A NUCLEAR NEWS INTERVIEW

James Acord: Atomic artist

or many years, sculptor James - James Acord is a sculptor who works with nuclear

Acord worked with the sametra-

ditional materials that many
sculptors work with—metal and stone.
A little over two decades ago, though, he decided he want-
ed to inform his work with the technology of his era, the
Atomic Age. “Theart of sculpture deals with the technolo-
gy of our society at any given time—from Ice Age, Stone
Agetimesall theway to the present,” Acord said during the
following interview with Nuclear News. “ Scul ptors should
be making beautiful thingsfrom the technology that isavail-
able. To methis makes perfect sense. And with my increased
understanding of nuclear technology, | couldn’t help but
think, ‘ God, there's beautiful stuff to be made here’”

James Acord at the Fast Flux Test Facility in 1992 (Photo: Arthur S. Aubry)
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materialsto express the capabilities of humankind—
and maybe change a few minds about the technol ogy.

Others may have been similarly inspired, but no oneelse
followed his nuclear muse with the constancy of Acord.
From hisartist’senclavein Seattle, he moved to Richland,
Wash., near the remote Hanford nuclear reservation, to
learn about radioactive materials. Helived there for more
than a decade, ingratiating himself into the engineering
circles. When he was unable to obtain uranium for his
sculpture, he tediously mined his Fiestaware collection.
When he was unable to import a donated reactor fuel as-
sembly from Germany, he schooled himself and—with
equal parts naiveté and grit—obtained
a radioactive materials handling li-
cense. He is the only private individ-
ual intheworld to have such alicense.
More likely than not, he is also the
only licensee to have the number,
WN-10407-1 in his case, tattooed on
|" J'“" the back of his neck.

S In 1960 at age 15, Acord ran away
from his home in Seattle and ended up
working asacowboy onaranchin Ne-
braska. A year |ater, he returned to Seet-
tleand enrolled inwhat isnow the Cor-
nish College of Arts. He caught the eye
of his sculpture instructor, who asked
him to help with a recent commission
for the Seattle OperaHouse. Preferring
apprenticeship to formal education,
Acord eventually quit going to classes

The photos used in this article are reprinted with
the permission of their creator, Arthur S. Aubry, a
Seattle-based commercial and fine arts photogra-
pher, and the permission of The Arts Catalyst, in
London, U.K., publisher of Atomic (from which the
photos are reproduced), a 1998 catalog of the art
exhibition of the same name (which The Arts Cat-
alyst curated and organized in association with Art-
Lab, Imperial College), featuring the work of
James Acord and others.
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atogether. Within ayear, he went to work for another local
sculptor, and agreed to a deal for money and space in the
sculptor’s studio. A career path had also been settled upon:
He sold hisfirst work before his 19th birthday.

In the 1970s, Acord became attracted to durable mate-
rialsfor his sculptures. Unlike the more widely used stat-
ue materials, such as scrap steel and concrete, or even
longer-lasting bronze and limestone, Acord was interest-
ed in using stainless steel and granite for his sculptures,
both of which could survive corrosive and hostile envi-
ronments and last tens of thousands of years. In 1979, he
moved east to Barre, Vt., atown with a deep heritage in
granite (and even a granite museum), to learn to carve a
stone that is among the earth’s most unyielding.

By 1986, Acord was determined to use radioactive ma-
terialsin his sculpture. For one particular work he made,
Monstrance for a Grey Horse—a stark, 1-ton-plus scul p-
ture, inwhich acarved horse's skull restson a5-ft tall trape-
zoidal column of granite, that he would work on and off for
adozen years—A cord wanted to add uranium to the mate-
rial mix of granite and stainless steel. According to a two-
part profile of Acord published in The New Yorker in 1991,
he wanted the work to “ demonstrate the integral relation-
ship of stone and metal, reestablish theancient link between
art and advanced technology, and prove that scul pture could
offer tangible solutions to the problems of society.”

The only problem was getting the uranium.

Striking out in his attempts to obtain spent nuclear fuel,
Acord turned to Fiestatableware, the luminous, uranium-
glazed dishes introduced in the 1930s. Working in his
Seattle studio, he devised a method of separating urani-
um from the glaze. As proof of his success, he caught the
attention of the Washington state Office of Radiation Con-
trol, who refused to return a small yield of his Fiesta
milling that he submitted for radiological analysis. After
ayear-and-a-half of wrangling with regulators, Acord was
notified by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission that in
fact, the pertinent restrictions did not apply to ceramics.
He was freed to continue work on Monstrance.

“l have to say, in all fairness, | really wasn’t very pre-
pared for this” Acord told an audiencein London at 21998
conference sponsored by The Arts Catalyst, an organiza-
tion that promotes better rel ations between the arts and sci-
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ences. “After al, al my friendswere artists. | hadn’t dealt
with engineers or bureaucrats, realy, ever inmy life. So, |
began convincing them of the fact that sculptureis an art
of technology and we live in the Nuclear Age. And, there-
fore, itissensible, logical, perhaps eveninevitable that the
art of sculpture will address nuclear technology.”

