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Creating sea art, one tile at a time
After more than a decade of experimenting, Millsboro man has perfected his sea tiles
By Nicole Ciarapica • Special to The Wave • September 8, 2009

MILLSBORO -- Mac McKeown was a deep sea commercial scallop fisherman on the Atlantic Ocean for 23 years.

One day out on the water, his artistic inclination distracted him from his work.

"I saw a big rock come up in the dredge. It had barnacles and shells stuck in it," he said, "I wondered if I could put it in a cement tile like that."

He traded in hard physical labor for what he describes as equally difficult work. But 12 years of experimenting and thousands of dollars later, his all natural, handmade sea tiles are finally perfected.

"I never give away my 50-step process," he said. "If you mess up one step, you might as well throw the tile away."

The process to create one tile takes about two weeks since they aren't ceramic or kiln-fired. McKeown has his own recipe for the foundation of the quarter of an inch tile -- a fiberglass, aggregate-based mixture.

Steps include spacing, sizing, coloration and symmetry. He uses 1,700 different species of shells from all over the world to design the tiles, cutting them at certain angles for different effects.

McKeown even uses museum-quality fossils -- one being a Megalodon shark tooth that dates back 30 million years. He never uses living things.

Originally from Cape May, N.J., McKeown moved to the Delaware shore 12 years ago and now resides in Millsboro. He established Sea Art Studio in 1994. He researches two times a month to check on his competition, but he has none.

"I realized a few years back that I have something that no one else in the art world has ever done," he said.

Because his sea tiles are one-of-a kind, his business is taking off -- even in today's economy.

He has sold his tiles from Florida to New York along the East Coast, Texas, California, Canada, and abroad to Hawaii, the Philippines, India, Africa, Japan, and China.

These "pictures of nature with nature" cost anywhere from $100 to well over $1,000.

"It's a functional work of art," said McKeown.

Because the tiles are waterproof, a lot of buyers place the tiles in their bathrooms or kitchens. Above the fireplace is a popular location, but a majority of people choose to frame them.

The creation of the sea tiles is McKeown's favorite part. Customers can be a part of the design process by choosing the shell types and previewing the layout before purchase.

Themes and series available are nautical underwater scenes, botanical, dragonflies, birds and insects, wedding series, shorebirds series, large custom antique flower pot series, and art deco and custom designs.

"People want something their neighbor doesn't have -- something they can be proud of," McKeown said. "They look at it in a different value."

McKeown plans to place his art in galleries soon. He is available for home shows and studio visits by appointment. To view his work, call 302-841-477.

"People are touching history and nature," he said. "To see it is to believe this is a real seashell."

