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Abstract

Aesthetics as commonly understood is bound up in Western notions of 
beauty, taste, discernment, worthiness, and superiority. One need only pe-
ruse 19th-century writings on ‘primitive art’, or how cultural gatekeepers of 
ȖǓЙǿǓǾǓǿȠ�ƺǿǏ�ȖǓșȒǓǉȠƺǈǩǹǩȠΡ�ȖǓșȒȅǿǏǓǏ�Ƞȅ�ǓΚǓȖΡ�ǩǿǿȅΚƺȠǩΚǓ�Ǿȣșǩǉƺǹ�ȠȖǓǿǏ�ȅǟ�
the 20th century, to appreciate that aesthetics is enmeshed within notions of 
cultural supremacy and hierarchies of value. This paper argues that for ar-
chaeological analysis of aesthetic experience to generate productive insight 
into cultural dynamics, it must return to the term’s conceptual foundations 
as the perception and feeling of things. The archaeology of aesthetics can 
ǈǓǿǓЙȠ� ǟȖȅǾ� ȠǦǓ�ȒǓȖșȒǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ȅǟ�ǾƺȠǓȖǩƺǹ� ǓǿǠƺǠǓǾǓǿȠॹ�ΛǦǩǉǦ� ǓΠƺǾǩǿǓș�ǦȅΛ�
recursive relationships between materials, perception, skill, and social inter-
ƺǉȠǩȅǿ�ǉȅǿșȠǩȠȣȠǓ�șȣǈǴǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ƺǿǏ�ǩǿȠǓȖșȣǈǴǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǓǿǉǓș�ȅǟ�ƺАǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ΚƺǹȣǓঀ�
To demonstrate such an approach, this paper engages in a brief case study 
of Cycladic sculpting, examining the relationships between the properties of 
marble and the development of skill, attention, and social interaction. The 
ȒƺȒǓȖ�ǉȅǿǉǹȣǏǓș�ΛǩȠǦ�ƺ�ȖǓМǓǉȠǩȅǿ�ȣȒȅǿ�ǦȅΛ�ƺǓșȠǦǓȠǩǉ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǓǿǉǓ�ǩș�ǩǿȠȖǩǿșǩǉ�
to the semiotics of value and collective identity. 
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Disentangling Aesthetics, Art, and Value

There are few histories that reveal the conceptual fusion of aesthetics, art, 
and capitalist notions of value in Western culture as forcefully as the story of 
ȠǦǓ��ƺȖǹΡ��ȖȅǿΦǓ��ǠǓ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓșঀ�eǦǓ�șȠȅȖΡ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǏǓǾȅǿ-
strates why aesthetics, to be a useful framework of analysis for archaeologists, 
must be disentangled from the cultural logics of art and market economies. 
vǦǓǿ� ȠǦǓ� ƺȖȠǓǟƺǉȠș� ЙȖșȠ� ǈǓǠƺǿ� Ƞȅ� Ǡƺǩǿ� ȖǓǉȅǠǿǩȠǩȅǿ� ǈΡ� ȠǦǓ� ƺȖǉǦƺǓȅǹȅǠǩǉƺǹ�
community in the 19th century, they were situated within the framework of 
‘primitive art’ and labelled with descriptions such as “small monsters”, “gro-
tesque”, “barbaric”, and “repulsively ugly” (Gill and Chippindale 1993: 605). 
/ȅΛǓΚǓȖॹ�ΛǩȠǦ�ȠǦǓ�МȣȅȖǓșǉǓǿǉǓ�ȅǟ�ǾȅǏǓȖǿǩșǾ�ƺǿǏ�ȠǦǓ�ƺΚƺǿȠেǠƺȖǏǓॹ�ȒǓȖǉǓȒ-
Ƞǩȅǿ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǈǓǠƺǿ�Ƞȅ�ȠȖƺǿșǟȅȖǾ�ȖƺǏǩǉƺǹǹΡঀ�Xǩǉƺșșȅॹ�(ǩƺǉȅǾǓȠȠǩॹ�EȅȅȖǓॹ�
Hepworth, Brancusi and Modigliani were inspired by Cycladic sculpture 
(see Bach 2006; Gill and Chippindale 1993). Modernist aesthetic values and 
tastes which sought purity and simplicity of form reframed judgements of 
Cycladica from primitive monstrosities to expressions of unparalleled artis-
Ƞǩǉ�ΚǩȖȠȣȅșǩȠΡঀ�eǦǓ�ȖǓΚǓȖǓǿǉǓ�șȣǏǏǓǿǹΡ�ƺАȅȖǏǓǏ�ȠǦǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǩǿșȠǩǠƺȠǓǏ�ȅǿǓ�ȅǟ�
the most intensive episodes of archaeological looting in the 20th century (Gill 
and Chippindale 1993). The cultural prestige of the arts and the property 
ǹȅǠǩǉș�ȅǟ�ড়ƺȣȠǦǓǿȠǩǉǩȠΡঢ়�ȠȣȖǿǓǏ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǩǿȠȅ�ƺ�șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿȠ�ǉȅǾǾȅǏ-
ity in the oligarchic money laundering institution known as the art market. 
For decades Cycladica were mined from the islands and transformed into elite 
private property. Such extractivist operations only began to subside when the 
��hFࢱࢸࢺࢲ^�K��ȅǿΚǓǿȠǩȅǿ�ȅǿ�ȠǦǓ�ƺǿȠǩȕȣǩȠǩǓș�ȠȖƺǏǓ�ǈǓǠƺǿ�Ƞȅ�ǉȣȖȠƺǩǹ�ǏǓǾƺǿǏ�
শșǓǓ��ȖȅǏǩǓ�ƺǿǏ�[ǓǿǟȖǓΛࢶࢱࢱࢳ�ষঀ�eǦǓ�ǾȅǏǓȖǿ�ǦǩșȠȅȖΡ�ȅǟ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉƺ�ǓΠǓǾȒǹǩЙǓș�
both the cultural contingency of aesthetic appreciation, as well as the mod-
ern ideological relationship between art, individualism, commodity value and 
private property. Traditional aesthetic concepts participate in this ideological 
construction by naturalising Western notions of beauty, taste, worthiness, and 
șȣȒǓȖǩȅȖǩȠΡঀ�hȠǩǹǩșǩǿǠ�EƺȠǓȖǩƺǹ��ǿǠƺǠǓǾǓǿȠ�eǦǓȅȖΡ�শE�eষ�ƺǿǏ�ǓǿƺǉȠǩΚǩșȠ�ƺȒ-
proaches to aesthetics (Burnett and Gallagher 2020; Hicks and Prezioso 2021; 
Malafouris 2011; Malafouris and Koukouti 2020), this paper argues that for 
the archaeological analysis of aesthetic experience to generate productive in-
sight, it must return to the term’s conceptual foundations as the perception 
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and feeling of things. 

