Kitchens

LIBBY MOFFET

oiled for
choice 1n the

stone age

More materials and colours enhance
benchtop slabs’ unique and artistic impact
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ustralians’ love affair with natural stone
kitchens continues to deepen, fuelled by a
growing range of materials, a broadening
colour spectrum and a burgeoning desire for
individuality. While marble remains popular
for benchtops, demand for quartzite is
booming and granite, the darling of the '80s
kitchen, is enjoying a resurgence.

Experts at one of Australia’s leading
natural stone distributors, CDK Stone, say
that not only have sales doubled in the past

five years, but the company is now selling
more stone per client as people extend its
use beyond countertops to areas such as
splashbacks and end panels.
The company’s stone division
director, Tony Victor, says the range of

materials and colours has grown significantly
over recent years, with quartzite sales showing
the strongest growth.

“If you looked at our warehouse five years
ago you would have seen a lot of grey and white,
but now you'll see greens, pinks, burgundy and
blues — there’s a vast array of shades and tones,”
Victor says.

“Every piece of stone has its own unique
character and people come looking for the right
piece of stone for their personality.”

While some homeowners once avoided
marble because of concern that its porosity
could lead to staining and etching, Victor says
there’s now more acceptance of its qualities and
a better understanding that it can be sealed and
periodically resurfaced.
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One-of-a-kind
kitchens now feature
marble, the many
shades of quartzite,
and granite, which is
known for its
durability and beauty

Australia’s recent ban on engineered stone
benchtops for health reasons has also placed
greater emphasis on natural stone alternatives.

Arent&Pyke principal Juliette Arent says
that while her design practice has always been a
fan of natural stone in kitchens, “the ban has
definitely swung the pendulum towards using
it more broadly, from what suppliers have
told us”.

Arent says her clients enjoy the process of
selecting their stone slabs.

“It’s like choosing an abstract painting, given
each one has its own unique speckling, veining
and mineral patterns, ensuring their countertop
will be one of a kind,” she says.

According to Arent, marbles such as Carrara,
which is quarried in Tuscany, make for a
“beautiful and robust” kitchen bench.

“The hardest of all the light marbles, it is
tried and tested and performs incredibly well,”
she says, adding that Arent&Pyke always seals
the stone.

But Arent points to granite and quartzite for
durability. “For family kitchens, granite is a
great choice given its beauty and durability.

“It’s scratch and chip resistant and has a high
heat resistance too,” she says.

“Quartzite is another natural stone option
that has become really popular in recent years —
it has a smooth, glossy surface and comes in a
wide range of beautiful colours and expressive
veins, from dollops to feathers.

“It looks a lot like marble but is generally less
expensive, so it’s a good option when budget is a
key consideration.”

Interior designer Greg Natale says selecting
a benchtop is one of the most important
decisions in kitchen design.

“There is no point in installing a kitchen
benchtop that looks incredible but can’t hold up
to the daily treatment it receives,” Natale warns.

Natale says that, while his clients have
always preferred natural stone, he has noticed
rising numbers are requesting more dense
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durable stones as an alternative to marble.

Quartzite and granite are at the top of his list
for benchtops, as theyre hard and heat
resistant.

“Granite used to have a bad rap because
people would associate it with the high-shine
polished granite benchtops from the 1980s,
which feels quite dated,” he says.

“We suggest using honed granite for a matt
finish that is subtler and feels very
contemporary.”

While many kitchens now feature
contrasting materials on the benchtop and
splashback, Natale says using the same stone
can create a seamless look.

In a recent project in Sydney’s Bellevue Hill,
the interior designer used a sealed Italian
Breccia Capria marble on the kitchen island,
countertops, walls, splashback and the range
hood. “The purple and white veining looks as
though it has wrapped the whole kitchen in a
beautiful earthy texture,” Natale says.

In Melbourne, Nexus Designs director Sonia
Simpfendorfer favours natural stone for its
incredible versatility.

“When we use it in projects we tend to use it
quite strongly,” says Simpfendorfer, who’s a fan
of granite with a “discreet” honed finish.

“If you're not prepared to handle etching
then I think you'd be looking at granite.”

For clients steering away from natural stone,
Simpfendorfer describes porcelain as a “bridge”
between stone and Corian, a premium
manufactured solid surface material.

“Porcelain is pretty much impervious to
everything and has a slightly varied appearance
without looking like an imitation stone,” she
says.

Simpfendorfer believes the biggest benchtop
mistake that clients can make is being mean
with their chosen material.

“I would rather have a generous use of
laminate or a lower-cost finish than not enough
of an expensive finish.”

Arent says that, whatever the surface,
benchtops require a “barely detectable”
overhang so liquid spills don’t seep into drawers
below, while Natale cautions against choosing
soft stones such as travertine or limestone.
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