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ABSTRACT  
The starting point of this study is the prehistoric teganoschema archaeological find of the Syros-Keros 
civilization in the Aegean Sea. These artefacts have led to ongoing debates among archaeologists about 
their raison d’être. The aim of this study is to bring a prehistoric ontological model of design and craft to 
contemporary design practices. To explore such alternative ontologies, we turn to the past and address 
the themes of death and life embodied in these prehistoric artefacts. As we leave modernity behind and 
transition towards sustainment, a new ontology for design is necessary. By understanding the ontology-
cal framework of prehistoric designers, we endeavour to create propositional artefacts that exemplify 
what design can be. The propositional artefacts we create act as different phases in a research-through 
design process that seeks to investigate how design operates within an alternative system of values. 
 
Keywords:  
Design for sustainability, Research-through design, Holistic design, Cycladic teganoschema, Values-
based design. 

INTRODUCTION 
This study undertakes a research-through design project aimed at bringing forward new knowledge in 
the field of design for sustainability and values-led design. Design for sustainability is closely associated 
with ideas of transitioning from a contemporary system of values to a new one that is more compatible 
with the environmental, social and transcendent shifts necessary for a sustainable society. In this study, 
we replicate the Incremental-Holistic Research-Through Design for Sustainability methodology. To 
better understand alternative systems of values and subject–object ontologies, we use the Cycladic 
teganoschema—an obscure ritualistic artefact—as inspiration. This study’s primary goals are as follows: 
to understand how prehistoric designers embodied their systems of values in the material cultures they 
produced, to design a set of artefacts that replicates said values by applying the Incremental-Holistic 
Design methodology, to reflect on the emergent ontologies in which these artefacts exist, and to 
speculate ways this design ethos can be expanded and transformed into a design practice. Both the 
approach and the subject matter of this study sit in stark comparison with scientific naturalism and goal-
oriented design. This exploration of how values can be tacitly embodied in material form aims to develop 
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praxis and theory in parallel and to describe what design for sustainability can be. In addition, this 
approach and synthesis brings forward emerging knowledge from the fields of cognitive archaeology, 
relational ontology, critical design and embodied knowledge crafting. 

The first section of the paper presents the methodological framework of Incremental-Holistic 
Design. The second section provides a literature review on Cycladic teganoschema, with a focus on the 
theories of its use and morphology. The third section describes a research-through-design project 
through different artefacts. In the final sections, the authors reflect on the artefacts and the conclusion 
of this project. 

RESEARCH-THROUGH DESIGN AND SUSTAINABILITY 
Design is a process that brings forward new networks of humans and non-humans, and through this 
process, human intentionality is delegated into material form. By association, this very process is 
embodied in the meaning and values of created artefacts. Values play an important role in shaping 
design, not as a process per se, but in the way that every design decision is grounded in a worldview 
shaped by these value systems (Kiaer, 2005).  

The modernist system of values has shaped contemporary design and placed the notions of 
naturalistic materialism and functionality at the centre of the process. By classifying the material world 
as the totality of existence, deeper and profound ideas of meaning are cast to the wayside (Eagleton, 
2009). This study aims to investigate how different systems of values, including inner and personal 
values, can be integrated into the design of things. To understand how artefacts can exist in an ontology 
different from the dualism dominating modern thought, we turn to prehistory to investigate the 
relationship between the ancient seafaring people of the Syros-Keros civilization and artefacts that 
seemed to lack a ‘proper function’ (Plantinga, 1993). 

Naturalistic materialism, an ideology linked to the physical sciences (Hick, 2002), appears to be 
the only belief system that is compatible with them (Taylor, 2007). As an ideology, naturalistic 
materialism seeks to establish an understanding of the whole of natural existence and mould it to 
human needs by applying the scientific method. It is characterised as interventionist, functionalist and 
grounded in instrumental reason (Walker, 2011). This ideology posits that because the values-free 
physical universe constitutes the totality of existence, any metaphysical consideration that cannot be 
addressed by the scientific method, such as ethics or aesthetics, does not have any merit (Tillich, 1952; 
Taylor, 2007).  

Values act as maps to our moral compasses. They represent what we consider virtuous or sinful 
motivations, and they guide our behaviours (Schwartz et al., 2012). When rooted in our worldviews, it 
is possible to disregard facts that are incompatible with them (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). Given that 
artefacts created through the design process inevitably embody and reinforce values, an explicit part of 
contemporary design is to select values that require embodying ‘to strategically promote and legitimize 
in order to accelerate a transition towards human flourishing and sustainability’ (Santamaria et al., 2016; 
Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 2013). 