AsAcord went to Barre, Vt., to learn about granite, inthe
late 1980s he moved to Richland, Wash.—the“Atomic City”
and home of the Hanford reservation—to learn about nuclear
materials. He turned his attention to the possibility of crest-
ing religuaries, the medieval term for a sculpture that pre-
serves afragile article of veneration, on the Hanford site.

It wasn't long before Acord wanted to use the Fast Flux
Test Facility, a400-megawatt liquid metal—cool ed fast neu-
tron flux test reactor at Hanford (which has since closed and
isbeing decommissioned), to create art. At aconferencein-
tended to drum up financia support for FFTF in the early
1990s, Acord gave adide presentation on hiswork—thefi-
nal talk on the night of the main banquet. Alan Waltar, aPast
President of ANS who was FFTF's manager of nuclear ap-
plications at thetime, told The New Yorker, “Nobody’d ever
heard of this guy, and they weren't al that interested. And
then, al of asudden, about athird of the way into the talk,
ahush came down. | looked around and noticed that all the
eyes were focused on Acord, and, realy, you could have
heard a pin drop. You know, unfortunately, alot of people
perceive the nuclear industry as ‘ cold-prickly’ instead of
‘warm-fuzzy, but Jim basically had people eating out of his
hand. | had never heard thiskind of story before, and | found
it, quite frankly, very refreshing, very imaginative.”

In the days following the presentation, Acord was offered
12 fuel assemblies—with depleted uranium—from the Ger-
man SNR-300 fast-breeder reactor, which was completed but
never achieved operation. In order to take shipment of the as-
semblies, Acord needed a license to handle radioactive ma-
terias, and his conversation with the regulatory authorities
began anew. He eventually formed a one-man company and
qualified himself to be chief radiation safety officer. (Hehad
to give himsalf “surprise” urine drug tests every year.)

“Incidentally, in case there’'s anyone in this room that
would be so foolish asto try to do the same thing, they’ve
slammed every door behind me after | slipped throughiit,”

Continued
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he told the London audience in 1998. “I mean, there are
not going to be any more artists licensed to work with ra-

dioactive material. That'sfor sure.”

Acord is often seen as arogue by artists and nuclear en-
gineers alike. One community sees him as giving unde-
served honor to an “evil” technology. The other thinks us-
ing areactor to transmute isotopes for asculptureisfolly.

How did you first get interested in creating
art?

That'skind of ahard oneto answer. I’ve
always loved making things. As a child |
loved making models. | used to use my par-
ents' toothpicks to make little imaginary
cities and stuff when | got home from
school. I've alwaysloved making thingsand
creating littleworlds. | just knew | wanted to
be asculptor when | wasway preteen, that’s
for sure. And the actual act of creating
things with my hands has always been the
most important thing in my life. By thetime
| wasin my late teens, that’ swhat | wanted
to do, be a sculptor. But I’ ve always loved
making things. The art of making sculpture
has always been the focus point in my life.

| hear the same thing when | talk to engi-
neers, when they were younger they often
liked to build things.

This is part of my reason for having
moved to Hanford 12 years ago. | thought,
“Wow, engineers—they’re just like me.
They love to make things. They’ll under-
standwhat itis|’mtryingtodo.” Andthere
was an upside and a downside to that. En-
gineers are also hands-on guys, for sure.
But, the gap between art and science and
engineering was really, realy big. And it
was very difficult for me to make a con-
nection with the nuclear engineers at the
Hanford reservation. They thought of art as
being what their bored wives did on Sun-
day afternoons. They didn’t see it as an
equally valuable profession. And I’m not
putting my thumb in anybody’s eye here.
It'sjust that there was a gap there that was
realy, realy hard to span.

| can remember some conversations| had
with nuclear engineers in the first four or
fiveyears| was at Hanford that were unbe-
lievable, inaway. | wanted to utilizethe ad-
vanced technology that is associated with
nuclear science and engineering. That's
what | moved therefor. And, they were go-
ing, “Why bother? Nobody in the art world
is going to understand what you'’ re doing.
If you'reusing 316 low-swell stainless steel
or if you're doing neutron capture trans-
mutation—nobody’s going to be able to
tell. Why bother?’

And, believe me, | have to tell you, |
made a lot of friends with nuclear engi-
neers at Hanford. We went to the same
church. We went to the same yard and bake
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He did not build the reliquaries at Hanford, and eventu-
aly left Richland in 1999. Although he calls his undertak-

ings there “afailure,” he told NN that his time was not

sales. We hel ped the volunteer fire depart-
ment raise money. | did my dutieswith the
American Nuclear Society’ slocal chapter.
But, the gap, the chasm between art and nu-
clear engineering was just so broad, very,
very few people could span it at al.

Why isscienceimportant to art, and art im-
portant to science?

They’re the two paralel paths on which
we human beings seek the truth. This goes
back 30 000 yearsto the lce Age. When our
shadowy, forgotten ancestors were strug-
gling to get out of the caves and create civ-
ilization, art and science were the two ways
in which we tried to find out who we were

wasted. In the following interview, conducted by NN as-
sociate editor Patrick Sinco, Acord discusses hiswork, re-
counts his experiences at the Hanford Reservation, and af-
firmsthe allure of using nuclear materialsto artistic ends.

and what we were doing and what this
world was about. And in a marvelous and
wonderful way, it hasled to quantum theo-
ry on the science side of things and it has
led to avant-garde art on my side of the
fence. But they are parallel. They are the
samethings. They’rejust two spokesgoing
into the center of the karmawhesl.

