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0. EDITORIAL #29

Designing and Making: Evolving Roles, Methods, and Responsibilities 
by James Postell, Grant Baker & Tom Hurford 
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Design and Making in Heritage 
Settings
The Role of the Polytemporal  
as a Means to Bridge Past, Present 
and Future in Contemporary Design 
Practice

Keywords
Heritage, Making, Polytemporal, Archaeological imagination, Exhibition.

Abstract
Recent years have seen a growing tendency for designers to create and display work 
in response to heritage sites. While such projects often foreground a contrast between 
old and new, this paper explores how the idea of the polytemporal – the blending of 
past, present, and future practices – can underpin more sympathetic and sustainable 
approaches to design within historic contexts. Originally developed by archaeologist 
Michael Shanks as part of an archaeological imagination, the polytemporal encourages 
creative engagement with historic sites alongside traditional scholarship. We adapt this 
concept to inform contemporary design practices that engage with heritage and craft 
traditions. Drawing on our experience of staging exhibitions in collaboration with English 
Heritage, a national heritage body, we use specific artefacts and practices to illustrate 
a polytemporal sensibility. Case studies include Material & Memory at Brinkburn Priory 
(July-October 2024) and Make & Mend at Belsay Hall (from September 2025). These 
projects demonstrate how new works can draw on historic materials and practices while 
employing contemporary techniques and technologies. We argue that such approaches 
foster a dialogical engagement with heritage, renewing threatened crafts and offering 
alternative methodologies to support future making. The paper is grounded in practice-
based research and combines insights from the authors’ own work with critical evaluation 
of other participants’ contributions.

Anthony Forsyth
Northumbria University 
Orcid Id 0009-0001-2880-3468

Ben Couture
Northumbria University 
Orcid Id 0000-0002-4100-9808
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re 1. Background

Recent years have witnessed a historic turn in the way design 
more actively engages with the past. We can trace a shift to 
projects such as Furnishing Utopia – a collection of design 
works created for the Hancock Shaker Museum in Massachu-
setts, United States (2016). Working with historians and mu-
seum curators, the works explored the continuing relevance 
of the distinct Shaker material culture for present day design.
More recently, historic sites have been used as locations 
for design exhibitions – for example, Schloss Hollenegg in 
Austria (see, for example, Knit and Weave (Pichlbauer, 2025)) 
or the Radical Acts exhibition at Harewood House, England 
(MacDonald, 2022).

While many of the works created through such projects draw 
inspiration from the respective sites, reflecting formal and 
material influences or exploring narratives associated with 
the buildings, many pieces derive their impact from the strik-
ing contrast to the environment. 
As Glenn Adamson comments in relation to the Mirror Mirror 
exhibition at Chatsworth House (Adamson & Hodby, 2023), an 
aristocratic residence, there is often a “collision of past and 
present” between the works and the setting (Dezeen, 2023).
But these developments can also be linked to the emergence 
of speculative design and the notion of multiple futures. Just 
as we might envisage an alternative future, it is possible to 
speculate on alternative pasts. For Auger and Hanna (2023), 
counterfactual historical scenarios can be used to challenge 
the deterministic and linear ideas of progress that have un-
derpinned mainstream design practice for decades. This shift 
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such as critical heritage studies (for example, Harrison et 
al, 2020). And, as historical novelist, Hilary Mantel argued, 
history and fiction are often closely intertwined: “As soon as 
we die, we enter into fiction. […] When we remember […] we 
don’t reproduce the past, we create it” (Mantel, 2017, p. 5). 
Like historical fiction, design has some license to complement 
more scholarly approaches to history, filling the gaps in the 
historical record. As Mantel suggests, “Evidence is always 
partial. Facts are not truth, […]. It’s what’s left in the sieve when 
the centuries have run through it – a few stones, scraps of writ-
ing, scraps of cloth” (Mantel, 2017, p. 5).
 