^ǩǿǉǓ� ȠǦǓ�ЙȖșȠ�Ǧƺǹǟ�ȅǟ� ȠǦǓࢱࢳ�th� ǉǓǿȠȣȖΡॹ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǦƺΚǓ�ǈǓǓǿ� ƺȒ-
proached from an art historical perspective and the cultural values placed 
upon marble sculpting in the Western tradition. This has led to a general focus 
on the visual presentation of individual pieces and the search for stylistic sim-
ilarities for the purposes of categorisation (e.g., Getz-Preziosi 1995; Renfrew 
1991). Athena Hadji has critiqued these approaches for their susceptibility 
to anachronistic values and theoretical concerns such as methodological indi-
vidualism as well as an emphasis on the passive visual presentation of modern 
curatorial practices (Hadji 2016). Our concepts of ‘art’ obfuscate, as Hadji 
notes, “that this class of artefacts were probably destined for a broader somatic 
experience” (Hadji 2016: 34). In subordinating the archaeological evidence 
to Western cultural assumptions and biases about aesthetic experience and 
value, we also conceptualise past cultures within an ideological matrix of indi-
vidualism and commodity culture. Such framings are readily apparent in the 
ǓАȅȖȠ�ǓΠȒǓǿǏǓǏ�Ƞȅ�ǩǏǓǿȠǩǟΡ�șȒǓǉǩЙǉ�șǉȣǹȒȠǩǿǠ�ড়ǾƺșȠǓȖșঢ়�ȖǓșȒȅǿșǩǈǹǓ�ǟȅȖ��ΡǉǹƺǏ-
ǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�শǓঀǠঀॹ�(ǓȠΦেXȖǓΦǩȅșǩࢸࢹࢺࢲ�ষ�ƺș�ΛǓǹǹ�ƺș�ǩǿ�ǩǿȠǓȖȒȖǓȠƺȠǩȅǿș�ȠǦƺȠ�șǩȠȣƺȠǓ�
the artefacts within the commodity logics of prestige goods (see Aston 2021a: 
-�ǟȅȖ�ƺ�ǉȖǩȠǩȕȣǓষঀ�[ƺȠǦǓȖॹ�ƺȖǉǦƺǓȅǹȅǠΡ�ΛȅȣǹǏ�ǈǓǿǓЙȠ�ǟȖȅǾ�ƺȒȒȖȅƺǉǦࢹࢴࢳ৅ࢸࢶࢲ
ing artefacts with the understanding that “body, brain and environment form 
one system in which aesthetic experience can be simultaneously and variously 
ǉǦƺȖƺǉȠǓȖǩșǓǏ�ƺș�șǓǿșȅȖΡেǾȅȠȅȖॹ�ƺАǓǉȠǩΚǓॹ�ǉȣǹȠȣȖƺǹ�ƺǿǏ�ǉȅǠǿǩȠǩΚǓ৛�শ�ȣȖǿǓȠȠ�ƺǿǏ�
Gallagher 2020: 173). Aesthetic consciousness can be understood to emerge 
ǟȖȅǾ�ȠǦǓșǓ�ǉȅǿșȠǩȠȣȠǩΚǓ�ȒȖȅǉǓșșǓș�ǩǿ�ƺ�ǏǓΚǓǹȅȒǾǓǿȠƺǹ�ǉȅǿȠǩǿȣȣǾ�ȅǟ�ȒȖǓেȖǓМǓǉ-
ȠǩΚǓ�ǷǩǿƺǓșȠǦǓȠǩǉ�ƺǉȠǩΚǩȠΡ�ƺǿǏ�ȖǓМǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ΚƺǹȣƺȠǩȅǿ�শșǓǓ�EƺǹƺǟȅȣȖǩș�ƺǿǏ�?ȅȣǷȅȣ-
Ƞǩࢱࢳࢱࢳ�ॸࢳࢲࢳ�ষঀ�2ǿȠȖǩǿșǩǉ�Ƞȅ�ȠǦǩș�ȒȖȅǉǓșș�ƺȖǓ�ȠǦǓ�ƺАǓǉȠǩΚǓ�șȠƺȠǓș�শǟǓǓǹǩǿǠșॹ�ǾȅȅǏșॹ�
and emotions) that arise through enskilment, display and collective appraisal. 
The relationship between materials, skilled performance, shared attention, 
ƺǿǏ�ȖǓМǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ΚƺǹȣƺȠǩȅǿ�ǉƺǿ�ǈǓ�ǓΠƺǾǩǿǓǏ�ƺș�ƺ�șǓǹǟেȖǓǩǿǟȅȖǉǩǿǠ�ǏΡǿƺǾǩǉ�ΛǦǩǉǦ�
engenders the arousal, positive valence, and motivational intensity of aesthetic 
practices. In this light, it is useful to investigate how the developmental en-
twining of persons, materials, skill, and performative displays generate cultur-
ƺǹǹΡ�ǉȅǿȠǩǿǠǓǿȠ�ǟȅȖǾș�ȅǟ�ƺАǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ΚƺǹȣǓॹ�șȣǉǦ�ȠǦƺȠ�ȠǦǓ�șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿǉǓ�ȅǟ�ƺǿǏ�ǏǓ-
mand for an aesthetic tradition stems from its capacity to incorporate persons 



25

into meaningful social-emotional relationships.

This article gestures at how the archaeology of aesthetic experience might 
ȖǓǉȅǿǉǓȒȠȣƺǹǩșǓ� ȠǦǓ� ȖǓǹƺȠǩȅǿșǦǩȒ� ǈǓȠΛǓǓǿ� ǾƺȠǓȖǩƺǹșॹ� ȒǓȖǉǓȒȠǩȅǿॹ� ƺАǓǉȠ� ƺǿǏ�
value by investigating the emergence of Cycladic sculpting. For over half a 
millennium, depictions of folded-arm females dominated images of the body 
in the Cyclades. While there are a great variety of micro-styles, there are sev-
ǓȖƺǹ� ǉǦƺȖƺǉȠǓȖǩșȠǩǉș� ȠǦƺȠ� ƺȖǓ�ȣǿǩΚǓȖșƺǹ� Ƞȅ� ȠǦǓ� ǟȅǹǏǓǏেƺȖǾ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓșঀ�(ǓǿǓȖƺǹǹΡॹ�
the only marble feature on the face was an angular nose. The pieces are clearly 
sexed with individually rounded breasts above the folded arms and subtle in-
ǉǩșǩȅǿș�ƺǹȅǿǠ�ȠǦǓ�Ȓȣǈǩșঀ�eǦǓ�ǹǓǠș�ƺȖǓ�ǏǩАǓȖǓǿȠǩƺȠǓǏ�ǈȣȠ�ȣǿǏǩΚǩǏǓǏ�ƺǿǏ�șǹǩǠǦȠǹΡ�
bent at the knees. The stability and consistency of posture, bodily details and 
gender clearly express common aesthetic principles and a shared conceptual 
ǏǓΚǓǹȅȒǾǓǿȠঀ�EƺǿΡ�ȅǟ� ȠǦǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǦƺǏ�ȒƺǩǿȠǓǏ�ǏǓȠƺǩǹș� ǩǿǉǹȣǏǩǿǠ� ǓΡǓș� ƺǿǏ�
hair as well as more individuating features such as jewellery and abstract pat-
terns. The consistency of the ‘canonical’ styles unequivocally demonstrates 
a collective icon of the body that was generated through marble. As I have 
ƺȖǠȣǓǏ�ǓǹșǓΛǦǓȖǓॹ�ȠǦǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǟȅȖǾǓǏ�ȒƺȖȠ�ȅǟ�ƺ�ǏǩșȠȖǩǈȣȠǓǏ�șǓǾǩȅȠǩǉ�șΡșȠǓǾ�
that supported the regional coordination of Cycladic society through ritual 
practices (Aston 2020, 2021a). 