Thisiswhat we human beings are about.
I’m not positive on this, but we arethe only
creatures on this planet that think in thissort
of abstract way about what’s going on and
what our lives are about. And there are two
ways in which we try to determine what's
going on: One' s art and one' s science.

| couldn’t help but think that nuclear sci-
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Acord signing a receipt for uranium breeder blanket assemblies at the Siemens facility in
Hanford, Wash., in 1993 (Photo: Arthur S. Aubry)
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ence—the actual working with elemental
substances—and the art of sculpture were
aparallel deal.

What about nuclear science speaks to your
artist’ sinstinct to create beauty and reveal
truth?

When | wasachild | had one of those lit-
tle science kits. It was a little nuclear sci-
encekit. It had alittle bit of germaniumin
it and it had ascintillator. | could sit in the
closet and watch thelittle photons come of f
the scintillator, showing what radioactive
decay was. | was fascinated by that.

Now, fast forward 40 years from that pe-
riod. | went over to Hanford and | started tak-
ing classes at the Tri-Cities graduate center.
| took Introduction to Nuclear Systems and
Radiation Protection, Principles, and Instru-
ments. And | realized the actual capability of
transmuting one elemental substance to an-
other was a possibility—neutron capture,
right? And | have to tell you, it just totally
blew my mind. | realized that all those sharp
wood chisels and stone-carving chisels and
everything | had in my toolbox—wow, there
isanew chisdl: neutron-capture transmuta-
tion, one elemental substance to another, an
age-old dream of mankind. Y ou can go back
to the ancient Greeks and medieva al-
chemists. What a perfect tool for sculpture.
That’ swhat really got me hooked.

| havetotell you, when | first moved over
to the Hanford Reservation, it was a time
when this was an extremely contentious
deal. Hanford was one of the three locations
being characterized for the potential stor-
age areafor America' s high-level radioac-
tivewaste. Therewasaplacein Texasand,
of course, Nevada. And al my artist friends,
environmentalists, everybody, were show-
ing up at the public hearings, going, “No,
don’t bring nuclear waste to Hanford.” And
| couldn’t help but think, well, we have to
deal with this somehow. Maybe | as a
sculptor, asan artist, could bring something
to resolve thisissue.

My first thought, of course, was | can do
long-lasting, weather-resistant warning
markers. That’ swhat brought meto Hanford
to begin with. When | got thereand | started
taking science classes and | met physicists
and engineers, that’ swhen | realized that the
actual utilization of nuclear technology to
create art isthe best idea |’ ve ever had.

Sculptureisprimarily avisual art, but most
of the characteristics of radioactive mate-
rialsthat you'reinterested in can’'t be seen
with the naked eye. How do you reconcile
that?

I'll tell you. The transmutation of one el-
emental substance to another is extraordi-
narily significant. | mean, that’s sculpture.
Andif it'sonly 100 atoms a second and if
| only have alimited time in Rutherford
Appleton Laboratory’s linear accelerator
[in Oxfordshire, U.K.] or aBNFL reactor,
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Acord assaying the breeder blanket assemblies at Siemens, in 1993 (Photo: Arthur S. Aubry)

or if | do it with americium-241 source ma-
terial out of smoke detectors mixed with
beryllium—I can do this, transmute one
material to another and create awork of art.

Y ou haveto realize this: Sculpture, asan
art form, deals with metaphor and symbol-
ism. It doesn’'t haveto be abig deal. Y eah,
sure, | carved 1-ton chunks of granite and
they looked really good and everybody
thinks they’re really cool. But, to utilize
technology to transmute one substance to
another, | only need to do a couple of thou-
sand atoms. And then put it into what | call
a reliqguary—and I’'m basing this on me-
dieval iconography—and allow people to
be able to understand that we human beings
now have the capability to transmute one
substance to another. That is the scul pture.

But | haveto actualy doit. Thisiswhat's
been the hang-up. They were going to let
me use FFTF for transmutation, and every-
body backed out. | went to Imperia College
[of Science, Technology and Medicine, in
theU.K.] to usethe CONSORT reactor, and
everybody backed out. Thisisarea con-
troversial thing. People in the nuclear in-
dustry think it would be a frivolous use of
their technology to allow me to create a
work of art with it. And this has been the
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sticking point.

But, you haveto understand, | feel that art
isasimportant as science. Thesearethetwo
parallel pathsthrough which we seek knowl-
edge and understanding of what the human
stateislike. I’'m going to do this. And it ac-
tually lookslike I’m going to get to do it.

That’s good news.

Yeah, well, it is. Sometimes | feel like
I’'m in over my head. But after doing two
artist-in-residencies at Imperial College,
I’msurel can pull it off.

| do have to say, I’ ve gotten to know all
the people at Blackett Laboratory. And they
were a great bunch of scientists. And the
guys down in the shop where | was actual-
ly making the sculpture, they were a great
bunch of guys. Britain is so different than
Hanford.

