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Exhibition: Permanent Good Stream, Some Rocks March 24 - April 23, 2022 at Sullivan+Strumpf Sydney

+EMAIL ART@SULLIVANSTRUMPF.COM TO REQUEST A REVIEW BEFORE MARCH 24

Alex Seton: 
A friend, a pond, a boat 
and a stream 
There’s a lot I’ve come to know about Alex over the dozen or so 
years of our acquaintance. But perhaps his most defining quality is so 
ingrained it’s almost ontological—it’s an energy. He is absolutely alive 
to the world.

By Kate Britton

Alex Seton in his studio, 2022
Photo: Mark Pokorny
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Alex Seton
All History is Ancient History (detail), 2022
Wombeyan marble (NSW) from the traditional 
land of the Gundungurra
141 x 82 x 4 cm
Photo: Mark Pokorny 
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I don’t remember the exact circumstances under which 
Alex Seton and I met. Knowing the mutual acquaintance 
who introduced us, it was probably in a bar. And in a 
bar we might have stayed, were I not undertaking an 
interminable PhD and—the perennial student—struggling 
to make ends meet. Early on, I learned something 
about Alex that I know to be true to this day: he’s a very 
generous friend. Knowing virtually nothing about me 
except that I needed money, he offered me a job in his 
studio, a role I had no particular experience or skill to 
bring to—I was a barista-cum-aspiring-cultural-theorist 
who’d never laid a finger on a tool. 

At the time, I thought ‘why not?’. Looking back, I think 
this was one of those germinal moments, a beginning 
of sorts. The arts—working with artists, grappling with 
thorny questions and abstract ideas, striving (though 
not always succeeding) to work in solidarity—have given 
shape to my life as I know it. Hindsight is a powerful thing. 
So off I went to work in Alex’s studio helping him carve 
the marble he loves so dearly. Carving soon gave way to 
a more natural talent—administration—and eventually, 
we settled into a mutually satisfying relationship based 
on discussion and debate, the odd glass of wine and my 
futile attempts to find time in the studio diary for Alex to 
take a break. Visiting the studio to talk about this article, 
I discovered he’s still trying to take this same break, more 
than a decade later. That’s another thing about Alex: he 
works, hard. 

Throughout my years on and off at the studio, I watched 
the production of some impactful shows. I watched Alex 
grapple with the violence of Australian nationalism, the 
troubling politics of the so-called ‘war on terror’, the 

horror and tragedy of our government’s detention of 
asylum seekers. In elegiac marble he carved our nation’s 
headlines—big picture stuff: war, politics, the machinations 
of the state. I can tell you without doubt that these 
shows have always been personal, whether that has been 
apparent to his audiences or not. But broadly speaking, 
one could reasonably call that particular period of Alex’s 
career a sort of global positioning; an interrogation 
of what shapes the world we live in, and how we are 
complicit in these unintelligible webs of power and 
control. 

In his most recent shows, together a sort of loosely 
thematic triptych, Alex has concertinaed this focus. When 
grappling with the world, we must eventually reckon with 
our own place in it, how—and with what privileges—our 
perspectives are forged and take their place in the world. 
This recent triad of shows lift the (marble) veil on the 
things that have shaped Alex’s perspective, in particular 
the two years and two months he spent as a boy living in a 
small off-grid house built by his father near the Wombeyan 
quarry that would come to shape his life and work so. 
The most recent of these shows, Permanent good stream, 
some rocks, takes its title from the adverts placed for the 
rugged nature block on which the house is built. 

Unlike his more overtly political undertakings, which 
have tended to be resolutely singular in their focus and 
expression, Permanent good stream, some rocks is about 
many things, in the same way Alex himself is made up of 
many qualities. If you, like me, have ever found yourself 
in a bar with Alex Seton, you’ll know that his is a hungry 
mind. Conversations leap fervently from current affairs 
to obscure literature to art world gossip and back again, 

Alex Seton: 
A friend, a pond, a boat and a stream 

“I can tell you without doubt that these 
shows have always been personal, 
whether that has been apparent to his 
audiences or not.”
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Alex Seton in his studio, 2022.
Photo: Mark Pokorny
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Alex Seton working on All History is Ancient 
History in his studio, 2022. Photo: Mark Pokorny

Alex Seton: 
A friend, a pond, a boat and a stream 



always after first enquiring about the health of your 
family. To take in this latest exhibition is akin to a night 
spent in conversation with Alex. It riffs on family history, 
materialism, philosophical paradox, digital culture, and 
transcendentalism, burning with questions. What does it 
mean to work with stone extracted from Country? How can 
we ever find truth in the endless stream of data in which 
we are immersed? If every plank of the Ship of Theseus is 
gradually replaced, is it the same ship? All this, delivered 
with characteristic humour (another of Alex’s qualities: 
an insatiable passion for puns). Many concerns, which 
ultimately boil down to a single focus—memory. 