vǦǩǹǓ�ȠǦǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǦƺΚǓ�ǈǓǓǿ�ƺАȅȖǏǓǏ�ƺ�ǠȖǓƺȠ�ǏǓƺǹ�ȅǟ�ƺȠȠǓǿȠǩȅǿॹ�ȠǦǓ�ǹȅΛ-
ly Cycladic Sea pebble has been largely overlooked (and literally discarded at 
ȠǩǾǓșষ�ǏǓșȒǩȠǓ�ȠǦǓ�șȣǈșȠƺǿȠǩƺǹ�ǓΚǩǏǓǿǉǓ�ǟȅȖ�ǩȠș�șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿǉǓ�ǩǿ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ǉȣǹȠȣȖǓ�
(Aston 2020: 598–601). It is my view that the attention-capturing properties 
and interactive possibilities of marble sea stones provided essential develop-
ǾǓǿȠƺǹ�șǉƺАȅǹǏǩǿǠ�ǟȅȖ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ǓǿșǷǩǹǾǓǿȠ�ƺǿǏ�ƺǓșȠǦǓȠǩǉ�ΚƺǹȣƺȠǩȅǿ�ȅǟ�ǾƺȖǈǹǓঀ�
Pebbles provided an abundant medium with which to learn how to shape 
ǾƺȖǈǹǓ�ƺș�ΛǓǹǹ�ƺș�ƺ�ǿƺȠȣȖƺǹ� ȠǓǾȒǹƺȠǓ�ǟȅȖ�ȒȖȅǏȣǉǩǿǠ�ȠǦǓ�șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ�șȠΡǹǓ�ЙǠȣ-
rines, the most common and enduring form of Cycladic sculpture. I argue 
that such sea stones were a developmental catalyst for the schematic pieces and 
ȣǿǏǓȖǠǩȖǏǓǏ�ȠǦǓ�ǓǿșǷǩǹǾǓǿȠ�ȠǦȖȅȣǠǦ�ΛǦǩǉǦ�ȠǦǓ�ǟȅǹǏǓǏেƺȖǾ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǓǾǓȖǠǓǏ�
(ЙǠঀࢲ�ষঀ�eǦǓ�ƺȖǠȣǾǓǿȠ�ȠǦƺȠ�șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ȒȖȅǏȣǉǓǏ�ǟȖȅǾ�ȒǓǈǈǹǓș�ȒȖȅ-
vided a key foundation of the sculpting traditions is supported by both the 
assemblages and chronologies of the early Cycladic record. Sea pebbles, often 
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found in association with schematics, have been discovered in grave and settle-
ment contexts ranging from the Neolithic and throughout the Early Bronze 
Age (see Doumas 1977, 2017; Nymo et al. 2013; Rambach 2017; Renfrew 
�ষঀ�EƺȖǈǹǓ�șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉșॹ�ΛǦǩǉǦ�ЙȖșȠ�ƺȒȒǓƺȖ�ǩǿ�ȠǦǓࢹࢱࢱࢳ�ǈআ��ƺȒǦǓǩȖȅȒȅȣǹȅȣࢸࢲࢱࢳ
Neolithic, are the most common form of Cycladic sculpture during the Grot-
ȠƺেXǓǹȅș�ȒǓȖǩȅǏ�শǉƺঀࢱࢱࢳࢴ�৅ࢱࢱࢸࢳ����ষ�ƺǿǏ�ƺȖǓ�ȠǦǓ�ǹƺșȠ�șȠΡǹǓ�ȅǟ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�Ƞȅ�ǈǓ�
produced before the extinction of the tradition in the early Middle Bronze 
Age (ca. 2000–1900 BCE). Of further note, many of the ‘Apeiranthos’ sche-
matics from the Keros-Syros period (ca. 2800–2300 BCE) have ovoid heads 
with shaped noses revealing a close association with the folded-arm styles (see 
EƺȖȠǦƺȖǩࢸࢲࢱࢳ�আ�[ǓǿǟȖǓΛࢸࢲࢱࢳ�ƺষঀ�hǹȠǩǾƺȠǓǹΡॹ� ȠǦǓ� ȖǓǹƺȠǩȅǿșǦǩȒ�ǈǓȠΛǓǓǿ�ȒǓǈ-
bles, schematics, and the development of skill illuminates how engagement 
and transgenerational enculturation with simple materials can give rise to a 
unique aesthetic consciousness with complex social institutions and value 
forms.

Shaping the Earth

The foundations of aesthetic experience and tradition reside in the rela-
tionship between environment, materials, and perception. In the Cyclades, 
marble outcrops are common throughout the islands, lining the beaches with 
sea stones, and forming terrestrial deposits that extend deep into their interi-
ors. While marble is plentiful across the archipelago, the stone is most preva-
lent on the central islands of Paros and Naxos, the likely epicentre of early Cy-
cladic colonisation (Broodbank 2000: 116–117). The seafarers that became 
ȠǦǓ�ЙȖșȠ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ǩșǹƺǿǏǓȖș�ǈǓƺǉǦǓǏ�ȠǦǓǩȖ�ΚǓșșǓǹș�ƺȠȅȒ�ȒǓǈǈǹǓș�ȠǦƺȠ�ΛǓȖǓ�ȖƺǏǩƺǿȠ�
in the sun and luminescent beneath the moon. Exploring their new homes, 
they would have quickly discovered the red-tarnished stones with glittering 
ǉȅȖǓș�șǉƺȠȠǓȖǓǏ�ƺǉȖȅșș�ȠǦǓ�ǹƺǿǏșǉƺȒǓঀ�eǦǓ�ЙǿǓ�ǾƺȖǈǹǓș�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ��ΡǉǹƺǏǓș�ǩǿΚǩȠǓ�
ǓΠȒǓȖǩǾǓǿȠƺȠǩȅǿঀ�hǿǏȅȣǈȠǓǏǹΡॹ�ȠǦǓ�ȒȖǓǦǩșȠȅȖǩǉ�ǉȣǹȠȣȖǓș�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ƺǿǉǩǓǿȠ��ǓǠǓ-
an had numerous techniques that enabled them to think through the poten-
Ƞǩƺǹ�ȣșǓș�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ǾƺȠǓȖǩƺǹș�ǩǿ�ȠǦǓǩȖ�ǓǿΚǩȖȅǿǾǓǿȠঀ�2Ƞ�ǩș�ǹǩǷǓǹΡ�ȠǦƺȠ�ȠǦǓ�ЙȖșȠ�ǟȅȖǾș�
of engagement with marble, following physical inspection, were attempts to 
knap the stone. Through knapping, individuals would have been trying to 
discover if they could produce consistent patterns with well-honed crafting 
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techniques. Engagement with the weight, durability, hardness, texture, break-
age, and surface features informed how Cycladic people began to think (and 
feel) through the possibilities of marble. The islanders would have quickly 
learned that marble does not produce the conchoidal fracture patterns nec-
essary for traditional lithic industries. The porous and homogenous struc-
ture of marble randomly distributes the energy of knapping blows, leading to 
irregular breakages. However, the rough, crystalline faces formed from such 
breakages likely encouraged examination of the stone’s suitability for grinding 
and polishing, leading to further discovery. 