However, humans populated the planet and created civilization before science was adopted as 
the basis for everything. The traditional notion of meaning is closely connected to the human condition, 
and it provides an alternative starting point for a new system of values (Walker, 2014) that are necessary 
for the transition towards sustainment (Fry, 2003). In this regard, there are three incontrovertible 
elements of the human condition: practical, social and personal (or inner) meaning (Walker, 2011). 
Reintegrating spiritual concerns that can be both secular and religious can provide a perspective that 
nourishes inner growth, enables personal ethics and, finally, addresses contemporary environmental 
and social concerns. This process of understanding and incorporating notions that are incompatible with 
design under naturalistic materialism has opened up to include traditional approaches in recent years. 
As craft discourse has started to reconnect with design, bringing the tacit dimension back from its two-
century-long exile, these approaches have included Kokoro (Akama, 2017), Wabi Sabi (Tsaknaki & 
Fernaeus, 2015), fetishism (Graeber, 2005; Latour, 2010), traces (Rosner et al., 2013; Robins et al., 2016; 
speculative and, associative design, 2017), relational ontologies (Escobar, 2018) and many others.  
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Due to their tacit dimension the exploration of these values, and relationships with material artifacts, 
demands to be addressed by a research-through-design (Frayling, 1993/94) approach. Such an approach 
engages in an open-ended dialogue with the materials, (Schon & Wiggins, 1992) and explores ways to 
uncover different ways of knowing (Polanyi, 1958). In this context, the aim of this project was first to 
investigate and understand prehistoric artefacts that embody a system of values completely different 
from ours. Both authors were living on the island of Syros at the time of this study and the notion that 
we live in the same place as the makers of the teganoschema provided a unique opportunity to 
juxtapose our lived experience on the island with its first colonisers.  

The methodology of this study consists of two discrete steps. Desk research in the 
archaeological archives was initially undertaken in order to understand the artefacts chosen and the 
environment that brought them to life. In addition, archaeologists who specialise in the era and the area 
were interviewed and different theories were discussed. A more designerly aspect of this process was 
adopted by visiting and drawing these artefacts in local museums as well as a field visit in the archaeo-
logical dig where they were found. The second step of the study is based around the application of 
Walker’s Incremental-Holistic design research methodology (Walker, 2017) (figure 3). This study com-
bines scholarly work based on an interdisciplinary literature review of design and archaeology with 
reflective writing that is grounded on authoethnographic practice (Schouwenberg & Kaethler, 2021) as 
a tool to share personal voices, thoughts, and experience emerging around making. Due to these 
different approaches the tone of the text will shift from the impersonal to personal as we shift from 
documenting our area of concern to sharing our experience making artefacts that embody the value 
system and associated ontology that we identified in the teganoschema.  

INCREMENTAL-HOLISTIC DESIGN 
The methodology adopted aims to move design towards a meaningful material culture and is made up 
of five steps that seek to understand and illustrate the incremental changes necessary to shift the value 
system associated with design towards sustainability. This methodology falls within the research 
through design category as each step brings forward a new propositional artefact (Walker, 2013) that 
embodies a different outlook, deeper values, and creates tangible examples that shift the discourse 
from the generally abstract to a more specific and focused discourse. This approach is in line with Johan 
Redström’s ‘making design theory’ (2017) in which he proposes a holistic approach to theory and 
making focused around experimentation and design practice. In this view theory is not regarded as 
stable and constant but as something unfolding dialogue with the creative endeavour. The goals, going 
into this study, were: 
 

• to replicate and validate Stuart Walker’s incremental-holistic design method,  

• to investigate different layers of design for sustainability  

• to create new knowledge about the creation of artefacts under different systems of values,  

• to reflect on how these artefacts inform the ontologies of design 

• to extract some theoretical conclusions derived through this process. 
 

The study could be considered a ‘replication study’ in a way, the goal is to use this methodology in a 
different setting to better understand and evaluate it. The steps of this process are: Incremental Design, 
functional designs that employ recycled or reclaimed components in an eco-design manner, creating 
products that lean on the trite design of functional products. The next step is Design for Inner Reflection, 
the creation of artefacts that aim to act as reminders of the importance of inner life, artefacts that act 
as points of focus for contemplative design. This is followed by Critiques of Consumerism, a process of 
creating non-functional objects that create narratives that address the problems associated with 
contemporary values and, by extension, products; this embodied rhetoric aims to create experiences 
that invite reflection beyond rational argument. The scope of this step is broadened in the next step, 
Critiques of the Dominant Worldview, where the focus goes beyond consumerism towards understand-
ing how modernity and its systems of values leads to objects that implicitly accept and foster unsustain-
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able outlooks, values, and priorities. The final step of this process, Holistic Design, aims to crystallize the 
lessons of the previous steps to create a design approach that transcends intellectual and conscious 
knowledge, considering personal, social, practical and environmental considerations, creating a new 
unity, a novel design ethos and a holistic approach that manages to integrate aspects that are deemed 
incompatible under the modernist doctrine. The main difference in our application of this methodology 
is the starting point. We decided to draw inspiration from the past to remember the future, drawing 
from the artefacts created by prehistoric people living in the region thousands of years ago. The 
underlying assumption was to try to understand a material culture and object ontology immensely 
different from ours and to use the underlying system of values as a basis for an Incremental-Holistic 
design project. The object that stood out was the teganoschemo (figure 1).   

We look at the Cycladic teganoschema as lessons in material form that were created within an 
ontology differing from today’s dominant one. Each of the five artefacts designed attempts to give a 
new form to an aspect of the teganoschema that achieves the goals of each step of the methodology. 
The different artefacts created through this process must be viewed in unison to understand and 
elaborate the discussion and the shift that this methodology aims to bring about. Each one is a step on 
a journey that aims to transform design practice into design praxis and, even if they can stand on their 
own as thought-provoking dialogues in material form (Massumi, 1992), we have to take a step back and 
appreciate the transformation process they aim to foster both in society and the designers undertaking 
the project. It is a process that aims to use design as a ‘redirective practice’ (Fry, 2007) that aims to 
reject notions of consumerism, planned obsolescence and embody deeper values in the things that 
surround us.  

