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This essay focuses on the systematic and logical work of Sol LeWitt, and compares that 

with the work of graphic designers Thonik, currently active in the contemporary Dutch 

design scene. This essay will attempt to address the mature work of LeWitt and his 

systematic approach to his work, comparing this with the work and approach of Thonik, in 

particular how the work of Thonik parallels that of LeWitt’s in terms of graphic design.

LeWitt is a conceptual artist whose work since the 1960s onwards has been deeply 

involved with structure, methodology and permutations of form. His work has almost 

always an underlying system to it, in series and often repeated variations of the same 

theme. LeWitt’s work utilises simple and impersonal geometric forms, exploring repetition 

and variations of a basic form (the cube or square) or line as a way to achieve more 

complex works. The way in which a concept is explored and repeated in series and 

permutations is the signature method that LeWitt has adopted and continued to adopt 

ever since.

Thonik (formerly Studio Gonnissen and Widdershoven) are contemporary graphic designers 

whose work include the redesign of the corporate identities of the Dutch Socialist party 

SP, the city of Amsterdam and the Centraal Museum in Utrecht.

introduction
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background

Duchamp laid the foundation for future conceptualists by providing examples of 

readymades (also known as found art) one of which was Fountain, 1917 where a 

commonplace urinal basin was submitted for exhibition of the Society of Independent 

Artists in New York. The piece was rejected due to it not being made by the artist with 

intention of it being art, not unique and it possessing too few of the expected visual 

properties of the traditional hand crafted object. Before that time all artwork was 

evaluated purely on the basis of its aesthetic appearance and form (formalism). Duchamp’s 

Fountain was an important forerunner of the conceptual art movement, of which its effect 

was not fully realised until much later in the late 1960s. 

Duchamp, Fountain 1917, Replica 1964

In an essay by Joseph Kosuth entitled “Art after Philosophy” (1960), he argues that the 

“change from ‘appearance’ to ‘conception’ (which begins with Duchamp’s first unassisted 

readymade) was the beginning of ‘modern art’, and the beginning of ‘conceptual art’.” He 

has also been noted to say (of art) that it is art if someone calls it art, and that works of 

conceptual art are essentially analytical propositions. Conceptualists therefore essentially 

react against the formalism view which assess the artistic value of a work of art purely 

on the basis of its form, the way it is made, its visual aspects and its medium. Further as 

formalism takes no account of conceptualism, Kosuth argues that it limits the possibilities 

of art, allowing for minimal creativity put forth by the formalist.
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Wall-Floor Piece (Three Squares), 1966

Conceptual art (and its forerunner minimal art) was not only a break away from what had 

existed up to that point in history, LeWitt was dissatisfied with the traditional view of 

painting on a canvas, and expressive painterly effects. Further his work was a conscious 

move away from the work of the Abstract Expressionists and Neoplasticists that according 

to LeWitt had reached its peak and were pursuing “dead ends” at that time. He was 

interested in exploring variations on a particular concept or idea. Favouring the cube or 

square because of its relatively uninteresting form, and white because of its neutrality 

and lack of colour, he attempts to take away expression on all levels believing more so in 

the integrity of the surface and the pureness and clarity of the idea itself. LeWitt’s early 

work was not easily classified as painting,  sculptural or architectural. LeWitt’s large white 

modular structures in the 1960s using the cube as the basic form heralded the beginnings 

of what would later be called minimal art. LeWitt disliked the term Minimalism believing 

that it along with its precursors had to do more with form than content, arguing that 

his work was more complex and analytical than work by the abstract expressionists. His 

Wall-Floor Piece (Three Squares), 1966 was a piece of art that occupied the space in three 

dimensions, minimal in form and the white surface, conceptual because of the idea of the 

form transposed with opacity and transparant elements.

Conceptual art represents a shift in modern art from a point of view of seeing and 

perceiving and the point of perception (occurring after the fact) , to that of content over 

form and with an emphasis on the point of conception (occuring before the fact). As 
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LeWitt states in an interview with Gary Garrels the movements Abstract Expressionism 

and Neoplasticism were concerned with solving problems that essentially were dead ends 

because of the emphasis on the reappearance of content, than emphasis on form. 

Conceptual art challenges general perception of what art is, and with such views of 

Kosuth, “art is art if you call it art” make it even more difficult to determine and define. 

In theory, conceptual art can be the intangible initial idea of the conception in the artists 

mind, whether worked out or not. Conceptual art is therefore primarily concerned with 

ideas and concepts. In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important, with all 

other factors such as materials, aesthetic concerns and execution of the artwork having 

minimal importance.

The concept and idea are different. The former implies a general direction while the latter is the 

component. Ideas implement the concept. -- Sol LeWitt, Sentences on Conceptual Art, 1968.

Subsequently all preliminary sketches, studies and other preliminary work previous to 

the final work of art have equal importance, as it gives context to the whole and cannot 

be seen separate from the whole. Something that LeWitt strongly advocates and takes 

seriously in his approach to his work.