eǦǓ�ȒǦΡșǩǉƺǹ� ȒȖȅȒǓȖȠǩǓș� ȅǟ�ǾƺȠǓȖǩƺǹș� ǈȅȠǦ� ƺАȅȖǏ� ƺǿǏ� ǉȅǿșȠȖƺǩǿ� ȠǦǓ�Ȓȅș-
sibilities of engagement and aesthetic experience. Marble is a metamorphic 
ȖȅǉǷ�ΛǩȠǦ�ЙǿǓ�ǠȖƺǩǿǓǏॹ� ǩșȅȠȖȅȒǩǉ�ǉȖΡșȠƺǹǹǩǿǓ�șȠȖȣǉȠȣȖǓș�ȠǦƺȠ�ƺȖǓ�ȖǓǹƺȠǩΚǓǹΡ�Ǧȅ-
mogenous depending on the purity of carbonate rocks from which it forms. 
[ǓǉȖΡșȠƺǹǹǩșƺȠǩȅǿ�ǏȣȖǩǿǠ�ǾǓȠƺǾȅȖȒǦȅșǩș�ǠǩΚǓș�ȠǦǓ�ȖȅǉǷ�ƺ�ȒȅȖȅȣș�ǉȅǿЙǠȣȖƺȠǩȅǿ�
that is water absorbent, softening the marble in situ, leading to its gradual 
hardening through evaporation when exposed (Tambakopoulos and Mani-
atis 2017). These physical properties make marble a highly malleable, trans-
ǹȣǉǓǿȠॹ�ƺǿǏ�ȖȅǈȣșȠ�șȣǈșȠƺǿǉǓঀ�EƺȖǈǹǓ�ǓГǉǩǓǿȠǹΡ�ƺǿǏ�ȒȖǓǏǩǉȠƺǈǹΡ�ȠȖƺǿșǟǓȖș�Ƿǩ-
netic energy, transforming the artisan’s subtle and detailed actions into stable 
patterns. Steady and relatively light applications of consistent pressure with a 
coarse abrasive material can shape and smooth marble, allowing for intricate 
detail through consistent, rhythmic motor routines. 

Emery is considered the most likely tool employed by Cycladic sculptors. 
The stone is a granular and extremely hard metamorphic rock that is found 
in abundance on Naxos. The material provides excellent surfaces for all the 
ƺǉȠǩȅǿș� ȖǓȕȣǩȖǓǏ� ǩǿ� șǦƺȒǩǿǠ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓșঀ��� ǹǩǾǩȠǓǏ�ǿȣǾǈǓȖ�ȅǟ�ǓΠȒǓȖ-
ǩǾǓǿȠƺǹ� șȠȣǏǩǓș� ȣȠǩǹǩșǩǿǠ� ǓǾǓȖΡ� Ƞȅ�ȒȖȅǏȣǉǓ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ� ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș� ǦƺΚǓ� ǏǓǾȅǿ-
strated that skilled practitioners could produce simple schematic pieces from 
șǓƺ�ȒǓǈǈǹǓș�ǩǿ�ƺ�ǾƺȠȠǓȖ�ȅǟ�ǦȅȣȖșॹ�ƺǿǏ�ǾȅȖǓ�ǉȅǾȒǹǓΠ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǩǿ�ƺ�ǟǓΛ�ǏȅΦǓǿ�
শKȣșȠǩǿȅАࢸࢹࢺࢲ�আ�KȣșȠǩǿȅА�ƺǿǏ�'ǩȠȠȅǿࢵࢹࢺࢲ�আ�XƺȒƺǏƺȠȅș�ƺǿǏ�tǓǿǩǓȖǩșࢸࢲࢱࢳ�ষঀ�
Critically, these studies show that it was reasonably easy to learn the basics 
of sculpting, that the necessary materials were readily available, and that pro-
duction was quick for a skilled crafter. However, these experiments bridged 
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processes of intergenerational en-skilment that are measured in centuries. 

As with all natural phenomena, skill develops from the simple to the 
ǉȅǾȒǹǓΠঀ�^ȅǾǓ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ǓƺȖǹǩǓșȠ�ǾƺȖǈǹǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǟȅȣǿǏ�Ƞȅ�ǏƺȠǓ�ǉȅǾǓ�ǟȖȅǾ�ȠǦǓ�
Neolithic settlement on Saliagos, a small islet that formed as rising sea levels 
separated Paros and Antiparos. The site is believed to have been occupied for 
ȒȅșșǩǈǹΡ�ЙΚǓ�ǦȣǿǏȖǓǏ�ΡǓƺȖș�ΛǩȠǦ�ȖƺǏǩȅǉƺȖǈȅǿ�ǏƺȠǓș�ȒǹƺǉǩǿǠ�ȠǦǓ�șǓȠȠǹǓǾǓǿȠ�ǈǓ-
tween 5200 and 4500 BCE (Renfrew 2017b). Collections of stones found at 
^ƺǹǩƺǠȅșॹ�ƺș�ΛǓǹǹ�ƺș�ȅȠǦǓȖ�șǩȠǓșॹ�șȣǠǠǓșȠ�ȠǦƺȠ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ȒǓȅȒǹǓ�ЙȖșȠ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǾǓǿȠǓǏ�
with the marble sea stones (ЙǠঀࢳ�). Renfrew separates marble pieces found at 
the original site into three categories, “pebbles, schematic and nat-uralistic” 
শ[ǓǿǟȖǓΛࢸࢲࢱࢳ�ǈॸࢵࢳ�ষঀ��eǦǓ�ȒǓǈǈǹǓș�ƺȖǓ�МƺȠॹ�ȅǈǹȅǿǠ�șȠȅǿǓș�ȠǦƺȠ�ǦƺΚǓ�ǈǓǓǿ�৚Ȓȅǹ-
ished”, but it is unclear whether this is due to human action (Renfrew 2017b: 
28). If the pebbles were rounded by hand, their similarity to the ubiquitous 
marble sea stones would hardly have gone unnoticed. The application of Oc-
cam’s razor leads to the conclusion that the pebbles found in early Cycladic 
contexts are sea stones due to their availability and lower investment of time 
and energy.

[ǓǠƺȖǏǹǓșșॹ�ȒǓǈǈǹǓș�ǦǓǹǏ�șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿǉǓ�Ƞȅ�șȅǾǓ�ǏǓǠȖǓǓ�ȅȖ�ƺǿȅȠǦǓȖ�ȠǦȖȅȣǠǦ-
out the Early Bronze Age and were deposited with relative frequency in Grot-
ta-Pelos cemeteries, often accompanying schematics (see Rambach 2017). 
The detection of a painted eye on a pebble from a grave on Despotiko from 
this same period reveals both valuation of the objects as well as a clear associ-
ation with the body and suggests a continuity with the later painting of fold-
ǓǏেƺȖǾ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�শ/ǓǿǏȖǩΠࢴࢱࢱࢳ�ॸࢱࢴࢵ�ষঀ�Kǟ�ǟȣȖȠǦǓȖ�ǿȅȠǓ�ǩș�ȠǦǓ�ȖǩȠȣƺǹ�ǏǓȒȅșǩȠǩȅǿ�
of sea stones at Dhaskalio-Kavos (Nymo et al. 2013) which, as I have argued 
elsewhere, provided a gestalt resource for conceptualising the magnitudes of 
ΚǩșǩȠȅȖș�Ƞȅ�ȠǦǓ�șǩȠǓ�ȅΚǓȖ�ȠǩǾǓ�শ�șȠȅǿࢱࢳࢱࢳ�ॸࢳࢲ�৅ࢶࢲষঀ�2ȖȖǓșȒǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�șȒǓǉǩЙǉ�
meanings or uses of the pebbles, there can be little doubt that they were ob-
ǴǓǉȠș�ȅǟ�șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿǉǓ�ǩǿ�ȠǦǓ��ƺȖǹΡ��ȖȅǿΦǓ��ǠǓ��ΡǉǹƺǏǓșঀ