THE CYCLADIC TEGANOSCHEMA 
Cyclades refers to a collection of islands in the southwestern Aegean in the Mediterranean Sea. They 
are comprised of approximately thirty habitable islands and many desolate islets. The name refers to 
the morphology of the islands, forming a circle with the sacred island of Delos in its centre. As the 
sanctuary of Apollo, Delos was one of the holiest places in Ancient Greece. The region was one of the 
first to be inhabited in Europe with the earliest fragments of civilization belonging to the sixth 
millennium BC The inhabitants of the islands cultivated barley and wheat and fished to cover their 
dietary needs. In addition, they were accomplished craftspeople, using the mineral resources found in 
the region to create both useful items such as needles and fish hooks as well as artistic sculptures. In 
the third millennium BC the Syros-Keros civilization emerged in what is called the Early Cycladic Culture 
II culture (ca. 2700–2400/2300 BC). We have little evidence of beliefs, burial customs and ideas 
surrounding the afterlife of the Early Bronze Age (3000 – 1200 BCE), so speculations have been formed 
through the analysis of cemeteries and the structure of the societies of that period. From the tombs 
uncovered we can see that the dead are leaning on their sides, in the fetal position, with knees bent to 
the stomach and hands on the face. They were placed in the graves on their right or left (Syros) sides, 
often with a stone under the head like a cushion, a posture that had to be realized soon after the death 
occurred, before rigor mortis set in. This suggests that the process of preparation for burial took place 
shortly after death, indicating that they sometimes used ropes to maintain that position (Doumas, 
1977).  

The objects displayed in the tombs were probably ones the deceased used during his or her life. 
However, some objects were scarce in the settlements, suggesting that they might have been 
constructed for purely ceremonial purposes. The ‘teganoschema’ (shaped like frying pans) are artefacts 
that were found in graves of the time period, but whose function has not yet been discovered. According 
to Coleman (1985), they were not inspired by any external influence, but are the result of a gradual 
evolution of the earliest Aegean civilizations. They have been predominantly uncovered in the Cyclades 
region of Greece, centred around Syros and Keros, and have also been found on other Aegean 
islands,and coastal areas in Greece and in Asia Minor. 

They are reminiscent of the shape of frying pans as they have a rounded shape, with a handle 
protruding at the bottom, the back side has a smooth surface with a low rim around the edge while the 
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other side has etched decorations on its surface. They range in diameter from 12cm to 30cm, while their 
rim edge is a few centimetres high (Papathanassoglou & Georgouli, 2009). 

FIGURE 1. Teganoschemo uncovered in Chalandriani, exhibited in the Archaeological Museum of Syros. Photo: Spyros Bofylatos 

These objects appeared during the transition period from Early Cycladic I to Early Cycladic II periods 
(Papathanassoglou & Georgouli, 2009) and seem to have disappeared shortly before the end or at the 
end of the Early Cycladic II period (Coleman, 1985). Reports of typological differences between 
individual pieces, the large number uncovered and the time period of their creation, all support the view 
that they are elements of a strong tradition, passed down from generation to generation. As seen in 
Table 1, the type of decoration correlates with the type of handle; however, archaeologists are in the 
dark as to why. 
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Most of the time, the teganoschema are found in front of the face of the deceased among the bones of 
his hands or behind his head, or in small crypts (near the head), while some have been found on the 
floor near the entrance of the tomb, but without knowing the position of the skeleton (more detailed 
descriptions of their exact position are absent) (Tsountas, 1899). Recent excavations (figure 2) showed 
the handle leaning on the wall of the tomb, with the decorated side level with the deceased’s eyes 
(Vlachou & Gadolou, 2017). In most cases the teganoschemo is close to other offerings in the tomb, 
such as pots of clay or stone, figurines, tools, weapons, pins and objects associated with the 
manufacture of dyes. In some cases, the teganoschema contain other utensils such as small marble or 
ceramic pots. The number of objects found in tombs containing teganoschema supports the view that 
they are found in graves of people with a particular place in society. At the same time, the placement 
of other objects in the tombstone of these graves could ultimately be due to spatial facilitation, due to 
the small size of the tomb (Vlachou & Gadolou, 2017) or because they were objects that assisted in the 
execution of the funeral rites so they were all placed together (Drikos, 2017). 

 

FIGURE 2. Position of the teganoschema in the latest excavation (Vlachou & Gadolou, 2017). 