The only thing of it is the director of the
CONSORT reactor would not let me use
the reactor. And the reason was that he did
not want any attention attracted to the reac-
tor. Certainly, when | create asculpture us-
ing neutron capture, it's going to attract a
lot of attention. And that was the hangup on
that.

Continued
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| have to admit, | like Dr. [Simon]
Franklin [director of reactor operations at
Imperial College]. He's a good guy. |
backed my slide projectors up to the reactor
and showed him slides. He and the staff and
everybody just thought | was a cool dude.
But when push came to shove, he said,
“L ook, nobody in London knows I’'m run-
ning areactor . . . on the outskirts of Lon-
don. And if James Acord does this sculp-
ture, everybody is going to know there’'sa
reactor running right here.”

| know | digress from that question, but
that’sthe deal: It is very, very difficult for
people in the sciences to understand what
I'm actually offering is a better under-
standing of nuclear technology. The uti-
lization of nuclear technology in the fine
artsisthe best thing you guys can possibly
have. But everybody’s going, “’ Atta boy,
"atta boy—but | can’'t get involved.” This
goesback 12 yearsago to the Fast Flux Test
Facility reactor in Richland.

One aspect of the nuclear industry is that
it's so specialized, the material can be so
radioactive, and the processes are so
mind-bending to normal people, that it suf-
fers a bad reputation in some circles. Do
you see your work as an attempt to de-
mystify radioactivity?

Yes, exactly right. What | am doing is
bringing a clearer understanding of nuclear
industries and what we human beings are
doing. Weareinthe Nuclear Age, likeit or
not. I’'m sure | don’'t need to tell you [that]
what people don’'t understand, they're
afraid of. What they’ re afraid of, they’ rean-
gry at. And that’s been the whole deal on
thiswhole nuclear issue.

But in the utilization of nuclear tech-
nology for the creation of fine art, for the
creation of sculpture, everybody will ben-
efit. There will be a greater understand-
ing. You'd be amazed how few peoplein
the nuclear science and engineering com-
munity have understood that. But, over
the 12 years that 1’ ve been lecturing, ex-
hibiting, and working on this issue, there
finally are a few people who are under-
standing now.

S0, you see your work as taking something
that some people may see as ugly or horri-
fying and making it beautiful or in some
way redeeming it.

Yes, exactly right. And you have to un-
derstand where I’'m coming from on this.
The art of scul pture deal s with the technol -
ogy of our society at any given time—from
Ice Age, Stone Agetimesall theway to the
present. Sculptors should be making beau-
tiful things from the technology that is
available. To me this makes perfect sense.
And with my increased understanding of
nuclear technology, | couldn’'t help but
think, “God, there’s beautiful stuff to be
made here.”
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Acord viewing his sculpture Monstrance for a Grey Horse, in 1998. The tattoo on the back of
his neck is his radioactive materials handling license number. (Photo: Arthur S. Aubry)

I know | kind of brushed on the fact that
I’ vetaken alot of knocksfrom the nuclear
engineering community, who thought that
what | was doing was frivolous and of no
importance. But, on the other side of the
coin, I'll tell you this: A lot of peoplein
the arts and environmental community
think what I’'m doing is totally evil, that |
am giving undeserved credibility to nu-
clear technology.

But, | hew to the line here. I'm a scul ptor
and | have a belief of the importance of the
fineart of sculptureand I think what I’ m do-
ingisagreat idea. And that by creating beau-
tiful artwork utilizing this advanced technol -
ogy, the whole world will be a better place.
There will be an increase in understanding,
and that’s on both sides of the fence. There
will be an increased understanding of art for
all those hard-baked chemical engineersover
at Hanford. And there will be an increased
understanding of the value of nuclear tech-
nology for al those dimwit Greenpeace peo-
ple on the other side of the fence.

And, | mean, I’ ve just never been ableto
let go of this, boy. I’ve poured alot of my
lifeinto this.

I’'m sorry. | keep digressing.
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No, you weren't at all.

[Laughs.] Well, you haveto redlizethis:
I’'m a sculptor; words are but a second
language to me, okay? And | mean that
truthfully.

How do you plan on using the material ?

Y ou haveto redlize that the quantity that
I will be producing isminuscule. It’sgoing
tobereally, really small. Everybody’ s shy-
ing away from doing the chemical separa-
tions, so I’ [l probably have hundredths of a
gram particlewrapped in agoldfoil, locked
in lead, which will be in alozenge the size
of acoin. The scul pture then can be 3 ft by
2 ftanditwill belikeamedieva reliquary.
It will bedisplaying thefact that we human
beings have the power to do transmutation
through neutron capture. So, the actual ma-
teria itself redly isametaphor and a sym-
bol, it’s not the direct material with which
I'll makeit.

I’ve got a Fourth Reliquary, which I'm
planning on doing. It will be out of low-
swell 316 stainlesssteel. It'1l be nicely fash-
ioned and will have a shape that describes
everything from the VVenus of Willendorf to
nuclear technology. But all it's going to
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have is a postage stamp-sized bit of metal
bounded asiif it were the Holy Eucharist—
amonstrance—in the middle of it.

