiently inexperienced, we can 
devote a few minutes of our lives to the conditions of perspectival drawing. 
Diirer's woodcut from Unterweisung der Messung (1525) shows how a lute 
will be projected onto a screen or a sheet of paper from a given point of view 
in accordance with rules of projection delimited by nature (the laws of optics) 
(Fig. l) .  

Fig.1. A. Durer, From Unterweisung der Messung (1525). 

The lute may be represented in infinitely many ways by varying the position 
of the lute. And it is also true of any given projection that it might be taken as 
a projection of infinitely many other things than this lute. As Gombrich puts it 
in Art and Illusion, 'any number of objects can be constructed that will result 
in the identical aspect from the peephole'.2 One can, e.g., think of any 

E.H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion. A Study in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation, 



number of wire constructions which will result in the same projection on the 
~ c r e e n . ~  Or think of all the things that can be represented, more or less 
adequately, by a couple of circles (Teacup and Saucer, Dime on Dollar, 
Mexican Siesta, Football in Moonlight, you continue). 

The conditions which hold for the picture-object relation can be summed 
up in the following way: 

(1) Any given picture can be a picture of an infinite number of objects. 

(2) A given picture cannot be a picture of whatever objects you like; there are 
restrictions on the kinds of things that a given picture can be a picture of. 

The first point is uncontroversial. Some reflection on the Mexican Siesta and 
Dime on Dollar examples should be enough to remove disagreement about 
this condition. The second is more controversial, it seems. Semioticians like 
Umberto Eco and philosophers like Nelson Goodman would seem to defend 
the thesis that all pictures are wholly conventional. If someone denies the 
existence of 'iconical signs', that is signs which depend upon a natural 
similarity between picture and object, like the representations of the male and 
female genitals you find in public toilets, if someone poses himselfherself in 
that position, I do not want to argue in any other way than by drawing 
attention to the geometrical necessities exploited in perspectival drawing. And 
I should also insist on making a distinction between natural and unnatural 
pictures. By a natural picture I mean a picture which can be seen to be a 
picture of a certain kind of object. By an unnatural picture I mean, for 
instance, a drawing which can only be taken to be a representation of a certain 
kind of object after a process of calculation, decipherment, decoding (in the 
everyday sense of that word, not in the strained semiotic sense which goes 
back to Ferdinand de Saussure, which makes all understanding a matter of 
coding, decoding and interpretation). Diirer's woodcuts could be 
systematically disformed in such a way that you would have to use a suitable 
computer programme in order to be able to correlate them rightly with 
situations in our world. Soren Kjorup's drawing from 1980 (Fig. 2) is 
unobjectionable as a (somewhat clumsy) drawing of a snake. When he makes a 
heroic attempt to persuade us that the same picture is a possible picture of a 
cat in our world, he is not equally convincing.4 That drawing is neither a 
natural picture of a cat nor an unnatural one, it seems. In the absence of a 

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969, p. 250. 
ibid., p. 251. 
S .  Kjprup, 'Notat om kattebilder og slangebilder' (A Note on Cat-Pictures and Snake- 
Pictures), Norsk filosofisk tidskrift, 1980:2, pp. 87-92. 
