2. Design Histories
Operating under the title of the design histories group, our work 
falls within this historic turn, using design to engage with her-
itage sites. We have collaborated on a series of projects with 
English Heritage (EH) – a national body responsible for the care 
of more than 400 historic sites – creating design works in re-
sponse to sites in North East England. This paper will explore 
themes arising from our most recent projects – namely Material 
& Memory at Brinkburn Priory (Forsyth et al., 2024) and Make & 
Mend at Belsay Hall (Couture et al., September 2025).

2.1. Archaeological Imagination 
Throughout our collaborations with EH, our approach has 
been informed by the work of archaeologist, Michael Shanks. 
Shanks advances the idea of the archaeological imagination, 
an approach conceived as a complement to traditional forms 
of scholarship (Shanks, 2012). 
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imagination and speculation in the way we encounter historic 
sites, arguing that imagination is inevitably involved in aug-
menting our experience of the remains of the past. 
In support of this imaginary encounter, Shanks has engaged 
with various creative arts, including his own photographic 
practice, as a means of bringing the past to life.

Shanks’s ideas have proved helpful in framing our own design 
engagements with historic sites. In particular, we have drawn 
on the idea of the polytemporal. For Shanks, this references 
how our engagement with historic sites is always a blending 
of time periods. Not only is the past quite literally layered – as 
with the exposed strata of many ruins – but our perceptions of 
the past are always coloured by our experience; present frame 
of mind; and projections of the future. Shanks uses the idea 
of the polytemporal to describe a sensibility in an archaeolog-
ical encounter with the “topological folding of time inherent in 
our perception of site or place, as old things mingle with new” 
(Shanks, 2020, p. 51–52). We propose extending this idea to the 
creative encounter with heritage sites as both a related sen-
sibility – in the attunement to composite temporalities – but 
also in a practical sense, that is, to productively blend old and 
new in works that reflect layered traditions. 

2.2. Polytemporal as Process
We have previously reflected on the role of the polytemporal 
in relation to our work, proposing the idea of a polytemporal 
and sustainable aesthetic, exemplified by works created as 
part of the Re-imagining Aydon project (Forsyth, 2022). We 
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both in their material treatments as well as the mixed typo-
logical references (Forsyth & Luscombe, 2023). 
Moreover, we argue that this idea can usefully be related to 
contemporary design that engages with the past. For example, 
Ian McIntyre’s Re-engineered Brown Betty project, could be 
said to be polytemporal in the way that it revisits the archetyp-
al brown betty teapot, exploring the distinct material culture of 
this artefact so closely associated with the history of industri-
al ceramic production in Stoke-on-Trent (McIntyre, 2023). In 
a more counterfactual approach, a polytemporal quality can 
be observed in the work of Nick Ross, whose practice often 
addresses historic themes, as with his Last of the Free series – 
contemporary artefacts that represent the imagined creations 
of a lost tribe whose history had been erased by Roman inva-
sion1 (Fig. 1). 

While we have advocated the polytemporal as a critical 
framework for design that works with the past, more recent 
projects have sought to adopt the polytemporal as a sensibil-
ity and process from the outset; that is, to actively draw on a 
continuum of past-present-and-future in methods, materials, 
forms and ideas. 

The objects discussed in this paper have been selected to il-
lustrate a range of approaches linked to the polytemporal. 

1	 Ross’ work represents a speculative aesthetic that blends historic and contemporary influences 
but it also offers a commentary on the migration of peoples and ideas as a fundamental aspect of 
human history and experience (2016).
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As practitioner-researchers, the authors have used their own 
practice to explore the idea of the polytemporal as it relates 
to, and emerges from, their own practice and draw upon this 
to critically evaluate the work of other participants in the 
projects. This follows a practice-led methodology as ad-
vanced by Graeme Sullivan2 (2009).