And why not turn to memory? After all, in the times we 
find ourselves living, it is our memories that sustain us and 
give us hope. We remember that things were not always 
like this. We weigh our good times against our anxiety, 
past journeys against current ennui. It’s something that 
has haunted much of Alex’s work, when you look for it. 
He has ever been concerned with how we remember 
and memorialise history, how we might remember 
(and judge) our present actions with the wisdom of 
hindsight, and what responsibility each of us bears for this 
remembering. In Permanent good stream, some rocks, we 
see these questions laid at the artist’s feet. A maturing, an 
acknowledgement that to know the world we must know 
ourselves—to change the world we must reckon with our 
own changing. And the inevitable doubt—can we ever 
really know anything, given the fallibility of memory?

Two works sit at the centre of Permanent good stream, 
some rocks, a pair of sheepskin rugs, ornately carved in 
marble. One bears a quote from the Italian philosopher 
Benedetto Croce, that ‘all history is contemporary history’.

The other, a quote from Antonio Banderas (presumed to 
be a misquote of Croce), ‘all history is ancient history’. We 
are faced with two seemingly contradictory statements: 
that all history is innately contemporary by virtue of our 
reading and writing of it, always in the present moment, 
and that history is nothing but a rear view mirror, so many 
forgotten bumps in the road. The history in question here 
is Alex’s own, put through the wash of memory. And these 
works capture so much of Alex in their contradictions—
hard yet soft, philosophically lofty but actually sentimental 
(inspired by the family pet sheep Minty), deadly serious 
but also slightly ridiculous.

There’s a lot I’ve come to know about Alex over the dozen 
or so years of our acquaintance. But perhaps his most 
defining quality is so ingrained its almost ontological—
it’s an energy. He is absolutely alive to the world. Like 
Thoreau, he revels in the mess of it all, wades in and 
sits up late into the evening chewing it over, talking, 
questioning, grappling, never sitting still. Thoreau’s 
Walden could be read as a sort of handbook to Alex’s 
own life. 

‘All change is a miracle to contemplate; but it is a miracle 
which is taking place every instant’ Thoreau wrote. Alex 
has devoted himself to grasping at these miracles, to 
trying to pin them down and understand them, even if just 
for a moment as they succumb to the flux. Thoreau again: 
‘as if you could kill time without injuring eternity’. In his 
work, as in his life, Alex doesn’t waste a thing.  
 
By Kate Britton

“To know the world we must know 
ourselves...And the inevitable doubt—
can we ever really know anything, given 
the fallibility of memory?”
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Alex Seton
The Stream, or my Impeccable Search History (still), 2021 
15 channel video installation, personal devices, duration 
variable. Image courtesy the artist



Alex Seton
Get Away From It All, 2021
inkjet print on cotton rag
25 x 33 cm

Alex Seton
Easy Terms, 2021
inkjet Print on cotton rag
25 x 33 cm
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Exhibition: Permanent Good Stream, Some Rocks, March 24 - April  2022

+EMAIL ART@SULLIVANSTRUMPF.COM TO REQUEST A REVIEW BEFORE MARCH 24

Alex Seton: 
A friend, a pond, a boat and a stream 

Alex Seton working on The Patch (Tasmanian 
Tuxedo)—work in progress, in his studio for his solo 
exhibition Permanent Good Stream, Some Rocks, 
Sullivan+Strumpf, 2022. Photo: Mark Pokorny
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TOP: Alex Seton with works in progress in 
his studio for his upcoming solo Permanent 
Good Stream, Some Rocks, Sullivan+Strumpf, 
2022. Photo: Mark Pokorny

BOTTOM: Alex Seton with works in progress 
in his studio for his upcoming solo Permanent 
Good Stream, Some Rocks, Sullivan+Strumpf, 
2022. Photo: Mark Pokorny

Alex Seton working on The Patch (Tasmanian 
Tuxedo)—work in progress, in his studio for his solo 
exhibition Permanent Good Stream, Some Rocks, 
Sullivan+Strumpf, 2022. Photo: Mark Pokorny 37