You're the opposite of the sculptor who
works with found materials because you
have to work so hard to get the materials
that you want to work with. It would be
much easier to work with soup cansor hub-
caps. What keepsyou at it?

Well, basically, it's just that once | had
the understanding of the power of transmu-
tation—to change one elemental substance
to another—for the creation of a work of
art, | couldn’t let go of the idea. And, be-
lieve me, carving granite isn't easy. I've
done alot of granite carving and I'm fa-
mous for it. I’'ve worked in foundries. I've
done some great castings. I’ve worked in
clay. I likeclay. Clay’ swonderful, it'slike
aprimal substance. Y our and my shadowy,
forgotten ancestors, probably 40 000,
50 000 years ago, were making stuff out of
clay and setting little figurines up on ledges
inour caves. That'sall apart of it.

But, the ability to change one elemental
substance into another and create awork of
art: Once | understood that capability, it was
likeasilver bullet right into my forehead. |
have not been abletolet go of it. And it just
turns out that thisis an extremely difficult,
complex thing to do, for a host of reasons.
The art world hates me. The nuclear world
doesn’t trust me. You don’t just walk inand
rent a nuclear reactor.

But, I've never lost faith. This is the
thing. I’ ve done some granite carvings that
took me over ayear tofinish. It takes a per-
severance. It takes adedication. Y ou know
the shape that’ s coming out of that granite,
you just stand there and you carve and you
carveand you carve and you carve. Andit's
winter and your hands are cold, and it’'s
summer and its 100 degrees and you're
sweating like a hog. But you get the job
done. Well, it’ s been the same way with my
desire to do a transmutation for a work of
art. All right, it hasn’t been easy.

Incidentally, I'll add this as an aside.
Some people think | planned my life out in
advance. Not a chance. Once | decided,
“Wow, transmutation. Thisisit. I’ll dothis,”
| did not consider the politics or the eco-
nomicsor the complexitiesof thisjob at all.
| just got started on it. But, once you get
started on it, you don’t quit. It's like doing
agranite carving. You work on it until it's
done.

Most people would have given up by now.

Yes. And they would’ve been smarter
than me in some way, | think. But, that’s
what I’ ve always brought to my art. | think
that’s one of the reasonswhy | do have in-
ternational respect on my art work. | exhibit
in Sloveniaand England and Germany and
Rome. People go, “Wow, this guy’s for
rea.”
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What' syour current inventory of radioact-
ive materials?

| have 12 breeder blanket assemblies
from the SNR-300 German reactor, which
was going to be a fast reactor that was ac-
tually going to produce electricity. They're
depleted uranium, and I’ ve got them stored
at Advanced Nuclear Fuels at Hanford.

| have a very large inventory of Fi-
estaware plates. And I've actually used
some of these in some of my sculptures.
Oneof thereliquaries| did had asalt and a
pepper shaker of Fiestaware in it, behind
glass with the wire screeniiniit.

And, of course, | have asmall collection
of discarded smoke detectors. They're
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americium-241 sources. | would say I’'ve
collected around 100 americium-241
sources in the smoke detectors. If push
comesto shove, al | haveto doispush over
ajewelry store, steal some emeralds, and
crush them up and mix them with the ameri-
cium source material and I’ ve got aneutron
source as good as I’ m going to get.

That doesn’'t sound like too much trouble.
[Laughs.] You have to realize I’'m not
making this stuff up. | mean, thisismy life.
I’m getting by selling drawings. There are
some people out there who are supporting
me, and it looks like I’'m going to get an
artist-in-residency at Oxford University. In
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that case | won't need the smoke detectors
and | won’'t need to push over the jewelry
store for the emeralds.

Have you been concerned about any cumu-
lative health effects from handling the ra-
dioactive materials?

No, not really at all. Listen to me clearly
on this: As a sculptor, everything | do is
hazardous. The granite dust that leaks
through my mask gives me silicosis. I'm

Areawith the strontium and cesium and the
20-foot-deep water baths glowing away, |
was safer there than when | was cutting
tombstonesin the granite shed in Vermont.

How did you go about becoming the only
private individual to obtain a radioactive
materials handling license?

Well, I’ll tell you this, | slipped through
the cracks and the cracks are closed
[laughs]. They’ll never do that again.
Nobody had ever

“Once | decided,‘Wow,
transmutation.This is it. I’ll do
this, | did not consider the
politics or the economics

or the complexities of this job
at all. 1 just got started on it.”’

tried it before. You
go to thelibrary and
you look all this
stuff up and you put
it in an application.
They [the Washing-
ton state Office of
Radiation Control]
stalled a little bit.
They didn't really
want to do this. But,
because of some of
the classes | had tak-

working in foundries and there' re cadmium
fumes boiling off the crucible when I'm
pouring bronze.