3. Polytemporal Forms and Methods at Brinkburn Priory
Brinkburn Priory is a semi-derelict manor house and church 
located in a tranquil bend of the Coquet river in Northumber-
land, England. Over many months, and in collaboration with 
EH’s historians and curators, creatives from Northumbria Uni-
versity’s Schools of Design and Architecture produced works 
inspired by the site. The site includes buildings across a span 
of history from the medieval to the present day, presenting a 

Figure 1. Ross, N., Last of the Free, counterfactual artefacts that recreate a speculative material culture of 
a lost Scottish tribe, self-production, 2016.
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ular eras, participating creatives were asked to respond to the 
polytemporal layers of history manifest in the building. 

Josh South explored the polytemporal in relation to forms 
abstracted from the fabric of the building. His quatrefoil ta-
bles reproduce motifs from the stained-glass windows in the 
adjacent church, while his Candle Nook candlesticks adopt the 
form of a shouldered arch, a masonry feature found on site 
(Fig. 2). Phil Luscombe used the project to explore the aes-
thetics of ecclesiastical furniture, applying vernacular details 
to his Monk floor lamp3 (Fig. 3). While these pieces explore 
vernacular features, they are not intended as reproductions but 
rather a synthesis of traditional and contemporary materials, 
processes and typologies.

Similarly, Anthony Forsyth, an author of this paper, respond-
ed to the vernacular in his mullion plinths – small furniture 
pieces that reproduce the tapered profile of stone mullions 
found in windows on site (Fig. 4). The designer was drawn to 
their form since they seemed both traditional and contem-
porary, with the aspiration that the synthesis of influences 
would lend the pieces a polytemporal and enduring aesthetic. 

2	 Sullivan argues that practitioner-researchers adopt multiple roles, that is: “the artist, designer, 
storyteller and cultural critic” (Sullivan, 2009, p.51). This paper is offered as a complement to the 
works themselves and articulates the idea of the polytemporal as a form of “theorising […] practice” 
(Sullivan, 2009, p. 62).

3	 Luscombe’s approach is part of a longer-term project to explore the evolution of carpentry and 
furniture making. These include fictional pieces that imagine sacrificial wooden tokens that might 
have been cast as an offering into a sacred well located along the nearby Hadrian’s Wall, shown as 
part of the Wood of the Well exhibition at Chesters, an English Heritage site in Northumberland, 
United Kingdom (Luscombe & McIntosh, 2022).
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Figure 2. South, J., Composite image showing Candle Nook, sandcast bronze candlestick, together with a 
shouldered arch at Brinkburn Priory. (Photo of candlestick: Luscombe, P.)

Figure 4. Forsyth, A. Mullion plinths. Stained oak 
and pine. (Photo: Luscombe, P.)

Figure 3. Luscombe, P. Monk floor lamp. Oak, 
paper, LED bulb. The piece incorporates details 
observed in ecclesiastical furniture joinery. (Pho-
to: Luscombe, P.)



2
14

PAD   Pages on Arts and Design   #29

D
e

si
g

n
 a

n
d

 M
a

ki
n

g
 in

 H
e

ri
ta

g
e

 S
e

tt
in

g
s 

by
 A

. F
or

sy
th

 &
 B

. C
ou

tu
re

We argue that the pieces are polytemporal both conceptually 
and in their practical execution. The pieces involved a retell-
ing of the migration of ideas between historic crafts; the form 
emulates the mason’s mitre, a solution to give the appearance 
of a mitre joint between perpendicular pieces of masonry, in-
itially translated into timber by early carpenters. Adapted to 
contemporary production, the pieces were produced using a 
mix of modern and traditional techniques – a combination of 
hand tools and CNC machining. As we will go on to explore, 
this blending of techniques is, in itself, polytemporal. 

Andrea Couture’s spatial stitching makes overt use of 
polytemporal techniques (Fig. 5). Couture’s process begins 
with a 3D point cloud model scanned from the building itself. 