In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work. When an artist uses 

a conceptual form of art, it means that all of the planning and decisions are made beforehand and 

the execution is a perfunctory affair. The idea becomes a machine that makes the art. – Sol LeWitt, 

Paragraphs on Conceptual Art, 1967.
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influences

Dan Flavin using only fluorescent lights in his work emphasises content over form in his 

The Nominal Three, 196�. His choice of industrial material and simple elementary forms 

Dan Flavin (196�) The Nominal Three

LeWitt was interested in, and was clearly influenced to a large extent by �0th century 

movements such as Russian Constructivism, Bauhaus and De Stijl. Constructivism 

originated in Russia and was initially used as an instrument for social purposes. It 

was more concerned with concrete and practical ideas than abstract ideas. Art was 

depicted mostly as three dimensional, giving off more of an industrious and machinal 

representation, which could be traced back to the beliefs of the Proletariat of the time. 

LeWitt’s early work can be interpreted as having an industrious feel. It is clear that 

he drew inspiration from the ideals held by the Russian Constructivists and has been 

quoted to say that a piece of art can be handmade and made to look mass produced, and 

something that is mass produced made to look as if it was handmade. 

De Stijl began as an artistic movement from 1917 onwards and included work from 

artists such as Theo van Doesburg, and later on Piet Mondriaan who formed the basis for 

Neoplasticism. Having its roots in the Constructivist style, it was a reaction against the 

chaos of World War One, and was embraced in its time for its connotations of harmony 

and peace. Its style uses purely geometric forms and lines, and a partitioning of the 

canvas using only the three primary colours, black and white.
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make it possible that a certain emphasis is made on the expression of a certain idea. Also 

Donald Judd’s work echoes that of LeWitt’s in that he sought to achieve a democratic 

presentation of his objects without compositional hierarchy, seeking to portray clarity and 

autonomy in the object itself. Other contemporaries whom to a lesser or greater degree 

were an influence to LeWitt were Joseph Albers, Jasper Johns, Barnett Newman, Micheal 

Kirby and Frank Stella. These were artists were concerned albeit to a lesser or greater 

degree with reducing subjective expressivity giving clear exposition of ideas concerning 

basic forms, and within a context of minimalism with regard to colour, shape, texture and 

surface. Other sources of inspiration to LeWitt, because of its minimal connotations were 

the writings of Samuel Beckett and the music of Luciano Berio and Pierre Boulez.
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work

At first LeWitt worked with closed forms but was disturbed by the properties of the 

surface material, so he chose therefore to remove the ‘skin’ and work from then onwards 

with the skeleton, thereby also eliminating time problems with achieving the right finish. 

His work with the modular structures was what led to him more complex systems such as 
Incomplete Open Cubes, 1974. and Five Cubes/Twenty-Five Squares, 1977. In Incomplete 

Open Cubes he presented all possible ways a cube could be drawn using only line, starting 

with the smallest way a incomplete cube could be drawn of three lines, to the greatest, 

eleven lines. Although not originally anticipated, the project provided more problems 

than anticipated and the results had to be verified by a mathematician and confirmed by 

another expert.

Serial Project No.1 (ABCD), 1966

LeWitt’s early work where numerous homogeneous open cubes were stacked, repeated, 

modulated, extended and amplified, free standing, hanging or fixed onto a wall expose 

us to LeWitt’s way of thinking, and his continued analysis and dissection of the many 

variations of a basic form. In Serial Project No.1(ABCD), 1966 LeWitt experimented with 

closed and open forms in one piece. It was arranged on a grid, as he was interested in the 

grid and its relation to the cube, in particular the grid and the cube sharing same ratios of 

line to interval (space in between the lines). 
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Incomplete Open Cubes, 1974
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Progressive Colors on Four Walls, 1970

In Cubes With Hidden Cubes 1977 he revisited the idea of open and closed forms, and 

adapted slightly the underlying grid to suit the content of the piece. The grid was changed 

according to the size of the unexposed cube, this way the viewer could ‘see’ and work out 

what the size and number of unexposed cubes lay beneath the large closed cube that was 

visible. This was in part a revisitation and further exploration of the work he completed

The project Progressive Colors on Four Walls, 1970 was completed after years of thought 

and experimentation, and was the source of much of the serial work. One wall contained 

small rolls of white paper, the second adjacent wall using two colours yellow and white, 

the third wall used and equal number of yellow, red and white paper and on the fourth 

wall the same procedure, but using colours red, yellow, blue and white rolled pieces of 

paper. The project was completed at a time when there was a search for an objective way 

of organisation as a reaction against the idea that art was composed with great sensitivity 

by the artist. It proposed the notion that the artist instead of being a trade or craftsman, 

would be a thinker and originator of ideas and with others carrying out the artist’s 

design. Much like a composer to a score and a musician in performing the score. LeWitt 

believed however that it was of paramount importance that the instructions were always 

intellectually consistent with the artist’s intention.
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Cubes With Hidden Cubes 1977

for the Serial Project in 1966. 