Over the last century, large-scale excavations have begun to shed light to the prehistoric civilizations of 
the Cyclades, and several research groups from different disciplines and fields have tried to solve the 
riddle of the teganoschema. A diverse set of theories has been created that relates to how they are 
used, focusing on their practical function and the symbolic value they hold. The importance of these 
theories is, on the one hand, as scientific evidence generated in the past century, to be used to frame 
and understand the everyday life of our ancestors. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, in the 
context of this work, the perspective of functionalism that permeates modernist discourse needs to 
understand these prehistorical artefacts within the confines of its ontology. Throughout our human 
history our ontology of objects was very different to what it is today and only arrogance and colonialism 
of the scientific method would try to discredit such a fact. In the table below the different theories on 
the uses of the teganoschema are presented. 
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TABLE 1: Theories of use  

Suggested use Author Counterargument 

Liquid Mirror Tsountas, 1899 
Nellink, 1956 

No signs of use (Coleman, 1985) 

Drum Varoucha, 1925 
Mylonas, 1959 

No damage from repeated blows or 
redesign for better acoustics 
(Papathanasoglou & Georgouli, 2009) 

Salt Puck Maker Doumas, 1993 No evidence of salt water 
acidification of the clay (Serge et al., 
2012) 

Ceremonial Platter Mylonas, 1959 
Sapouna & Sakelaris, 1987 

They were put there to save space 
(Vlachou et al., 2017) 

Astrological Compass Tsikritsis & Moussas, 2015 Size makes it impossible to use on 
board a ship (Papathanasiou & 
Georgouli, 2009) 

Fertility Calendar Tsikritsis & Moussas, 2015 People in the bronze age could not 
have such extensive knowledge of 
mathematics, biology and planetary 
movements (Papathanasiou & 
Georgouli, 2009) 

Lids for Other Pots Treuil, 1983 No pots matching the teganoschema 
have been found (Serge et al., 2012) 

Incense Burner Dugas, 1925 No evidence of combustion (Serge et 
al., 2012) 

Tsunami Reminder Rumpel, 2010 No tsunami in the region (Serge et al., 
2012) 

The two most recent interpretations of the use of teganoschema focus on the symbolic significance of 
the representations and their placement in graves. 

The first theory argues that the teganoschema were chosen to accompany the dead as objects 
of preservation of their memory, containing their life experiences engraved on their surface to 
accompany them forever. At the same time, it is argued in the same study that teganoschema with 
female genitalia symbolize a female deity (perhaps fertility) that protected the person in their lives and 
would continue to protect them in death. This theory is reinforced by understanding the difficulties that 
the Cyclades and their natural environment pose, making fertility, including crops and livestock, one of 
the most important aspects in their survival. The most important feature of contemporary excavations 
shows that the placement of teganoschema in the tombs was such that the dead would have visual 
contact with their decorated surface (Vlachou & Gadolou, 2017). This also indicates that their decorated 
surface has extreme symbolic importance and, therefore, understanding the etching might be the key 
to unlocking the mystery.  

The second theory argues that teganoschema are pure ceremonial objects with a highly magical 
character that protects the spirit of the dead and enables rebirth (Drikos, 2017). This theory is supported 
by several elements: the offerings were close to the head, which may signify an effort to protect the 
spirit forever; the interpretations of the symbols of the circularity of life and regeneration; and the 
process of their construction that helps fulfil the ritual processes. We therefore observe in the two most 
modern interpretations that great attention is paid to the spirit, the intangible dimension of human 
existence and the connection of forever. At the same time the focus is shifted from the material form 
of the teganoschema to the symbolic representations etched on the surface of this magical artefact 
One of the characteristic elements of the teganoschema is the geometric motifs and factors of the 
human environment etched on the front surface. The markings on the teganoschema points to a need 
to leave a mark on the material world and can be viewed as a precursor to writing. One important thing 
to note is the correlation between the types of patterns and the type of handle. 

Teganoschema that have a forked handle are not exactly circular, but it is as if someone has 
stretched them away from their handle and they are elongated, n the shape of a tennis racket. Their 
decoration displays circular discs that project rays or triangles, which resemble stars. Blank spaces and 
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their outlines are filled with small triangles, generally arranged in identical rows, using the Kerbschnitt 
impression technique (‘tool-removal’ stamp). The barred type of handle is a teganoschema that is 
circular in shape, with a variety of motifs that are rather formal and most of the time it is represented 
in concentric circles. There is a central pattern that is usually a spiral, with a group of concentric circles 
or an asteroid shape and groups of spirals (table 2).  

TABLE 2: Correlation between morphology and etching.  

Handle type   Decorative elements 

Forked  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Circular discs, projecting 
rays/triangles 
Small triangles in the empty 
spaces generally arranged using 
the Kerbschnitt impression 
technique. 
Spirals with one or more centres 
and concentric circles, elements 
that are sometimes repeated or 
joined together while at times 
they are separate. 
A kind of boat with a bow/stern, 
without sails but with rows of 
paddles. 
Representations of fish, in side 
view, on the stern/bow of the 
boats. 
An engraved triangle, at the 
point where the frying pan joins 
the handle, one vertex pointing 
towards the handle and one 
vertical line rising upward, 
reminiscent of the triangles 
represented in Cycladic female 
figurines. 
 

Barred  

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

The decorative motifs here are 
more strictly arranged than the 
forked- handled teganoschema 
and are presented in concentric 
circles while the same 
techniques are followed. 
More often than not, a central 
pattern is represented by a 
spiral, a group of concentric 
circles or an asteroid shape, and 
then concentric zones are 
formed from the centre 
outwards, usually from unified 
single or double convolutions, 
perimeter triangles, lines and 
circles. 
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Rectangular 
 

 
 

  
 
 

     
 

   

This type of teganoschema 
exhibits triangle, linear and 
spiral impressions made using 
the Kerbschnitt technique. 
 

