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In the Studio: 

Alex Seton

Portraits of the artist in his studio, Sydney, 2021. 
Photo: Vasili Vasiliades
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In the last few years, I’ve been thinking a lot about the 
ethics of my chosen medium: marble. Our environmental 
age requires that we consider the ethics of all the 
materials we use. There’s a lot to consider, with factors 
like sustainability, toxicity, accessibility and impact in 
both the long and short-term. This gets particularly 
interesting when it comes to art materials, given that 
their relationship to cultural meaning moves with us. 
Artists have always chased new mediums that resonate 
with the times.

So, the architect Harry Seidler was wrong! Well sort 
of...turns out his beloved concrete at the same time as 
being a new, amazing and affordable structural material, 
that hailed modernity without the imperial and colonial 
overtones of elemental substances like marble, is also 
terrible for the environment—a polluter of the topsoil 
and one of the main producers of carbon dioxide. 

Marble though, with its history of class and wealth-
signalling, in the light of the Anthropocene, regains 
some egalitarian status as sustainable, recyclable and 
non-toxic, an all-in-all environmentally friendly material.

Harry refused to work with marble, rightly citing its 
history in the Western canon of privilege. However, 
considering the environmental credentials of the two 
materials, you’d swipe right on marble—It’s one of 
the more plentiful minerals of the earth, it’s relatively 
low-impact to procure, and its waste can be used as  
a fertiliser. 

The owner of one of the biggest marble quarries in 
Carrara, Italy, once told me that most of the world’s 
marble is not used for architecture or art, but in the 
chemical and pharmaceutical industries. He told me this 
with a particularly sardonic glee as I watched the most 
perfect crystalline block I’d ever seen be broken down 
as part of the 40 trucks of marble going to Pfizer daily 
from there. Powdered calcium carbonate is used as a 
benign stable filler in many medicines and pills. It’s easily 
digested, and the rest is flushed away to join the calcium 
carbonate marine invertebrates that make the next 
generation of marble. It’s the main ingredient in many 
antacid products, and is an additive in many common 
products. Yup, you’ve all been eating your way through a 
teeny bit of Italy, whether you like Italian food or not. 

So, I’ll continue to source old stones and slabs sitting in 
quarries and yards, giving away the rubble waste to be 
used by the good folk at Second Edition to be made into 
bench-tops and recycled products, and the dust goes 
to several artists to use in their castings or as painting 
ground in their canvases.  

Once, an assistant of mine came excitedly bouncing 
into the studio declaring that she’d been cured of her 
hypocalcaemia diagnosis (too little calcium in the blood) 
after working in my studio for three months, despite 
years of prescriptions. Marble saves lives. 

Alex Seton 
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In the Studio: Alex Seton

LEFT+RIGHT: Marble from Cairns Marble, Chillagoe 
Quarry, Queensland, 2021. Photo: Alex Seton
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