Everything is hazardous. If you want to
make things, if you want to create things,
everything is hazardous. When | took Ra-
diation Protection, Principles, and Instru-
ments, | realized that with the simplest care
in the whole world, working with radioac-
tive source materials such as uranium or
plutonium is safer than half the jobs I’ ve
had in my whole life. If you want to go out
there and make things, you're running a
constant hazard and you’ re probably using
up days or weeks of your life.

| remember when | was doing some small
sculpture back inthe’60s, | used to order a
certain kind of silver solder from ajewelry
supply outfit on the East Coast. | used it on
aregular basis for a couple of years. And,
one day, when the package came it had a
new label onit. It said, “ Contains cadmium.
Useonly inan open environment.” I’ d been
using it for years, the same silver solder.
They just upgraded the saf ety requirements
of labeling that stuff. Well, I'm not sorry |
used that. | made some really nice sculp-
turesand | know one museum and some pri-
vate homes that some of those little scul p-
tures are still in. All right, | realized | was
supposed to keep the window open when |
soldered withit. And | took that precaution.
Granite dust gives you silicosis. It's a bad
deal. But, hey, | would rather wear out than
rust out from old age.

And as far as working with radioactive
materials goes, it's safer than most of the
stuff 1 work with. | have had tours of adozen
nuclear reactors, both here and abroad. The
safety implementation is so great in work-
ing with radioactive materials. When I've
goneto hot labs, when I’ ve been in the 300
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en at the Tri-Cities
graduate center, | did actually meet the re-
quirements. Because of Radiation Protec-
tion, Principles, and Instruments, | qualified
as an RSO. And, because of taking Intro-
duction to Nuclear Systems, whichisa600-
level nuclear engineering class, | had the
background necessary to get thislicense.

And | haveto tell you, I’'m sure that alot
of people wished that this hadn’t come to
pass. But | met all the requirements, which
were always set up for universities and
schoolsand medical research facilities. They
never expected a sculptor to walk in and get
it. And | do haveto say that’s pretty cool.

Why did you have the number tattooed on
the back of your neck?
Again, let’s go back to the art-science

were both artists—|eave alarge urban area,
you cut yourself off from much of the fi-
nancial wherewithal of being able to sup-
port yourself. And, boy, I'll tell you, Rich-
land was not a place to be an artist. |
could’ve moved to Chad or Zambia or
something—that might have been tougher
than Richland. But, Richland was tough.

| do haveto say, too, that | don’t regret a
moment of thetime | spent there. | lost alot
of skin off my elbows and knees and chin
whilel wasthere. It wastough in ahundred
ways, but | learned so much. | wouldn’t
know what Heisenberg’ s Uncertainty Prin-
cipleis, or why Schrodinger’scat wasin the
box if | hadn’t been there and |earned about
physics and learned about engineering.

At the local community college there
over in Pasco, | gave atalk at the engineer-
ing society of thewelders. They invited me
to come over there and teach classes. |
learned how to weld zirconium and titani-
um—hey, you don’'t learn that in art school.

| really don’'t regret aday that | wasthere.
Much of the knowledge that | have, with
which I will be creating my sculpturein the
future, camefrom that 12-year residency at
Hanford.

When did you leave Hanford?

Leaving isarelative term. | would say it
was '99. There was a fire and my studio
burned. | was also already two years behind
inthe paymentsonit. It wasn’t working out.
And failures are sometimesnot asingleline
on a calendar. They’re spread out over a
couple of years. | guess | do have to say it
was afailure, but | tried my best and there
were a lot of people in the Hanford com-
munity who also tried their best. But, finan-
cialy, itwasnot aviabledeal. | was having
to go to England to earn enough money to
come back and try to get caught up on pay-
ments on the studio. It just wasn’t working.

thing here for a
minute. Thiswas an
artist doing an art
project who slipped
into theworld of nu-
clear science, got a
radioactive material
handling license,
and, as an artist, got
it tattooed on the

““And as far as working
with radioactive materials
goes, it’s safer than most
of the stuff | work with.”

back of his neck.
And that became something exclamatory,
something of importance. | wasn't doing it
to embarrassthe nuclear industry or the nu-
clear regulatory community. | was doing it
asaway of trying to bridge between art and
normal human life and the complexities of
nuclear technology. And | think it was a
cool ideaand I'mreally glad | did it.

How were you received in Hanford, which
isnot exactly an artist’s haven.

No, it'snot. It's a hardship outpost. Any
time artists—my wife was a painter; we
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What artistic possibilities do you see for
Yucca Mountain?

Too numerous to mention. The concept
of permanent nonliteral warning markers,
or explanation markers for along-term ra-
dioactive waste repository has got to be the
coolest project that any sculptor could ever
work on.

And I’ ve been thinking about that. | do
school projectswith kidswhenI’min Lon-
don, and that's one of the most-often-
brought-up projects | give them, to do
warning markers for a radioactive waste
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repository. | say, “All right, no language.
Let’s design warning markers that will
warn people 10 000 years from now, after
everything else in our civilization has
changed.” And | get some of the greatest
stuff. These kids do awonderful job. | say,
“No words. Language will have changed.
It'sgot to beimageonly.” Thisisone of the
coolest sculpture projects of all time.

Think, we haveimagesfrom civilizations
from which we have no written words. And
to be able to do that to last into the future,
thisisjust too cool. We're talking carved
granite and stainless steel and other stuff
that’ s going to last thousands of years. But
do it with images only and not words.

| don't keep alot of the stuff, but | do
have a stack of drawings from some of the
studentsthat I’ ve had who havejust turned
in brilliant work on this.