In this section a literature review about the teganoschema was presented, and three aspects of these 
artefacts emerged as particularly relevant to this study. We attempted to understand these artefacts 
and provide our interpretation based on a relational ontology with their surroundings. First, the setting 
in which they are found, with the sea as the most important aspect of the life of the Cycladites, and the 
circularity of life and death with the sun as life giver. The fact that the Cyclades has been constantly 
inhabited makes the understanding of the belief and customs of these prehistoric civilizations im-
possible as their remnants are used by the next civilization that existed in the region. The lack of written 
records or surviving oral traditions leaves gaps that can only be filled with theories. The setting provides 
two important takeaways: the fact that a material culture different from our own has existed and 
supported human life; and; how much the assumptions within the perspective of naturalistic material-
ism can blind us, making it impossible to grasp that a different way of being in the world could exist.  

The second point of interest are the artefacts themselves. Contradicting the modernist maxim 
that ‘form follows function’, they fall outside the functionalist paradigm of design because they are 
things that primarily embody personal meaning. Arturo Escobar calls on designers to reverse the 
devaluing of ‘emotioning’ in relation to reason. This shift is also evident in the field of cognitive 
archaeology; the proposal of the theory of material engagement by Malafoutis (2013) provides a ration-
ale of the evolution of the theories mentioned in this section. The modern archaeologists created theor-
ies to explain these artefacts based on their model of material culture. Contemporary archaeologists 
have unlearned modernity and so are able to consider different worldviews when interpreting such 
artefacts. So, the second takeaway is that the epistemological shifts in design are echoed in discrete and 
multidisciplinary fields such as ethnography, archaeology and sociology.   

Finally, the etchings on the surface of the artefact, a representation so sublime that the gaze of 
the deceased shall look upon it for eternity. This initial attempt at writing and overcoming the limitations 
of time seem to be the key to understanding these objects and the belief that led to their creation. What 
did these traces on such an important thing, perhaps the key to an afterlife, mean for these people? 
The patterns are just as much a part of the artefact as its morphology, especially if we consider the 
correlation between the shape of the teganoschemo and its etchings. We will never have a definitive 
answer to any of these questions, but we can build tools based on the past to better understand the 
shifts in attitude required in the future. This interplay between the rigid function-based focus of moder-
nity and the relationality of ancient civilizations is for us the main outcome of this study. It has the 
capacity to act as a critique of the dominant worldview and as a starting point for a creative exploration 
into how can we design things that exist within relational ontologies today. 
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THE PROJECT 
In this research through design project five different artefacts were designed. These artefacts have no 
functional use and act as study tools. For the creation of these propositions in material form we adopted 
Grimes’s notion of Ritual. Ritual is associated with the tacit and the embodied, and ritual is the way that 
this knowledge is “not transferred by bodies in motion but enacted by people in sensory engagement 
with one another and with the places that ground these interactions” (Grimes, 2012). This ritualistic 
design aims to allow the thinking body to engage in a trace-making process (Ingold, 2013) that engages 
muscle, bone and sinew in a reflexive process of research differentiated from modernist structures of 
epistemological power and colonialism. The process followed the five steps proposed by Walker. Each 
propositional artefact embodies a different idea stemming from the teganoschema. Every artefact was 
designed in isolation with a different set of goals. It is paramount for this methodology that the discourse 
shifts from an almost eco-modernist approach to a radical understanding of sustainability as an epochal 
shift. This is evident by the artefacts created. The further away from the starting point of the process 
the less functional, in a modernist way, the artefacts are as they become tools of inner reflection and 
carriers of transient values. As we moved away from modernist ways of functional design, briefs and 
sketches were abandoned and the process became one of silent contemplation with the material. In 
this section the artefacts and their connection to the teganoschema are presented, followed by a 
discussion of the application of the methodology and a reflection on the lessons learned. 

Each artefact is presented through a reflection about the tacit design decisions made during the 
making process. These texts aim to put forward a personal and experiential perspective and discuss how 
this way of making challenges the traditional way of designing mass produced goods for industry. This 
shift is mirrored in the type of discourse we see ourselves creating. Science under modernity has been 
focusing on evidence-based, quantifiable objective views on the phenomena it studies. This has left out 
areas of concern that are impossible to document through that methodology. As we transition towards 
more esoteric ways of working to reflect on values, tacit knowledge, and making so must we transition 
the tone and type of scholarship we produce, for the ontologies emerging to make sense a novel 
epistemology must accompany it and give it meaning in new ways. 
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FIGURE 3. From outer to inner via incremental-holistic design practice, based on Walker (2017), adapted with the author’s 
consent. 
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Revived torch  

 

FIGURE 4. Revived torch. Photo: Taxiarxis Balaskas 

Born out of a broken flashlight, a branch found on the beach, a reused rubber band, rope and a nail, this 
artefact aims to cultivate behavioural change that leads to increasing reuse, repair, and remodelling 
approaches to the end of a product’s life. At the same time its raw materiality/existence a different 
relationship of use, transience and scarcity. Acquiring a humble place as an object in everyday life that 
does not distract us from the important things in life. Raising questions about the nature of today’s 
products, the material world and finally the physical substance of humankind, raising more conscious 
worldviews. It is a critique on modern throwaway culture and an attempt to elaborate the beauty of 
remaking something.  