Figure 5. Couture, A. Spatial stitching. Printed and embroidered image on textile. (Photo: Morris, B.)
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then uses hand embroidery to give an additional depth to the 
ghostly image. Finally, the embroidered textile is mounted 
on a structure composed of cedar staves that pierces voids in 
the masonry. For Juhani Pallasmaa, material is closely linked 
to time and the past, while imagery is ephemeral (Pallasmaa, 
2016). Couture’s piece arguably negotiates this tension in its 
use of the visual and tactile – moving between matter to im-
age and back to matter; its use of both digital and traditional 
making methods denotes a polytemporal approach. 

3.1. The Polytemporal as Assemblage – Assemblage Uplighter
Unlike his mullion plinths, which take inspiration from ver-
nacular masonry, Forsyth’s assemblage uplighter draws more 
obliquely on the layering of material evident at Brinkburn pri-
ory (Fig. 6). The manor house incorporates older structures 
dating to the site’s use as a monastic community; once hidden 
by nineteenth century panelling, this underlying structure has 
been exposed. The approach of re-using older construction 
materials is a practice which dates to ancient times, as evident 
in the practice of spoliation.4 
As its title suggests, the assemblage uplighter is evidently con-
structed from disparate parts of diverse origin. Some compo-
nents are traditional (an oak dowel upright); while others are 
made from off-the-shelf materials (aluminium tubing); and 
the shade is a remnant from another project. 

4      The practice of spoliation has particular relevance in vernacular construction in the county of 
Northumberland, where these projects have taken place. Over centuries, stones from the nearby 
UNESCO heritage site of Hadrian’s Wall have been incorporated in new buildings and structures.
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Figure 6. Assemblage uplighter. Oak, off-the-shelf aluminium tubing, shade reclaimed from earlier 
project. (Photo: Luscombe, P.)
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ance, with small 3D components used to bring the whole togeth-
er. This pragmatic approach to making a whole from discrete 
components is a modern interpretation of the idea of spolia. 
And while it evokes a traditional practice, there is a contempo-
rary relevance in pursuit of more sustainable forms of making, 
where ease of assembly and disassembly from existing resourc-
es will, in turn, promote re-use and re-making.5 At a philo-
sophical level, it also alludes to Tim Ingold’s notion of making 
as never complete, that materials are part of a continuing flow 
(2013). We suggest that viewing making in this way – across an 
extended timeframe – is polytemporal, allowing for the combin-
ing and recombining of materials of different age and origin.

4. Make & Mend, Belsay Hall
The idea of the polytemporal has been a central feature of our 
most recent collaboration with EH, Make & Mend (Couture et 
al., 2025) at Belsay Hall & Gardens, Northumberland. Belsay 
Hall is an important site for the organisation, both in terms 
of visitor numbers and its importance as an example of early 
Greek Revival architecture in England. The house also plays an 
important part in the history of making in the area; local crafts-
men honed skills during the building of the house which later 
allowed for the construction of the Grainger Town development 
in the nearby city of Newcastle-Upon-Tyne (White, 2016). 

5      The practice of spoliation was not simply a practice motivated by pragmatism and the resource 
value of waste materials; as Annette Kehnel has argued, the use of older materials could confer sta-
tus, as in the example of Charlemagne’s throne in Aachen (Kehnel, 2024). The throne is composed of 
slabs of marble thought to have been recovered from Roman flooring; its use in the throne suggests 
a continuity between imperial Rome and the Carolingian empire. At the same time, it serves as an 
example of alternative aesthetics and values that embrace the combining of old and new.
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The title of the exhibition therefore revisits how the hall was a 
catalyst for local creativity and making skill, while acknowl-
edging the idea of mending implicit in the care and conserva-
tion of our material heritage.

The project, which is ongoing, has been conceived to run over 
two phases. The current phase involves a pop-up studio partic-
ipating creatives working on site (Fig. 7). The studio is located 
in the old library, chosen in part because the room was used as 
a temporary workshop during later stages of construction. 