The ways in which materials capture attention and shape interactive possi-
ǈǩǹǩȠǩǓș�ǉƺȠƺǹΡșǓ�ȠǦǓ�ǏǓΚǓǹȅȒǾǓǿȠ�ȅǟ�șǷǩǹǹঀ�eǦǓ�ЙǿǏș�ǟȖȅǾ�^ƺǹǩƺǠȅș�ȖǓΚǓƺǹ�ǾȣǉǦ�
ƺǈȅȣȠ�ȠǦǓ�ȅȖǩǠǩǿș�ȅǟ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�șǉȣǹȒȠǩǿǠঀ�eǦȖǓǓ�șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǓș�ΛǓȖǓ�ǟȅȣǿǏ�
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alongside the marble pebbles at the site (Renfrew 2017b). One of the clearly 
crafted forms is a thick symmetrical piece that conforms generally to the shape 
ȅǟ�ǾȅȖǓ�ǏǓǹǩǉƺȠǓ�șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�শЙǠঀࢴ�). Its dimensions are quite like the 
three oblong pebbles that were found. However, it has two protruding nubs 
that are reminiscent of the ‘arms’ found on schematic pieces. It is quite plausi-
ǈǹǓ�ȠǦƺȠ�ȠǦǩș�ȒǩǓǉǓ�Λƺș�ƺǿ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǾǓǿȠॹ�ȣșǓǏ�ǟȅȖ�ȠȖƺǩǿǩǿǠॹ�ȅȖ�șǩǾȒǹΡ�ȣǿЙǿǩșǦǓǏঀ�
The clustering of pebbles and schematics in the same archaeological context is 
indicative of a conceptual relationship between an ostensibly raw, sea-formed 
material and the manufactured schematics. The dimensions and characteris-
Ƞǩǉș�ȅǟ�ǾƺȖǈǹǓ�șǓƺ�șȠȅǿǓș�ȒȖȅΚǩǏǓ�ƺǿ�ǓΠǉǓǹǹǓǿȠ�ȠǓǾȒǹƺȠǓ�ǟȅȖ�șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓșॹ�
ƺǿǏ�ȣȠǩǹǩșǩǿǠ� șǓƺ� șȠȅǿǓș� șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿȠǹΡ� ȖǓǏȣǉǓș� ȠǦǓ� ǹƺǈȅȣȖ� ȖǓȕȣǩȖǓǏ� Ƞȅ� ƺǉȕȣǩȖǓ�
and process the material. Numerous pebbles with the general proportions 
and smooth features of schematic pieces are readily at hand during a quick 
stroll on most beaches in the Cyclades. The simplest hypothesis, given the 
ǓΚǩǏǓǿǉǓॹ�ǩș�ȠǦƺȠ�șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿȠ�ƺșȒǓǉȠș�ȅǟ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ǓǿșǷǩǹǾǓǿȠ�ΛǩȠǦ�ǾƺȖǈǹǓ�ȅȖǩǠǩ-
nated through engagement with sea stones.

Eliciting Form

Aesthetic traditions emerge from a developmental continuum that en-
ȠΛǩǿǓș�ǩǿǏǩΚǩǏȣƺǹ�ǓǿșǷǩǹǾǓǿȠ�ΛǩȠǦ�ȠȖƺǿșǠǓǿǓȖƺȠǩȅǿƺǹ�ǓǿǉȣǹȠȣȖƺȠǩȅǿঀ�eǦǓ�ЙȖșȠ�
sculptures were produced from pieces that could be held in the hand, forming 
the locus around which the rest of the body engaged the material with a reper-
toire of pecking, cutting, scraping, drilling, abrading, grinding, and polishing 
ȠǓǉǦǿǩȕȣǓșঀ�2ǿǏǩΚǩǏȣƺǹ�șǓǿșȅȖǩǾȅȠȅȖ�ȖȅȣȠǩǿǓș�ǩǿǩȠǩƺȠǓǏ�șȒǓǉǩЙǉ�ǉǦƺǿǠǓș�ǩǿ�ȠǦǓ�
marble, and by shaping recognisable patterns in marble, the crafter worked 
Ƞȅ�ǏǩȖǓǉȠ� ƺȠȠǓǿȠǩȅǿ� ƺǿǏ�ЙǿǓ�ǾȅȠȅȖ� șǷǩǹǹș� Ƞȅ� ǟȣȖȠǦǓȖ� ǓǹǩǉǩȠ� ǟȅȖǾঀ� 2ǿ� ȠǦǩș�ΛƺΡॹ�
crafting provided perceptual feedback that elicited behavioural responses, re-
sulting in a recursive process of transformations in stone, perception, and ac-
tion. As Malafouris states, “the tool guides the grip, the grip shapes the hand, 
the hand makes the tool, and engaging the tool shapes the mind” (Malafouris 
�ষঀ�eǦǓ�ЙȖșȠ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǾǓǿȠș�ΛǩȠǦ�ǾƺȖǈǹǓ�ΛǓȖǓ�ȒȖȅǈƺǈǹΡ�ƺǉȠș�ȅǟ�ЙǏǏǹǩǿǠࢵࢸࢲ�ॸࢴࢲࢱࢳ
and discovery undertaken in free moments. As individuals became more ha-
bituated to the stone’s interactive possibilities, exploratory actions coalesced 
ǩǿȠȅ�ΛȅȖǷ�ȖǦΡȠǦǾș�ƺǿǏ�ǈǓǦƺΚǩȅȣȖƺǹ�șǓȕȣǓǿǉǓș�ȠǦƺȠ�șȠȖȣǉȠȣȖǓǏ�ȠǦǓ�МȅΛ�ȅǟ�ȒȖȅ-
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duction (Wynn and Coolidge 2014). Over time, individual learning cohered 
into the procedures and methods that are the hallmarks of expert performance 
and teachable experience.

Schematics created from pebbles appear to have been central to the en-
skilment process which generated the Cycladic sculpting traditions. Devel-
ȅȒǾǓǿȠƺǹǹΡॹ�ȠǦǩș�ǾƺǷǓș�ǩǿȠȣǩȠǩΚǓ�șǓǿșǓॹ�ƺș�ȠǦǓ�șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ΛȅȣǹǏ�ǦƺΚǓ�
functioned well as a means of training the basic motions, techniques, and 
forms of the craft.1�eǦǓșǓ� șǩǾȒǹǓ� ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș� ǹǩǷǓǹΡ� ǈǹȣȖȖǓǏ� ȠǦǓ� ǹǩǿǓș� ǈǓȠΛǓǓǿ�
learning and play, training device and toy (Bailey 2014). Pebbles provided 
plentiful, symmetrical templates upon which to learn sculpting techniques 
ƺǿǏ� ȖƺȒǩǏǹΡ� ȒȖȅǏȣǉǓ� ǉȅǾȒǹǓȠǓǏ� ǟȅȖǾșঀ�eǦǓ� ƺȖǠȣǾǓǿȠ� ȠǦƺȠ� șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ� ЙǠȣ-
rines provided a developmental locus through which Cycladic sculpting tra-
ditions were enculturated helps to explain their duration long after the cul-
ȠȣȖƺǹ�ǉǓǿȠȖƺǹǩȠΡ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ǦƺǏ�ǈǓǓǿ�ǏǩșȒǹƺǉǓǏঀ�^ǓΚǓȖƺǹ�ȒȣȠƺȠǩΚǓ�ȖȅǹǓș�ǟȅȖ�
the schematics have been discussed, such as charms or other ritualistic devices 
(Sotirakopoulou 2005) or as “less expensive” alternatives to the folded-arm 
ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�শ/ȅАǾƺǿࢳࢱࢱࢳ�ॸࢶࢵࢶ�ষঀ�eǦǓ�ǾȣǹȠǩȒǹǩǉǩȠΡ�ȅǟ�ǾǓƺǿǩǿǠș�ƺǿǏ�ȖǓǹƺȠǩȅǿ-
ships that the schematic pieces were likely to have substantiated are ultimately 
unknowable. Regardless, it is important to recognise that such pieces formed 
part of the environment in which Cycladic children developed.2 In this light, 
ȠǦǓ�șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ�ȒǩǓǉǓș�ǉƺǿ�ǈǓ�ȣǿǏǓȖșȠȅȅǏ�ƺș�ǉȖǩȠǩǉƺǹ�ǏǓΚǓǹȅȒǾǓǿȠƺǹ�șǉƺАȅǹǏǩǿǠ�
for learning about the meaning, uses and creation of marble forms.

