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Their moniker, Keep it Cartesian, begs the question What’s with the name?
What does the work of this four-member design collective (all students in the University of Manitoba’s 

faculty of architecture) have in common with 16th-century French philosopher Rene Descartes, the man 
who stripped down the notion of human existence to a basic, famous phrase: “Cogito ergo sum” (in 
English, I think therefore I am)?

The answer, it turns out, is equal parts clever catchphrase and design creed.
As Ryan Litovitch explains, “We liked how the name resonated in our heads, but it also speaks to the 

notion of taking calculated moves with a design. Essentially, avoiding the tendency to unnecessarily 
over-design an object.”

Applying this minimalist mindset, Keep it Cartesian breathed new life into otherwise ordinary house-
hold items. Earlier this year, their series of metallic faceplates for plug outlets and light switches (that 
double as cell phone cradles, key hooks, letter boxes and cord wraps) garnered the attention of popular 
online design blogs like Montreal-based mocoloco.com. And they were recently invited to present their 
prototypes at the Interior Design Show 2009, Canada’s largest contemporary design event to be held in 
Toronto this coming February. Their creations, fabricated from steel, are fashionable yet functional – a 
hallmark of what they consider to be good design.

“Form and function go hand-in-hand, to make a product successful,” says Kaley Lawrence. “It must be 
extremely functional but also pleasing to the eye.”

Keep it Cartesian say their work is influenced by, “the stuff around us, problems we see that need to be 
fixed.” With the faceplate series, they’ve come up with an answer for a twofold interior design dilemma: 
how to dress up an apartment (without losing your damage deposit) and at the same time create some-
thing useful. “Changing faceplates and cupboard handles are one of the few things you can do to change 
your apartment,” says Nils Vik. “The sad thing about faceplates is that there aren't any really good 
options to begin with...I suppose we also wanted to try and get more out of the current options available. 
We added a function to a functionless object.”

Their straightforward but effective solutions could provide a cure for apartment-dweller design apathy 
and they hope to turn their prototypes into marketable products. That would be some feat for an idea 
born of a class assignment that challenged them to use a sheet of metal to make a container.

So, where does Keep it Cartesian see itself in 10 years?
“I wish I could see that far ahead,” say Thom Fougere.
For now, the foursome’s focus is on class work – they’re on track to earn their undergraduate degrees 

in spring 2009 – and (hopefully) sharing their wares with the world.

Jeremy Brooks [BA/98]

	On the Web: keepitcartesian.com

Photos and artwork: Courtesy keepitcartesian.com
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