Revived torch (figure 4) is connected with the main characteristic of Cycladic frying pans, spirit-
ual and inner regeneration. Through the creation of artefacts that are regenerated from objects that 
have had their appearance destroyed or will end up in the rubbish tip, the parallels between human and 
artefact lifecycles become apparent. Contemporary objects tend to focus on a concealing finished form 
that hides the functional parts whilst fostering a mystification with fancy exteriors and aesthetics. While 
this symbolic regeneration of dead objects creates behaviours that lead to questions about materiality, 
functionality and ultimately the physical existence of humans. 
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Empty insides 

 

FIGURE 5. Empty insides. Photo: Taxiarxis Balaskas 

Representing the spiritual death that our society faces, this artefact (a make-up coverage product), aims 
to start an inner dialogue with humans on how we hide our spiritual emptiness in today’s social media-
driven society and underline the impact of this lifestyle on our psyche. Through this material represent-
ation of spiritual meaning it is easier to conceive aspects of human understanding about existence, the 
importance of the spirit and its relationship with the material world, and to talk about them or the lack 
of them.  

Using the significant role of the human spirit in the Cycladic age, through the teganoschema, as 
a starting point, Empty insides (figure 5) tries to repurpose this role in today's society. It is not a 
functional artefact but a provocation in product form. It aims to make us face the emptiness of 
contemporary life and set us down a path of negotiation of what is good and just. The notion of an 
afterlife or a judgment at the end is a reason for living a virtuous life. Under modernity and scientific 
operationalism the only answer to such transcendent questions is nihilism; nothing happens after death 
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and life is a meaningless nihilistic statistical error in the scale of the universe. Traditional notions of life 
can give meaning to everyday life. 

Taxidi 

 
FIGURE 6. Taxidi. Photo: Taxiarxis Balaska 

This artefact, Taxidi (figure 6), is a sensory index, it is the shell of a dead snail that has not been techni-
cally modified or based on any image. It is just a natural object; it embodies the totality of existence and 
the continuity of reality. Silent and still, creating space for thought, while the spiral forms a movement 
inwards causing a symbolic stimulus for inner reflection and spiritual research. Based on the imagination 
and the deeper aspects of human existence, it creates a common language of understanding between 
humans and life.   

Here the connection with the frying pans is the creation of a common magical, symbolic 
language. The spiral motif on both the teganoschema and different living organisms poses questions 
about the shift of our view of nature from mother-fertility goddess to an instrument to achieve our goal, 
a beast to be tamed to serve humanity’s needs. What this artifact is changes as its relations change, for 
the snail it is home, for us it is a fetish on which we focus our spirit. This non-designed artefact points 
to relational ontologies and gives us a glimpse of what can be.  
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Kyklos toy  

 

FIGURE 7. Kyklos. Photo: Taxiarxis Balaskas 

A piece of timber reclaimed from a family tree led to the creation of this artefact which created a unique 
physical bond between the past, the present and the future. Kyklos (figure 7) is an artefact that aims to 
be shared among the generations and function as an empty vessel to be filled with values, traditions 
and stories from the past that will guide us to the present and to the future. Creating a spiritual 
immortality of values and traditions, the dead and the living, understanding the circularity and the 
continuity of life, forming new behaviors and worldviews. While the creative process of the making, 
gave me as a designer the opportunity not only to look inside myself but also to expand my spiritual 
levels and realize the bigger picture of life itself.  But what is it? This is a question every individual needs 
to try to answer.  

Specifically, the Kyklos artefact was created in the very moment of its creation, no plans, no 
sketches, nothing was predetermined. The piece of wood and its characteristics became the driving 
force of its form, function and purpose. While in the whole process of its creation, human energy was 
consumed, repeated movements and silence, in which sensate ideas and inner reflection bloomed. 
Inspired by the Cycladic frying pans, Kyklos is an artefact that can contain inner-intangible meanings 
though the passing of time. As we move further down the steps of the methodology the maker-object 
relationship becomes deeper and more significant. 
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Tria 

 

FIGURE 8. Tria. Photo: Taxiarxis Balaskas 

Using a primitive material such as clay, which was used in the past to convey inner meanings (e.g. 
teganoschema), I created three artefacts through an intrinsic ritual, each one completing the other to 
recite a personal journey within a more meaningful worldview, bridging the past and the future, 
existence and nonexistence. These artefacts embody the need to adopt a new dimension to understand 
the material world today, in which the inner and spiritual integrity of existence is important. Through 
their ritual of creation, their form and function, Tria (figure 8) artefacts refers to the important role of 
“magic” in our material culture in order to understand and to nourish these inner meanings and adopt 
new ways of living.  Physically representing the intrinsic bending to the inside, while symbolically 
reminding of the search for the important things of human existence and our inner selves. Raising 
humans that are looking for spirituality and “magic” in their everyday life to complete their existence, 
creating and preserving a new spiritual heritage through today's magical or symbolic comprehensions.   