�Ƞ�^ƺǹǩƺǠȅș� ȠǦǓȖǓ�ΛǓȖǓ� ȠΛȅॹ�ǾȅȖǓ�ǏǓǹǩǉƺȠǓǹΡ� șǦƺȒǓǏॹ� șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓșঀ�
One is only a fragment of an elongated neck; however, the other is a fully 
intact ‘violin’ piece, by far the most impressive marble artefact found at the 
site (ЙǠঀࢵ�). Finely crafted with a rounded torso, arm stumps and an extended 

�vǩȠǦ�ǿȅ�ȒȖǓΚǩȅȣș�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǓǿǉǓ�2�Λƺș�ƺǈǹǓ�Ƞȅ�ȣșǓ�ƺ�ȒǩǓǉǓ�ȅǟ�ǓǾǓȖΡ�Ƞȅ�șǦƺȒǓ�ƺ�șǉǦǓǾƺȠǩǉ�ǟȅȖǾੋࢲ
from a marble sea pebble measuring 2.5×3.5 centimetres in roughly thirty minutes.

�2Ƞੋࢳ ǩș�ΛȅȖȠǦ�ǿȅȠǩǿǠ� ȠǦƺȠ�(ȖƺΚǓࢸࢸ��ƺȠ�XƺǿƺΡǩƺ�ȅǿ�XƺȖȅșॹ�ΛǦǩǉǦ� ǩș� ǉȅǿșǩǏǓȖǓǏ�ƺ�ǉǦǩǹǏঢ়ș�ǠȖƺΚǓॹ�
contained a violin schematic (Rambach 2017: 66).
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neck bearing a notch, the piece shares a striking resemblance with the sche-
ǾƺȠǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ȠǦƺȠ�ΛǓȖǓ�ǉȖǓƺȠǓǏ�ȠǦȖȅȣǠǦȅȣȠ�ȠǦǓ�ǓǿȠǩȖǓ�ȒǦƺșǓ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�
sculpting traditions. The piece is small but elegantly symmetrical, combining 
rectilinear and curvilinear lines to suggest a body and appendages. The long 
arms and necks, round waists, deep grooves, angles, and curves that form the 
schematic pieces required the full repertoire of sensorimotor skills necessary 
to create Cycladic sculpture. The symmetry of the piece shows that individual 
characteristics were subordinated to the conceptual unity of the whole. Im-
portantly, humans have heightened perception of and attention to symmetry 
(Kootstra et al. 2008; Sasaki et al. 2005) involving a distinct neural network 
that includes the extrastriate areas of the human brain (Bertamini and Mak-
in 2014). The perception of visual symmetry in novel and abstract patterns 
șȒȅǿȠƺǿǓȅȣșǹΡ�ȒȖȅǏȣǉǓș�ȒȅșǩȠǩΚǓ� ƺАǓǉȠ� শXǓǉǉǦǩǿǓǿǏƺ� ǓȠ� ƺǹঀ� �ষࢵࢲࢱࢳ ƺǿǏ� șȠȣǏ-
ies show a robust preference for symmetry in human bodies (Bertamini et al. 
2013; Rhodes et al. 1998; Tovée et al. 2000). The Saliagos violin schematic 
ȖǓΚǓƺǹș�ǿȅȠ�ȅǿǹΡ�șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿȠ�ƺȠȠǓǿȠǩȅǿƺǹ�ǟȅǉȣș�ǏǩȖǓǉȠǓǏ�ȠȅΛƺȖǏș�ǾƺȖǈǹǓ�ƺǿǏ�ȠǦǓ�
ǏǓΚǓǹȅȒǾǓǿȠ�ȅǟ�șǉȣǹȒȠǩǿǠ�ȠǓǉǦǿǩȕȣǓșॹ�ǈȣȠ�ƺǹșȅ�ȒǹǓƺșȣȖƺǈǹǓ�ƺАǓǉȠǩΚǓ�șȠƺȠǓș�Ǔǹǩǉ-
ited from the perception and creation of symmetry.

The responsiveness of the human perceptual system to symmetry and 
bodies can be related to the discussion of peak shift phenomena in neuro-
aesthetics (Ramachandran and Hirstein 1999). Peak shift describes the sig-
ǿǩЙǉƺǿȠ�ǏǩȖǓǉȠǩȅǿƺǹ�ǈǩƺșǓș�ȅǟ�ǈǓǦƺΚǩȅȣȖƺǹ�ȖǓșȒȅǿșǓș�Ƞȅ�ȠǦǓ�ȒǓȖǉǓȒȠǩȅǿ�ȅǟ�ǓΠƺǠ-
gerated characteristics. Given that symmetry, human bodies, and exaggerated 
features capture attention, it is possible to posit an important feedback loop 
ǩǿ�ȠǦǓ�ǏǓΚǓǹȅȒǾǓǿȠ�ȅǟ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�șǉȣǹȒȠǩǿǠঀ�eǦǓ�ǾȅȖǓ�ȠǦƺȠ�ȠǦǓ�ЙȖșȠ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǾǓǿȠș�
produced distinctly recognisable patterns, particularly those that resembled 
the body, the more these activities reinforced curiosity, exploration, and ex-
perimentation. However, a shortcoming of neuroaesthetic accounts is that 
they tend to view material culture as an epiphenomenon of neural activation 
patterns (see Hicks and Prezioso 2021 for a critique). Peak shift phenomena 
should not be viewed as a source of behaviour, but as a pattern of attention-
al reinforcement that supports human engagement and learning. Marble was 
not merely a passive substance upon which Cycladic brains imposed them-
selves, but an active participant that helped structure attention and suggested 
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ȒƺȠȠǓȖǿș�ȅǟ�ǓǿǠƺǠǓǾǓǿȠ�Ƞȅ�ȠǦǓ�ЙȖșȠ�șǉȣǹȒȠȅȖșঀ�

The existence of neural architecture and developmental processes that 
support perception of the body has several implications upon the feedback 
dynamics involved in Cycladic sculpting. Perception and interaction with the 
human form is central to human cognitive development and evolution, form-
ing the foundations of our intersubjective realities (Aston 2019). The human 
form triggers activity across areas of the brain involved in perception, pro-
prioception, body schema, attentional focus, self-concept, and individuation 
(Downing et al. 2004; Haxby et al. 2000; Peelen and Downing 2007). Body 
selective neural networks are integrated into the nonlinear dynamics of brains, 
bodies, and environments, enabling humans to engage in complex behaviour. 
Hadji (2016: 35) articulates this entanglement in relation to crafting:       

“objects are made by a conscious subject, they also shape individual cognition lit-
erally through muscular training and neuronal adaptation; thus they open new gate-
ways to some of the statistically possible trillions of synapses in the human brain”.