Figure 7. Make & Mend pop-up studio. Self-supporting structure housed within the old library at Belsay 
Hall.
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the resulting artefacts, Make & Mend exposes the creative 
and making process to a wider public, including through a 
series of public workshops. Phase two will involve a more 
conventional exhibition, showing the outcomes of the pro-
ject. In keeping with the sustainable principles which underpin 
our polytemporal approach, all materials used for the pop-up 
studio will be repurposed in the construction of the exhibition 
displays (and will, subsequently, be re-used in further projects).

4.1. The Polytemporal at Belsay
Building on previous projects, the notion of the polytemporal 
has become a more conscious framing of creative efforts and 
was expressly stated as an ambition in the exhibition call. In 
shifting between sites, it has also become evident how the 
notion of the polytemporal is also guided by local conditions, 
the specific material culture discovered at each site.

Figure 8. Luscombe, P. Knock. Work-in-progress image showing original graffiti and initial hand rende-
rings of typeface before digital manipulation. (Photo: Luscombe, P.).
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re Phil Luscombe has developed a set of three typefaces, each 

inspired by historic graffiti found on site. These pencil and 
scratched inscriptions were made by early construction work-
ers and soldiers stationed in the Hall when it was used as a 
barracks during World War II. A polytemporal approach is ev-
ident in the methods and tools used by Luscombe; the graffiti 
is digitally scanned and developed, extrapolating a few letter 
forms, using digital software, into a full alphabet (Fig. 8). 
Similar to Couture’s approach above, Luscombe thus readily 
shifts between the digital and tangible, the screen and the hand.

Other designers are working with materials found on site. Ben 
Couture, co-author of this paper, is collaborating with Co-
penhagen-based practice Recraft Design Studio, whose work 
focuses on transforming reclaimed construction materials 
into contemporary architectural elements, using local crafts-
manship to reimagine and repurpose discarded materials 
instead of depleting natural resources. In the project at Belsay 
Hall, a variety of material from the site has been found and 
documented – ranging from wood from felled trees, to marble 
slabs from former kitchens in the Hall. The process is shared 
between Couture and Recraft via remote meetings, leading to 
a series of furniture pieces to be produced locally by Couture 
using the found materials. The new work will be designed to 
reflect the former use of a specific room in the Hall, intro-
ducing a dialogue between present and past, while remaining 
rooted to the sense of place through materiality. In this way, 
the work is polytemporal; it is both deeply local and essen-
tially craft-based in its handling of materials while making 
use of digital tools to allow distant collaboration.
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A central feature of the old library – where the pop-up studio 
and exhibition is housed – is a large fire surround finished in 
scagliola; a faux-marble made from specialist plasters, tra-
ditional glues and pigments. First developed in the late six-
teenth-century, scagliola has a long history of use in grand 
houses, public buildings and churches. Its use at Belsay is 
among the earlier known examples in England. While it is an 
imitative material, it developed a prestige which sometimes ex-
ceeded the value of real stone.6 Although it has a rich tradition 
of use, there are now relatively few skilled practitioners of the 
craft and these individuals are largely self-taught. 

For Forsyth, this offered an opportunity to rediscover a ne-
glected material and skill while also offering new insight into 
the material for visitors, in line with the Make & Mend theme.7 
The project also offered a useful vehicle for exploring aspects 
of the polytemporal in practice. This extends to the research 
for using the material; learning recipes and methods for 
working with the material can be likened to the piecing to-
gether of spolia (or Mantel’s scraps of historical records) from 
diverse sources. This includes historic texts, which describe 
the use of scagliola in the 19th century in often oblique refer-
ences to proprietary materials and techniques (Millar, 1905); 
to short videos and instructions found online; and video calls 
to current practitioners. 

6	 This is certainly the case at Belsay, where lesser fireplaces are made of stone while scagliola is 
employed for the most prominent hearth.

