Stone Carving

The most dangerous aspect to stone carving is likely to be inhalation of dust, especially in the carving of soft stones. Although chemically inert for the most part, soapstone and its cousins, combarbalite and gorara stone, are soft materials and scratch easily into fine, fibrous particles. The dust can penetrate lungs deeply and irritate the tissues leading to talcosis or talc pneumoconiosis (similar to silicosis or asbestosis). 

Soapstone dust composition study shows the presence of breathable asbestos fibers from the amphibole group (tremolite-actinolite). The results suggest talc asbestosis occurrence among soapstone handicraft workers.  Pneumoconioses are caused by the inhalation and deposition of mineral dusts in the lungs resulting in pulmonary fibrosis and other parenchymal changes. Many persons with early pneumoconiosis are asymptomatic, but advanced disease is often accompanied by disability and premature death.  Known pneumoconioses include coal workers’ pneumoconiosis (CWP), silicosis, asbestosis, mixed dust pneumoconiosis, graphitosis, and talcosis.  No effective treatment for these diseases is available. 

Polishing can use a variety of materials depending on the hardness of the stone being polished.  Polishing materials include carborundum (silicon carbide), corundum (alumina), diamond dust, pumice, putty powder (tin oxide), rouge (iron oxide), tripoli (silica), and cerium oxide.

Hazards

1. Sandstone, soapstone, and granite are highly toxic by inhalation because they contain large amounts of free silica. Limestone, containing small amounts of free silica, is less hazardous. 

2. Serpentine, soapstone, and greenstone may contain asbestos, which can cause asbestosis, lung cancer, mesothelioma, and stomach and intestinal cancers.

3. During chipping and other carving, flying chips and pieces of rock may cause eye injury.  Grinding and sanding can release small pieces of stone and dust which are hazardous to the eyes.

4. Lifting heavy pieces of stone may cause back injuries.

5. Power tools create larger amounts of fine dust than hand tools.  Pneumatic tools can create large amounts of fine silica dust.

6. Vibration from pneumatic equipment can cause Raynaud's phenomenon, ("white fingers" or "dead fingers") a circulation disease.  The hazard is greater with exposure to cold (e.g. the air blast from pneumatic tools).  This temporary condition can spread to the whole hand and cause permanent damage.

7. Calcium oxide in Portland cement is highly corrosive to the eyes and respiratory tract and is moderately corrosive to the skin.  Allergic dermatitis can also occur due to chromium contaminants in the cement.  The silica in the cement is also highly toxic by inhalation.  Lung problems from inhalation of Portland cement include emphysema, bronchitis, and fibrosis. Acrylic resins are skin irritants and sensitizers.  

8. The dust from quartz gemstones such as agate, amethyst, onyx, and jasper is highly toxic because they are made of silica.  Other gemstones such as turquoise and garnet may be contaminated with substantial amounts of free silica.  Opal is made of amorphous silica, which is slightly toxic by inhalation.

9. Grinding and sanding, especially with machines can create fine dust from the stone which is being worked.  There are also inhalation hazards from grinding wheel dust (especially sandstone wheels).  Some polishing materials, such as Tripoli, are highly toxic if inhaled in powder form.

Precautions

1. Do not use stones which may contain asbestos unless you are certain that your particular pieces are asbestos free.  Alabaster is a substitute.

2. Wear chipping goggles to protect against flying particles; wear protective shoes to protect against falling stones.  Wear approved safety goggles when grinding, sanding, or polishing.  For heavy grinding, wear a face shield.

3. Protect against vibration damage from pneumatic tools by measures such as having comfortable hand grips, directing the air blast away from your hands, keeping hands warm, taking frequent work breaks, and using preventive medical measures such as massage and exercises.

4. Tie long hair back, and don't wear ties, jewelry or loose clothing which can get caught by machinery.