For example, the extrastriate body area is involved in the perception of 
one’s own body parts and those of other people, as well as goal-directed motor 
ƺǉȠǩȅǿș�শ�șȠƺЙǓΚ�ǓȠ�ƺǹঀࢵࢱࢱࢳ�ষঀ�eǦǩș�ȖǓǹƺȠǩȅǿșǦǩȒ�șȣǠǠǓșȠș�ȠǦƺȠ�ǷǩǿƺǓșȠǦǓȠǩǉ�ƺǿǏ�
visual feedback from sculpting was activating areas of the brain implicated in 
distinguishing self and others. Studies have also revealed that the extrastriate 
body area integrates haptic perception of bodies even when visual perception 
of the body is obscured (Costantini et al. 2011). In other words, shaping mar-
ble bodies elicited dense neural feedback in regions of the brain that support 
ȠǦǓ�ȒǓȖǉǓȒȠǩȅǿॹ�ǩǏǓǿȠǩЙǉƺȠǩȅǿॹ�ƺǿǏ�ǓǿǠƺǠǓǾǓǿȠ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ǈȅǏΡঀ3 

-2Ƞ�ǩș�ǩǾȒȅȖȠƺǿȠ�Ƞȅ�ǿȅȠǓ�ȠǦƺȠ�ƺǓșȠǦǓȠǩǉ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǓǿǉǓ�ǩș�ǿȅȠ�ȖǓǏȣǉǩǈǹǓ�Ƞȅ�ȒƺȠȠǓȖǿș�șȣǉǦ�ƺș�șΡǾǾǓੋࢴ
try and perceptual dynamics in the nervous system in some universalising sense. Rather, such 
evidence can help to identify constituent processes in the emergence of culturally contingent 
forms of aesthetic consciousness.
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The foundations of aesthetic experience lie in the relationship between 
materials, attention, and engagement. Malafouris and Koukouti (2020: 212) 
state that “aesthetic consciousness can be distinguished from other types of 
consciousness in that it embodies a special mode of immersive attention”. 
�ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ� ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș� ƺȖǓ� ƺ� ȒƺȖȠǩǉȣǹƺȖǹΡ� ȖȅǈȣșȠ� ǓΠƺǾȒǹǓ� ȅǟ� ȠǦǓ� ȖǓǹƺȠǩȅǿșǦǩȒ�ǈǓ-
tween bodies, attention, and intersubjectivity, and the artefacts can be un-
derstood as attention capturing technologies (Aston 2020: 594–597). The 
relationship between material properties, making and intersubjectivity ena-
bles us to understand how unique, culturally contingent forms of aesthetic 
consciousness can emerge. The ability to generate attentional focus is central 
Ƞȅ�ȠǦǓ�ǏǓΚǓǹȅȒǾǓǿȠ�ȅǟ�șȅǉǩƺǹ�ǉȅǠǿǩȠǩȅǿঀ��ǦǩǹǏȖǓǿ�șǉƺАȅǹǏ�ȠǦǓ�ǏǓΚǓǹȅȒǾǓǿȠ�ȅǟ�
joint attention on objects and shared attention between individuals through 
gaze following, gesture and focusing upon and mimicking adults (Behne et 
al. 2005; Carpenter et al. 1998; Tomasello and Carpenter 2007; Tomasello 
et al. 2005; Warneken and Tomasello 2007). It is through shared attention 
and exploratory actions that children learn the culturally canonical uses of 
artefacts, which arguably underpin the development of concept formation 
(Alessandroni 2020; Alessandroni and Rodríguez 2019). Material culture’s 
ƺǈǩǹǩȠΡ� Ƞȅ�ǾǓǏǩƺȠǓ�ƺȠȠǓǿȠǩȅǿ�ƺǿǏ� ǩǿȠǓȖƺǉȠǩȅǿ�ȒȖȅΚǩǏǓș�ƺАȅȖǏƺǿǉǓș� ǟȅȖ�ƺǉȠǩȅǿ�
and semiotic resources which coordinate the development and enculturation 
of intersubjectivity (see Aston 2019, 2020, 2021a). The way in which adults 
engaged with the pieces shaped the attentional space through which meaning-
ful and culturally appropriate interactions with the sculptures were learned. 
'ȣȖȠǦǓȖǾȅȖǓॹ�ΛǦǩǹǓ� ȠǦǓ� șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿǉǓ�ȅǟ�ǦƺȒȠǩǉ�ȒǓȖǉǓȒȠǩȅǿ� ǩș�ȅǈΚǩȅȣș�ǏȣȖǩǿǠ�
ȠǦǓ�ǉȖƺǟȠǩǿǠ�ȒȖȅǉǓșșॹ�ȠǦǓ�ǩǾȒȅȖȠƺǿǉǓ�ȅǟ�ȠƺǉȠǩǹǓ�ǩǿȠǓȖƺǉȠǩȅǿș�ΛǩȠǦ�ЙǿǩșǦǓǏ�ȒǩǓǉǓș�
should not be overlooked. The physical handling and performances with the 
objects were an important means through which associative learning and af-
fective attachments developed. It was through transgenerational engagement 
with marble that Cycladic people generated a distinctive cultural aesthetics 
and semiotics that was bound together by material properties, perceptual dy-
namics, skilled behaviour, and performative ritual. 
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Conclusion: The Value of Aesthetics

Cycladic fascination with marble sea stones appears to have catalysed a 
roughly 3000-year process of transgenerational enskilment and collective 
value formation. Through haptic and visual feedback, the Cycladic marble 
sculptors could elicit two fundamental patterns in marble, curvilinear and 
ȖǓǉȠǩǹǩǿǓƺȖ�ǉȅǿȠȅȣȖșঀ�eǦȖȅȣǠǦ�ȠǦǓ�ƺАȅȖǏƺǿǉǓș�ȅǟ�ǾƺȖǈǹǓ�ǓǾǓȖǠǓǏ�ƺ�ǉȖƺǟȠǩǿǠ�
tradition that persisted for millennia and reshaped Cycladic concepts of the 
body, identity and community, not as preformed ideas that were imposed 
upon the material but as an outcome of these interactions. Skill brings to-
ǠǓȠǦǓȖ�৚ȠǦǓ�ȖǓșǩșȠƺǿǉǓș�ȅǟ�ǾƺȠǓȖǩƺǹșॹ�ǈȅǏǩǹΡ�ǠǓșȠȣȖǓș�ƺǿǏ�ȠǦǓ�МȅΛș�ȅǟ�șǓǿșȅȖΡ�
experience, [and] rhythmically couples action and perception along paths of 
movement” (Ingold 2011: 16). Likewise, the presentation and apprehension 
of skilfully made objects supports collective attention, shared understanding, 
and communal performances. The role of marble pebbles within the Cycladic 
sculpting traditions helps to reveal how materials, perception, skill, and inter-
action are embedded within developmental processes and social relationships 
that generate unique, culturally contingent forms of aesthetic experience.