7	 An aim supported by public workshops whereby visitors could make simple pieces using the 
scagliola material.
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hand, so too knowledge is pieced together. This approach 
could also be likened to experimental archaeology, whereby 
trial and error and hands-on experimentation is fundamental 
to expanding knowledge and verifying supposition.

A polytemporal approach is also evident in more tangible 
ways. While scagliola has traditionally been used as a finish-
ing material, applying a decorative surface of just a few milli-
metres to forms that resemble carved stone, the designer has 
worked more playfully with the material. For example, solid 
pieces have been cast to form LED-powered lamps (Fig. 9). 
And embracing the tactility of the material, test pieces have 
embedded electronics into the material itself, in the form of 
capacitive-touch sensors that invite tactile engagement. 

Figure 9. Forsyth, A. Column lamp. Table lamp made from scagliola. 3D printed armature. LED with 
touch sensitive control. (Photo: Wilson, J.).



2
23

PAD   Pages on Arts and Design   #29

D
e

si
g

n
 a

n
d

 M
a

ki
n

g
 in

 H
e

ri
ta

g
e

 S
e

tt
in

g
s 

by
 A

. F
or

sy
th

 &
 B

. C
ou

tu
re Other pieces respond to the plasticity of the raw material, cre-

ating more organic, and seemingly undesigned, simple vessels. 
A polytemporal approach has also been employed in relation to 
techniques – for example; 3D printing has been used for moulds 
as well as an internal armature; and an array of materials have 
been employed in the polishing and sealing of the material – 
using a combination of modern abrasives and traditional mate-
rials (linen scrim for polishing or beeswax for sealing).

4.3. Polytemporal Traditions
We suggest that the pragmatic mixing of techniques and 
materials, as with Forsyth’s experiments with scagliola, is 
polytemporal in character. While there is much to be respect-
ed in heritage crafts that sustain traditional materials and 
methods, there is also a case for a more inventive approach. 
As Twigger Holroyd et al. (2017) argue, the idea of an un-
broken tradition is, in any case, misleading. In their study of 
the iconic Orkney chair, they note that the archetypal form 
has been reinterpreted many times even if presented as ver-
nacular and original. They cite Gareth Neal’s contemporary 
version, the Brodgar Chair, which mixes traditional materials 
and modern making techniques, as a necessary evolution that 
enriches and sustains the tradition. 
A conventional notion of tradition involves the passing down 
of knowledge and skills from one generation to the next but, 
drawing on the work of sociologist, Edward Shils (1981), they 
acknowledge how each generation reinvents the practice, that 
rather than a “challenge to authenticity” (Twigger Holroyd et 
al. 2017, p. 291) the adaptation that takes place in the trans-
mission from one generation to the next allows traditions 
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of scagliola, where there is no canonical authority or craft 
guilds to preserve an orthodox approach. By necessity then, a 
polytemporal approach makes the craft more accessible and 
feasible in a modern context – each current practitioner has 
developed their own tools, methods and recipes that adapt a 
basic formulation of the plaster, pigment and animal glues. In 
so doing, the contemporary practitioners can both respect the 
qualities of the material and its historical uses while explor-
ing new methods and applications. A polytemporal approach 
is thus a process of creative expediency, it is not about sub-
verting traditions but rather an integrative approach of using 
old and new methods. 
This accords with moves within critical heritage studies to a 
greater engagement with the past as one of “complex and mul-
tiple temporalities”; that, instead of preserving heritage as a 
form of asset to be protected unchanged, we should negotiate 
adaptation in dealing with heritage as part of a future-making 
practice (DeSilvey et al, 2020, p. 373). 