This work was based on the proposal that one need not physically see things to 

understand their form and placement, even it this cannot be verified visually.
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Five Cubes/Twenty-Five Squares, 1977



LeWitt & Thonik: Logical Structuralists

1�

His work with cubes on a proportional grid continues with the Five Cubes/Twenty-Five 
Squares (Sides Touching), 1977 and (Corners Touching), 1977. Five equally sized cubes 

were arranged and rearranged relative to a five-by-five grid system, with the sides 

touching and with their corners touching. All the possible variations were explored and 

presented in a book format. LeWitt also made two versions of the same project, one in 

steel and one in plastic.

Le Witt evidently favours a fervent interest in rule-dominated and anti-aesthetic systems 

in his work, and the resulting development of new ideas and directions in the process. 

He prefers to take on a more pragmatic approach to his work and is less interested in 

explanation or analysis into the methodology of his work, preferring instead to show all 

preliminary stages and sketches in his work. He has noted to have said (of preliminary 

sketches) say more about the piece of work than the final work does and are all equally 

important in understanding the thought process. He is interested in making some kind 

of order but making a kind of order where everything is equal, nothing is superior and 

nothing is inferior.

LeWitt’s work has been said to be non-demanding and non-hierarchical, his later work 

particularly through his wall drawings, is non-exclusive making art accessible to everyone, 

but raising doubt as to the marketability of art as a commodity. By creating and exhibiting 

his work we not only gain insight as to the mind of LeWitt and of his working out of 

many variations on a particular theme but also his art and its themes: universal, neutral, 
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thonik
The approach of Thonik parallels that of Lewitt’s, as they address a conceptual form 

of graphic design, using minimal personal style and form. Their long standing use of 

exclusively one font Avenir and in communicating bold concepts in a direct and logical 

way is what sets them apart from their contemporaries. Their designs are less concerned 

with defining the message than creating communicative space, favouring a more subtle 

and toned down approach. Having been schooled in graphic design, they preferred a more 

logical and intuitive approach, one where personal taste is mimimised through intuition 

and logic. Thonik’s approach aims to reduce the client’s commission through consistent 

and disciplined analysis to a clear and minimal principle, providing this as a solution to 

their design problems. 

In their work for the Mentalitaten exhibition catalogue for the Rotterdam Kunststichting 

and Dutch Design Institute, they applied a colour scheme as a background on all of the 

photo pages. Two colours were distributed in a predetermined system of proportions 

throughout the book. Mixed at hundred percent, the colours ranged from black to green 

to brown, then to purple. The pages were then cut diagonally ensuring that the tones were 

visible when the book was closed. An explanation was given in the colophon explaining 

the system, and the added value that this gave to the publication. The effect, as with 

conceptual work is that it acts not only as a visual but also mental stimulus.

Webbanner on new website, �006

Thonik were commissioned, along with design bureau Eden, to design a new logo for the 

city of Amsterdam. This was felt as a need to respond to the increasing changes in demand 

from citizens and visitors, and rapid growth due to the recent decentralisation of the local 

government. The project began in 1999 when research was conducted to determine the 

distinguishing characteristics of its citizens and services. The resulting ‘character and face’ 

keywords were established: straightforward, daring, friendly, explicit, reliable, headstrong, 

imaginative, enterprising and authentic. The result was simple, and did away with the 

need for more than fifty different corporate identities for the different municipalities of 

the city. A universal sixteen colour palette was introduced, a strikingly red logo and one 

visual identity unified the different municipalities by using one differentiation system for 

all municipalities. The complexity of the design problem was simplified using structure and 

organisation, successfully meeting the need for unifying the visual identity of the city, 

simultaneously strategically defining the corporate image of the city of Amsterdam.
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Another example of Thonik’s response to a complex design problem was the redesign of the 

corporate identity of the Centraal Museum of Utrecht. There was a need for one unified identity 

for their many diverse activities. The museum have very varied collections all of which con-

tributed to the disparity in an overall feel to the museum as a whole. Thonik’s solution was a 

simple yet strong visual statement, a centered arrangement of five C’s, much like the five dots 

on a dice, representing five collections, one museum. This simple new identity, because of its 

simple structure and minimalist form, formed the basis that was flexible enough to be used a a 

recurring theme in all of the museum’s visual communications.

Logo for Centraal Museum, designed by Thonik
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summary
Thonik have taken the notion of conceptuality that LeWitt proposed and applied it to 

design solutions for their clients. Their work can clearly be seen to apply the consistent 

principles of clarity (of idea), logical yet intuitive approach and disciplined structural use 

and repetition of simple forms.

 

Like LeWitt, Thonik have developed through their disciplined and structural approach 

to their work a following that is not easily imitated. Like LeWitt did, they redefine and 

constantly seek to challenge the boundaries of graphic design. Thonik’s working in 

recurring themes and their simple and strong conceptual bias is what sets them apart, 

and make them more like media strategists and conceptual artists than graphic designers. 

They like LeWitt consciously pursue a single concept stripping it down to bare essentials, 

employing few central models or themes so that the result is clear, ensuring that the 

strength lies in the idea which leads to enhanced clarity of the idea.

The result of this approach is that originality prevails above reinvention and reuse of what 

already exists, that new and refreshing ideas are conceived that are true to an original 

concept. Where the concept determines the form, and its logical simplicity and repetition 

of theme is universal and not only aesthetically but mentally pleasing.
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