Enskilment with the material properties of marble facilitated the emer-
gence of collective sign relations and ritual performances on a regional scale, 
ƺ�ȖǓƺǹǩȠΡ�ǾƺǏǓ�ƺȒȒƺȖǓǿȠ�ǈΡ�ȠǦǓ�ǩǉȅǿǩǉǩȠΡ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ǟȅǹǏǓǏেƺȖǾ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ƺǿǏ�ȠǦǓǩȖ�
intentional destruction, transportation, and deposition on the island of Ker-
os. The nested relationships between making and social organisation reveal 
the multiple dimensions of aesthetic experience as embodied, materially con-
stituted and socially enacted phenomena. This perspective allows us to engage 
in not only an archaeology of past aesthetic experience, but to also examine 
ȅȣȖ�ȅΛǿ�ǉȣǹȠȣȖƺǹ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǓǿǉǓș�ȅǟ�ƺǓșȠǦǓȠǩǉș�ǾȅȖǓ�ǓАǓǉȠǩΚǓǹΡঀ�eǦǩș�ǏΡǿƺǾǩǉ�ǉƺǿ�
ǈǓ�ȅǈșǓȖΚǓǏ�ǩǿ�ȒƺȖƺǹǹǓǹ�ȠǦȖȅȣǠǦ�ȠǦǓ�ǦǩșȠȅȖΡ�ȅǟ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓșঀ�/ȣǿǏȖǓǏșॹ�
ǩǟ�ǿȅȠ� ȠǦȅȣșƺǿǏș�ȅǟ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ΛǓȖǓ� ȖǩȠȣƺǹǩșȠǩǉƺǹǹΡ�ǈȖȅǷǓǿॹ�ƺǿǏ� ȠǦǓǩȖ�
fragments deposited on the island of Keros (Renfrew 2015). Akin to a sand 
ǾƺǿǏƺǹƺॹ�ƺ�șǩǠǿǩЙǉƺǿȠ�ȒƺȖȠ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ��ΡǉǹƺǏǩǉ�ƺǓșȠǦǓȠǩǉ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǓǿǉǓ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�șǉȣǹȒ-
tures was constituted through the destruction of the objects. No single act 
could contrast more profoundly with the modern practice of preserving the 
ƺȖȠǓǟƺǉȠș�ǈǓǦǩǿǏ�Ǡǹƺșș�ǉƺșǓșঀ�eǦǓ�ƺАǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ǓΠȒǓȖǩǓǿǉǓș�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�șǉȣǹȒȠȣȖǓș�ΛǓȖǓ�
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partially generated through smashing them into pieces, involving the physi-
cal force required to break large marble artefacts, the sounds of breakage, the 
tactility and heft of fragments, all plausibly within contexts of collective at-
ȠǓǿȠǩȅǿঀ�^ȣǉǦ�ȒǓȖǟȅȖǾƺȠǩΚǓ�ƺǉȠș�ǠǓǿǓȖƺȠǓǏ�ȠǦǓ�৚ƺАǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ƺȠȠȣǿǓǾǓǿȠ৛�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�
aesthetic relationship with the materials (Malafouris and Koukouti 2020) in 
ΛƺΡș�ȠǦƺȠ�ǦǓǹȒǓǏ�Ƞȅ�șȣǈșȠƺǿȠǩƺȠǓ�ȠǦǓ�ǾǓƺǿǩǿǠ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ƺș�ǾƺȠǓȖǩƺǹ�șǩǠǿș�
of collective value and identity (Aston 2020, 2021a). As I have written pre-
viously, “ritual can be understood as a cognitive strategy that lends a kind of 
ড়ȅǈǴǓǉȠ�ȒǓȖǾƺǿǓǿǉǓঢ়� Ƞȅ� șȅǉǩƺǹ� ȖǓǹƺȠǩȅǿșǦǩȒș�ǈΡ�ȅȖǠƺǿǩșǩǿǠ� ǓǿǓȖǠǓȠǩǉ�МȅΛș�ȅǟ�
persons and materials into enduring patterns of interaction” (Aston 2021b: 
�ষঀ�eǦǓ�ƺǓșȠǦǓȠǩǉ�ǏǩǾǓǿșǩȅǿș�ȅǟ�ȖǩȠȣƺǹ�ǦǓǹȒ�Ƞȅ�ǠǓǿǓȖƺȠǓ�ȠǦǓ�ƺАǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ΚƺǹǓǿǉǓࢲࢲ
of social relationships and substantiate their value.

Some four thousand years after the extinction of Cycladic sculpting tra-
ditions, the Aegean archaeological record was ritualistically fragmented and 
ȖǓǩǿǉȅȖȒȅȖƺȠǓǏ�ǩǿȠȅ�ƺ�ǏǩАǓȖǓǿȠ�ȖǓǹƺȠǩȅǿșǦǩȒ�ȅǟ�ΚƺǹȣǓ�ƺǿǏ�ǩǏǓǿȠǩȠΡঀ�KǿǉǓ�ƺǠƺǩǿॹ�
ȒǓȖǟȅȖǾƺȠǩΚǓ�ƺǉȠǩȅǿș�ƺǿǏ�ǉȅǹǹǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ƺȠȠǓǿȠǩȅǿ�ǩǿΚȅǹΚǩǿǠ�ȠǦǓ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓș�ΛǓȖǓ�ȣșǓǏ�
Ƞȅ�ǠǓǿǓȖƺȠǓ�ȠǦǓ�ƺАǓǉȠǩΚǓ�ƺȠȠƺǉǦǾǓǿȠș�ƺǿǏ�ǾǓƺǿǩǿǠș�ȅǟ�ƺ�ǏǩАǓȖǓǿȠ�șȅǉǩǓȠΡঀ�eǦǓ�
grandiloquent claims of artistic geniuses, hushed observation and tasteful 
ǴȣǏǠǓǾǓǿȠ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ǏǩșȒǹƺΡǓǏ�ЙǠȣȖǩǿǓșॹ�ȠǦǓ�ȖǩșǓ�ƺǿǏ�ǟƺǹǹ�ȅǟ�ȠǦǓ�ƺȣǉȠǩȅǿ�ǦƺǾǾǓȖॹ�
the re-entombment of the artefacts into private collections, are all a form of 
ȖǩȠȣƺǹ�ȅǈșǓȖΚƺȠǩȅǿ�ƺǿǏ�ȖǓǩЙǉƺȠǩȅǿ�ȅǟ�ȅȣȖ�ȅΛǿ�ȒǓǉȣǹǩƺȖ�ǉȣǹȠȣȖƺǹ�ǿǓΠȣș�ȅǟ�ƺȖȠॹ�ǩǿ-
dividualism, property, and commodity. Art has been culturally positioned as 
a vehicle of transcendental experience through which human genius and cre-
ativity escape the brute, mechanistic rationality of modernity, with the con-
cept of beauty functioning as a substitute for the divine in secular society. Art 
objects, conceptualised within the logics of Cartesian substance dualism, are 
viewed as pure manifestations of the mind’s symbolic capacities (see also As-
ton 2021b). It is this abstraction of art that gives it its distinctive cultural value 
in the contemporary world. Seen as irreducible to instrumental and function-
alist logics, art becomes a speculative commodity par excellence—material ab-
stractions with near limitless capacity to accommodate monetary abstraction. 
The archaeology of aesthetic experience should be decoupled from the fram-
ing of art as a property of creative genius imprinted upon materials. Aesthet-
ic experience is invariably entwined with ideology because it is impossible to 
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ǓΠȠȖǩǉƺȠǓ�ȒǓȖǉǓȒȠǩȅǿॹ�ƺАǓǉȠ�ƺǿǏ�ǾƺȠǓȖǩƺǹ�ǉȣǹȠȣȖǓ�ǟȖȅǾ�șȅǉǩƺǹ� ǩǿȠǓȖƺǉȠǩȅǿঀ��ǹǹ�
value forms and ritual practices are laden with distinct, culturally contingent 
forms of aesthetic consciousness. The critical task for archaeologists is to be 
aware of our own cultural matrix of aesthetics, personhood, art, ritual, and 
value. 
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Fig. 2. Marble pebbles from Saliagos. 
After Renfrew 2017b: Figure 3.10.

Fig. 3. Shaped marble piece from Saliagos. 
After Renfrew 2017b: Figure 3.9.

Fig. 4. Saliagos violin piece, Archaeological Museum of Paros.
After Renfrew 2017b: Figure 3.7.
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