And, you have to realize, it's a com-
pelling and fascinating problem: Nonverbal
communication to last thousands of years.

It makes you wonder what that image would
be.

I’ve got about a dozen of my own and
I’ve got two dozen of them by brilliant art
students from the Royal College of Art,
Chelsea School of Art, Saint Martins, and
the University of Nottingham—the places
where | lecture when I’m an artist-in-resi-
dence at Imperial. And, | have to tell you,
thisis adone deal. | suggest we use them
al [laughs).

Given unlimited access to radioactive ma-
terials and an enormous budget, what
would you create?

Again, we're not talking large quantities
here. We're talking minuscule amounts.
But, we're talking symbol and metaphor,
Okay? All right.

| would transmute lead to gold. | would
transmute mercury to gold. | would trans-
mute technetium-99 to ruthenium-100. |
would also take some plutonium-239 and
transmuteinto something else, and | would
liketo strip it back to lead. | know neutron
stripping is alot harder than addition, but |
also do know that it can be done. And |
might do something with taking hydrogen
and moving it up to something beyond
beryllium, to show that we can start from
the most fundamental and simplest element
in our universe and makeit into something
else.

I would say that would be apalette of ex-
amples of our human capabilitiesto change
the elemental substancesin our universe. |
think that would be a contribution that
scul pture could make that everybody could
understand. And, of course, they would be
in fancy reliquary boxes that would look
good and hang on museum walls. People
could look at them and read the cards and
know what went on.

That’'swhat | would most like to do.
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INTERVIEW. ACORD

Foile flolipony
AR 1916

Acord’s concept for his Transmuted Test Foils

Thisis a darker question. If, say, India or
Pakistan had followed through on their
threatsearlier thisyear to launch a nuclear
war head, with massive nuclear devastation,
what effect do you think that would have on
your work and on people’s perception of
your work?

| do think about thingslikethat. Y ou have
to understand this, people are either com-
pletely against what it is1’m doing, or com-
pletely for it. In the event of a nuclear ex-
change or even a dirty bomb going off in
Boston Harbor or something, it’'s going to
polarize things. And it will be either much
harder or much easier for meto do thiswork.
| try to put agood face on thisand think that
people would be more inclined to be sup-
portive of my artwork as away of increas-
ing understanding. But, also, | know human
beings well enough to know that the initial
response would probably be real negative.

But, again, you haveto understand, the art
of sculpture can cut through all thisstuff. The
fine arts are away in which we human be-
ings gain understanding and control of com-
plex issues that we only worry about. And,
I’m sorry to say thisand | certainly don’t
wishit to betrue—it’ sjust aguess—but you
and | will probably live long enough to see
another nuclear exchange of some sort. It's
probably going to be ugly in the extreme.

Thereis alarge circle of humanity that
thinks | am giving undeserved credibility
and justification to nuclear issues and that
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Reliquary (Source: James Acord)

I’m the bad guy. And, on the other side of
the fence, there's alarge circle of people
who think that thisisafrivolous use of nu-
clear material and it’ sgoing to lead to more
bad use of nuclear material.

But, the fine art of sculpture cuts down
the center of that line. And, | don’t know—
we'll have to read the press reports.

Opponents think that using nuclear energy
is analogous to Prometheus stealing fire
fromthe gods, and that we similarly will be
punished. Proponents, of course, find that
harnessing nuclear energy isproperly with-
in the realm of human endeavor. What are
your thoughts?

That's a really good question and it's
probably the most fundamental onethat you
and | have talked about today.

What we human beings discover and
work with and learn about and understand
is within the proximity of what we should
be working with. We have not stolen any-
thing. We havejust learned about it. And, in
the process of learning about it, we gained
at least partial control of it. We are respon-
sible for how we handle that from here on
out. Itiswithin our province, it iswithin our
métier to work with this.

The Nuclear Age was going to drop into
our lap eventually. We had Einstein, Fermi,
Szilard, Heisenberg, Schrodinger. It was
going to happen. It’ sthe hundredth monkey
thing [see <www.inspirational stories.com/
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0/59.html>—Ed.]. Human beings were
thinking in that direction and reaching out.
This has been afreight train moving down
the tracks for awhile. It was going to come
to us. Wewere going to get thisknowledge
and we were going to have this power to
work with things within the nucleus of the
very atom itself.

We can go back to Democritusin the an-
cient Greek times. He was the guy who
said, “All right, there’s an atom, an indi-
visible atom.” This has been going on for
2500 years. Or, it’ s probably been going on
since we were human beings. We've got
this knowledge and we're using it. We've
used it for ill and we've used it for good.
But the knowledge is not going to go away.
So, we need to useit as best we can. Thisis
why | think sculpture can contribute to the
understanding of that knowledge. And that
will help ususeit better. If thisbeavain be-
lief, I’'m an old dodderer.

What is your reaction to Henry Moore's
Nuclear Energy sculpture at the University

timesin the past when there were even natu-
rally occurring nuclear reactors, when the U-
235 ratewas higher because of the difference
in decay rates. It wasin Gabon, Africa. What
happened wastherewas anaturaly occurring
vein of uranium; water poured into it and ap-
parently this natural reactor went on and off
over aperiod of thousands of years.
Thewhole point of

clear transmutation or shutting it off. Thisis
the Fourth Reliquary. And how much trou-
ble I have getting this across international
lines remains to be seen.