Through the creative process, no sketches or plans were created. Every decision was made for 
a deeper reason, nothing happened for the sake of beauty. Each one of these three artefacts represents 
a physical form of an inner state into the journey of existence, containing a piece of magic. Each arc is 
symbolic of the bending of the designer, a bending caused by this very project. The etchings of the clay 
are a narrative trace of the story of the designer maker and his journey, the shape is a reference to the 
morphology of the teganoschema but, just like our narrative unity, it is broken down and the clay bars 
have been bent much like the ethos of design under modernity’s rule. These simple arcs of clay embody 
a deep mystical meaning and are the means, the ends, and the evidence of a journey that goes beyond 
the action of designing. 

Specifically, the creation of these artefacts began through the silence of the clay, in which I had 
the chance to hear my unconsciousness and try to shape it with my own hands. Three shapes came out 
of me, the first represents the attempts to understand spirituality, the second represents the difficult 
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and painful search for it inside me, creating an inner tearing, and the third represents my spiritual-inner 
healing and the adoption of a new worldview of existence, reflected by the small holes. Through this 
creative process of existence and nonexistence, the material, the touch, the shape, the paint, and the 
thought gave a new magical dimension to these artefacts. The Tria collection attempts to adopt what 
frying pans were about, the role of spirituality into eternity and the important role of transcendent 
objects that convey meanings. 

DISCUSSION  

 

FIGURE 9. All the propositional artefacts together. Photo: Taxiarxis Balaskas. 

Through the overall process of designing the artefacts presented (figure 9), it is understood that design, 
based on the model of Holistic Inner design, becomes a personal issue of the designer and, if it is 
undertaken successfully, leads to a shift from design practice to design praxis. In this context it is 
necessary to initially understand and experience the rich picture of existence and non-existence on a 
personal level, in order to be able to perceive how design can be used to point out a different way of 
understanding materiality and other values today. To redefine the current design methods and values 
systems strengthens the skill of the designer undertaking this process and at the same time has the 
capacity to help sustainability emerge.  

Contemporary design’s perspective is dictated by the necessity to be replicated and to have its 
impacts quantified. In the case of critical or esoteric design this is impossible. In the context of this study, 
unpacking the conclusions of the tacit dimension of the new knowledge is impossible at times. By 
understanding these deeper notions of the past in an iterative and gradual way like that put forward by 
the methodology of holistic design we find out how these raw notions can be perceived and how they 
can be reflected onto our cultural background. This process introduces new inspiration and perspective 
in contemporary designing practice. It is holistic because the artefacts produced do not stand alone, 
they have to be seen as one to understand the gradual shift from modernist values to sustainable values. 
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The holism in this approach does not end with the artefacts, the personal journey, thoughts and changes 
the designer goes through when working with such projects are an intertwined part of the project. 

All of the propositional artefacts created through this study share the connection with the 
teganoschema, as explored in the presentation of each of them. However, the influence is rooted in a 
different facet of the teganoschema for each propositional artefact. It can be based on the morphology, 
the use, the etchings, or the deeper, magical meaning and the notions of the afterlife associated with 
it. The depth and the complexity of these connections increase as we move towards the holistic design 
process. Specifically, the “revived torch” attempts to bring the notions of life and death into product 
lifecycle but the understanding is skin deep. There is no morphological connection to the teganoschema 
and it can be categorized as an eco-modernist product. The second propositional artefact, ’empty 
insides’, critiques the dominant worldview and the lack of spirituality. Again, it is informed by the 
perspective of the teganoschema but does not manage to draw a clear connection. The third artifact, 
taxidi  is not designed and as such fails to integrate the ritual of making in itself but manages to combine 
the morphology of the circle, the spiral etching and the deeper inner meaning of the teganoschema. It 
acts as a signpost in the process of the shift from the incremental to the holistic; one cannot be sure 
where each of the influences begins or ends but they are present. The fourth artefact, ‘Kyklos’ brings 
the ritual of making in the fore. It employs a very similar morphology to the teganoschema and the 
narrative behind the acquisition of the material provides a necessary human touch. The absence of the 
etching is apparent by the void in the center and is perhaps the missing ingredient in an otherwise 
successful attempt. The final artefacts, ’tria’ represent the end of this process. All of the physical and 
metaphysical aspects of the teganoschema are present in a relational ontology with the designer, they 
cannot exist without their maker as they are a material proof of the changes a person went through 
during the process of making them. This ouroboros is impossible to reduce to designerly practice other 
than the belief that the process can change the way that we look at the creative endeavour and its 
relation to us. We can share our experience; we can urge our colleagues to engage with this kind of 
work but the deepest truths are silent and one has to get to them alone.   

Coupling the idea of holistic design (Walker, 2017) with cultural studies and archaeology and 
exploring it in a research-through-design approach led to some very interesting lessons throughout the 
whole process. First, it is necessary for the designer to pay great attention to the material and the history 
that might be hidden behind it. The links to the past and the intrinsic symbolism of each medium will 
guide the overall design of the resulting artefact through an open dialogue with the material. Conse-
quently, the ill-informed Cartesian divide between matter and spirit collapsed, laying the ground for a 
holistic approach, which we attribute to inner reflection the importance of the immaterial and the meta-
physical, emphasizing the feeling of connection between oneself and the world. While at the same time, 
the material combined with a thinking body and the almost performative and ritualistic way that an 
artefact is created are parts of the real world. This is, in our view, in line with many contemporary think-
ers’ views on design for sustainability. As design transitions towards sustainment the fragmentation of 
the process is healed.  