For Tim Ingold (2013), making is a form of knowledge, where 
learning and making are intrinsically inter-twined, a theoret-
ical stance that was borne out in the practice of making scagl-
iola. The material has a clay-like consistency in its working 
state that invites manipulation (Fig. 10). 
Knowledge therefore emerges in the repeated handling of the 
material – a form of re-learning by hand in lieu of instruc-
tions. For the designer, a practitioner with a furniture and 
industrial design background, using modern techniques and 
processes alongside hand skills was both a way of drawing 
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on a repertoire of skills but also a flattening of hierarchies, 
where techniques and materials from different periods are 
accorded equal status in pursuit of a creative goal. Just as the 
polytemporal in archaeology allows for the blurring of past 
and present experience, a polytemporal approach to design 
engages, on equal terms, with past-present-and-future materi-
als, practices and ideas.

5. Principles
The idea of the polytemporal has been a central theme over 
the course of our projects with English Heritage; from emerg-
ing as a way of reflecting on our creative engagements with 
the historic sites, to a more conscious impetus behind new 
works and methods. 

Figure 10. Making scagliola; blending plaster, pigments and animal glue as part of the scagliola making 
process. (Photo: Couture, B.).
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ples that can be said to define a polytemporal approach; 

•	 Creative license to augment historical knowledge and 
practice with inventive approaches;

•	 Blended use of traditional and modern materials and 
methods;

•	 Aesthetics that draw on, and abstract from, traditional and 
contemporary typologies, forms and motifs;

•	 A pragmatic re-use of materials; methods or ideas (spolia-
tion in both a figurative and tangible sense);

•	 A flattened hierarchy of past-present-future that does not 
privilege materials or methods from any particular time 
period.

•	 An ethos of sustainability that makes use of redundant 
materials and allows for re-use and re-combination.

6. Conclusion
Working with historians and curators at EH, we have attempt-
ed to draw out the material and intangible layered histories 
that the locations represent, and apply this to the resulting 
works. In these efforts, the idea of the polytemporal has of-
fered a set of guiding principles. This paper does not offer a 
toolkit of methods but rather proposes the polytemporal as a 
sensibility that can inform future heritage-linked practice, as 
illustrated with the selected examples. 

For Shanks, the polytemporal is a key tenet of his ideas of 
an archaeological imagination; a complement to traditional 
scholarship in the discipline, it embraces creative practices 
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re as a means of engaging with the past while acknowledging 

that our experience of history (and historical sites) draws on 
knowledge, and evokes sensations, of multiple layers of past 
and present. His work is therefore in line with an increas-
ing tendency to flatten our relationship with time to one of a 
past-present-future continuum. Applied to design practice, the 
polytemporal can serve as a similar countervailing force to 
design’s difficult relationship with the past, and the lingering 
influence of modernist thinking which celebrates novelty and 
innovation over engagement with our historic material cul-
ture. This opens up new creative opportunities, liberating us 
to make use of materials, methods and ideas from a broader 
time span in a pragmatic and synthetic way. 
As Glenn Adamson argues in reference to the Mirror Mirror 
exhibtion, “history is absolutely fair game…allusions to the 
past jostle companionably with the high-tech, the high-craft, 
and the pop-cultural” (Adamson, 2024, p. 16). This applies not 
just to aesthetic referencing but also in approaches to making, 
where design’s relationship to the past may incorporate “a 
rich mix of inherited and invented techniques” (Adamson, 
2024, p. 16). 

There is also a broader ethical imperative, as we see it. Our 
current design and manufacturing practices are depleting 
the planet’s resources at an unsustainable rate; we argue that 
the polytemporal offers an alternative approach that may be 
part of resetting our relationship both with our past and our 
planet. Firstly, by consciously blending aesthetic influenc-
es – drawing on both design and vernacular practices – we 
might develop an aesthetic sensibility that is more enduring. 
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re Secondly – and in line with the practice of spoliation – we may 

view the past as a neglected resource of both materials (in the 
literal re-use of materials or the rediscovery of traditional 
methods) and ideas. In this way, we see the polytemporal as 
both method and mindset, a renegotiation of design’s some-
times troubled relationship with the past.
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