I'll do that sculpture at Rutherford Ap-
pleton labs while I’ m artist-in-residence at
Oxford University. Or, I'll do it at Imperi-
a College at Blackett labs. | know all the

the Fiestaware reac-
tor was to show that
with naturally occur-
ring materials, which
we human beings
Nnow use as ceramic
glaze for beauty on
our ceramic table-
ware, you can add
water and, in theory
or in demonstration,
have a nuclear reac-
tor. | actually thought

“l have a great plan for another
sculpture and it’s going to
incorporate Heisenberg and
Schrodinger, and it’s going to
have a small radioactive
source material in it.”

it was a pretty cool
idea. And alot of people probably didn’t get
it.

And that is true,

“The Fiestaware reactor was
not, of course, a real reactor in
any stretch of the imagination.

But it was a demonstration.”’

the first nuclear re-
actor on planet Earth
that we know about
was anatural vein of
uranium somewhere
in Africathat, every-
time it flooded with
water, went critical.

So, the deal with

of Chicago, which commemor ates the site
of thefirst self-sustaining chain reaction?

I’ve been there. I’ ve lectured at the Uni-
versity of Chicago and | have seen the
sculpture. One, | very much like Henry
Moore' ssculptureanditis, asisall of Hen-
ry Moore's work, a very nice sculpture.
Two, it plays on the negative images of nu-
clear energy, and that disappointed mealit-
tlebit. Likel say, it'sabeautiful sculpture,
but it isso easy for an artist’ sfirst response
in anything nuclear to go to the mushroom
cloud and to death and destruction.

Artists are mere mortals, too. Henry
Moore was alive when Hiroshima and Na-
gasaki happened, and I’ m sure that was the
image that he had in his head. And that's
why it came out in hissculpture. I’ sabeau-
tiful sculpture, and unfortunately it playson
the negative imagery and iconography of
the nuclear age.

Can you describe the thoughts that went
into creating your Fiestaware reactor
sculpture?

[Laughs.] The Fiestaware reactor was not,
of course, areal reactor in any stretch of the
imagination. But it was a demonstration. It
was afish tank full of Fiestaware plates and
water. The whole ideawasto show that ura-
nium-238 plus 0.7 percent U-235 is a natu-
rally occurring material. There have been
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the Fiestaware reac-
tor was, with water and Fiestaware plates,
you have this symbolic nuclear reactor.

Where can people see your work?

Okay, well, that’s a hard one—that’ s the
hardest one of all [laughs]. | have an exhib-
it opening in Switzerland in May of 2003.
The name of the show is “Atomica.” The
show will then travel from Switzerland to
Berlin, Budapest, Rome, London, and New
York. It'll travel for two-and-a-half years.
And it’sgoing acouple other places| don’'t
remember.

Isthere a place on the Web?

Everybody keeps telling me I'm sup-
posed to be doing that. I'm just not very
much of a computer guy. So, | don't have
anything on the Web. [Others, however,
have put photos of Acord and hisworks on
the Web. See <www.tcfn.org/timecapsul e/
html/acord_bio.html>—Ed.].

What are you planning to do next?

| have a great plan for another sculpture
and it’s going to incorporate Heisenberg
and Schrodinger, and it’s going to have a
small radioactive source material init. The
sculpturewill betotally sealed and you will
not be able to see what’ s going on. But, by
turning a hand crank on the side of the
sculpture, you will either be activating anu-
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guysthere and I’ ve worked in the shop for
acoupleof years. I'm sort of grandfathered
into that gang.

Incidentally, they’re the best bunch of
shop guys you can imagine, instrument-
makers and machinists, al. They al drive
vintage motorcyclesand they aretotally un-
intimidated by all the Nobel Prize winners
who come down and ask them to make stuff
for them. | really like Blackett Laboratory.
And, | may go back there aswell. I’'m kind
of angry with them because they promised
| could use their nuclear reactor two years
inarow and kept reneging on their promise.
They would like to have me back. | do
know the shop guyswell.

But, it looks like Oxford and Rutherford
Appleton labs will be a better match, al-
thoughitisonly alinear accelerator and not
areactor.

This has been the most interesting conver-
sation I’ve had in along time.

Well, I'm sureit’ sdifferent. When | was
ableto afford to keep my membership at the
American Nuclear Society at the national
level, | read Nuclear News all the time.
And, | know that thisisprobably avery dis-
similar interview than most of the onesthat
you do.

Just to get serious for one last moment, |
do think that art and science working to-
gether can make this world a better place.
I’m trying to do that and it’s through the
help of people who take an interest. There
are some people who recognize that thisis
an important thing. We've got to integrate
this advanced technol ogy into the common
fabric of human civilization, so we can all
make good decisions about nuclear waste
storage and using nuclear power instead of
fighting over the last little bit of oil in Sau-
di Arabia. And, | can’t help but feel that my
artwork is going to play some little, small
part in helping al this get done. W
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