Staying with the changes that the transition away from modernity brings, the theoretical, 
epistemological and ontological underpinnings of design also change. As materialistic naturalism is left 
behind new ways of doing research emerge. research though design is such an approach. In order to 
explore this emerging field, it requires a space for open questions, tacit knowledge and reflection. 
During this process this divide collapses as we give space for silence and inner reflection, so that inner 
meanings and spiritual fulfilment are able to take material form and be transformed from their tacit 
dimension. The physical contact of the designer with the material and the extension of the intangible 
depiction of deeper inner aspects of life in its material nature are an act of magic. it is building a bridge 
to connect the seen and the unseen, the spiritual and the practical. It becomes clear that decoration, 
form, texture, tools, manufacturing processes etc. are instruments that can be used by the designer to 
convey this inner dimension into the artefact, creating a new design language today that is based on 
the inner and spiritual integration that derives from the cultures of the past.  

We set out to explore a new language of design based on remembering the past and under-
standing that the vantage points we look from today are not the only ones but that many more have 
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existed. This causes a critical change in the perception of reality, ways of developing societies and 
humans, reshaping systems of existence, which are entirely consistent with sustainability and the shifts 
necessary for it to emerge. Critical, speculative and, associative design (Malpass, 2017) are also parts of 
the emerging pluriverse as design changes to take new ideas into account. 

Design is design, and the necessity to characterize it in different sub-fields, is an extension of 
the fragmentation of narrative unity and the specialization of knowledge under Modernity. As we 
transition towards sustainment, it is not design for sustainability that emerges as a discrete field but a 
new mixture of values, types of knowledge, methods, and goals that evolves through experimentation, 
introspection and, the creative dialogue with social and environmental issues.  

Perhaps the most interesting outcome of this process is the change in the frame of the 
methodology. We chose to use the past as inspiration for contemporary design instead of starting with 
a blank page. The reasoning behind this was the need to understand our craft in a different context. We 
were unable to provide or be provided with any concrete explanation of the use or meaning of the 
teganoschema and their decoration, but we began to empathize with the weird or magical viewpoints 
of our long-gone ancestors. This process took us out of our comfort zone and compelled us to a 
‘cognitive bending‘ that in the end radically changed our outlooks about how and what we design.   

This reflection brings forward perhaps the most interesting aspect of the methodology put 
forward by Stuart Walker’s work. By negating the dominant values and worldviews in and by design the 
very process cannot be put in the rigid box of academic discourse; the results are not quantifiable, 
measurable and replicable. The process aims to be a personal journal of discovery and the results take 
forms that are incompatible with contemporary market-driven product design. However, the shifts in 
perspective necessary for this project ripple out to other design-related projects  

CONCLUSIONS 
German sociologist Jürgen Habermas famously wrote that Modernity is dead, but its values and ideology 
are still dominant. We witnessed this domination in the many different theories of use of teganoschema 
proposed in the last century. Modern scientists could not consider the possibility of alternative artefact 
ontologies until recently. Such is the colonialist power of scientific operationalism and fragmented 
knowledge. Starting from contemporary theories that move beyond such narrow thinking and 
combining it with novel approaches to design and research we began to remember the future through 
the past. At the same time, we fell victim to the stubborn tacit dimension of our work since separating 
the object of research from the researcher is in our case impossible. The closing comment is that to go 
further down this road we need to create new types of scholarly outputs in order to disseminate the 
knowledge that emerges in context of research through design in order to navigate these emerging 
issues and research projects. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  
We would like to extend our deepest gratitude to all the people who 
supported this work. Namely: Theo Romvos, Chara Pelekanou and 
Thomas Drikos for inspiring this exploration. Thomas Spyrou, Eirini 
Leontakianakou and Florentia Oikonomidou of the University of the 
Aegean for the academic support. Finally, a huge thanks to the 
reviewers and the editor who provided meaningful and valuable 
comments and corrections that improved this study deeply. 

  



Spyros BOFYLATOS & Taxiarxis BALASKAS – Remember the future 

www.FormAkademisk.org 20  Vol.16 Nr.1, 2023, Art. 5, 1–22 

REFERENCES 

Akama, Y. (2017). Kokoro of Design: Embracing heterogeneity in design research. Design and Culture, 9(1), 79-85. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17547075.2017.1280266 

Bofylatos, S. (2018, July). Traces as service evidence. In ServDes2018. Service Design Proof of Concept, 
Proceedings of the ServDes. 2018 Conference, 18-20 June, Milano, Italy (No. 150, pp. 822-833). chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://ep.liu.se/ecp/150/ecp18150.pdf 

Coleman, J. E. (1985). " Frying Pans" of the Early Bronze Age Aegean. American Journal of Archaeology, 89(2), 
191-219. https://doi.org/10.2307/504325 

Doumas, C. (1993). Το πρωτοκυκλαδικό τηγανόσχημο σκεύος. Σκέψεις για μια πιθανή χρήση [The protcycladic 
teganoschemo. Thoughts on a possible use of it]. First Cycladic Conference. Etairia Kikladikon, Meleton. 

Doumas, C. (1977). Early bronze age burial habits in the Cyclades (Studies in Mediterranean archaeology, 48). 
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