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The marker: A precious link between generations  
and a part of the long-term safety story 

Cécile Massart 
Belgium 

Introduction 

High-level radioactive waste brings us face to face with a social, emotional, ethical, 
political and environmental situation at the heart of which lies the security of the  
living world. 

From now on, mankind has to make commitments to protect itself. Building an 
artistic device, a continuous creation that links and reveals the situation will inform and 
shed some light on the objectives. 

In co-operation with industries that manage geological repositories, the installation of 
markers above ground introduces non-technical aspects that can increase safety. 

In the art world, many works of art produced throughout the 20th century associate 
art with waste as vestiges for keeping! 

The use of waste has shaken the nature of art since Marcel Duchamp, the eye of 
Man Ray as well as the definition of the artist. The waste recycling industry has modified 
the way we see it. 

For what is waste? It embodies above all the imperfect and also a “time capsule”. 

In the case that concerns us, waste stays buried in our doubt, secured by our current 
financial means that are substantial. The notion of time for its decay is calculated and, at 
the end, it vanishes. 

Its visibility is next to nil, whereas its presence remains very powerful and thrills the 
imagination. The hosting community is permeated with it. 

At the same time the laboratory at the disposal facility provides economic dynamism, 
an analysis of upheavals in this territory, an exhibition of artistic devices and an awareness 
of danger. 

Passing on memory 

Humans are passers of memory and, for several generations, on the surface of the 
site, they express their doubts, their emotions, their fears: the expression of the survival 
instinct on earth. 

Markers are a transmission medium for memory of sites through the implementation 
of a specific architectural vocabulary: code, symbols and signs which evolve with time. 

This artistic device will remain contemporary to the sites and those who follow us, 
thanks to a unique modus operandi. 



NEA/RWM/R(2013)9 

416 THE SAFETY CASE FOR DEEP GEOLOGICAL DISPOSAL OF RADIOACTIVE WASTE: 2013 STATE OF THE ART 

The markers 

Repositories as platforms for artistic research 

The markers are multi-layered artistic devices built at the land surface that create a 
visible framework related to cultural and social values for these archives of the future. 

The marker, tangible at the outset and becoming an imaginary or immaterial picture 
in remote time, leaves an area not to visit, the danger to life will have another meaning. 

This implies a higher level of mindfulness, as “artists-guardians”, “writers-explorers” 
or “scientists-archaeologists” involved in this creative laboratory provide multidisciplinary 
dynamism. 

A new kind of sensitive monitoring will be made possible by intensifying a 
community-based and interdisciplinary dialogue between fields that run parallel to  
each other. 

The development of the marker must be drawn slowly until the project sets its own 
rules that must be complied with. The research process should be carefully conducted 
because tied to the idea of unique laboratory for memory and safety. 

Art acts as a transmitter of an archive, through the implementation of an 
architectural vocabulary. 

Art enhances the level of vigilance concerning the danger through the symbolism of 
this marking. 

This modus operandi is a continuous artistic work on site in an experimental 
laboratory, open to various disciplines that enrich knowledge. 

The regeneration of markers over time is possible thanks to new techniques, materials 
and the evolution of the perception of the danger of radioactivity to the living world. 

“Art emerges out of particular situations and I believe that artists can only benefit 
from what their environment sends to them.” – Al Anatsui, African artist 

Proposal for markers projects 

Having a long-term vision: 

· About the territory: 

– parameters and constraints. 

· A guidance nurtured by content that is: 

– theoretical; 

– scientific; 

– artistic; 

– philosophical; 

– environmental and human. 

· Feature: 

– understanding the objectives by site survey. 

· In co-operation. Reading of: 

– the sketches; 

– the pre-project phases; 

– the markers projects. 
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· Criteria. The ability of the marker to: 

– awaken in the long term in a memorial and security perspective; 

– be regenerated over time. 

· Planning: 

– implementation; 

– inclusion of new contributions; 

– budgeting; 

– estimation of the impact on the area. 

· Means: 

– European and international exchanges through meetings to develop a nuclear 
culture; 

– the appointment of curators. 

The various aspects of safety 

Safety is a major goal that can be achieved through current technologies, various 
tools, such as markers, networks, satellites, etc. 

Tomorrow, sensors embedded in markers at the periphery of the sites will increase 
safety and make the current situation legible to all. 

Maybe in a thousand years, in another time, nothing. 

Further to the striking facts observed in the world, and later, with a more acute 
awareness of the strengths and wave effects that govern us, the nuclear culture will 
become part of our lives. 

The landscape is a casual collection of fragments that “give” to each other, slowly 
shaped by the nature itself of the world, by man, plants, forces, the wind, the sea,...  
To apprehend the geological storage and report on it, one must move through, measure 
the presence, stay in sight, take some time to read the history of this landscape. 

One must also be aware of the severity of toxicity, the recklessness of the nuclear 
operators, for not having a long-term questioning on the topic, to avoid being blind again. 

With markers projects, we aim to convey and enhance safety. 

Understanding markers, step by step, is: 

· looking at how the light rays hit them and reveal them; 

· raising the question on the symbolism of the colours chosen, materials’ shapes, 
their position in space and what they transmit to us; 

· wondering why the ground surface was made uneven. 

The site is slowly becoming, in parallel to storage, a potential platform for “landscape 
design” where monuments of a new kind appear, that are dedicated without pathos for 
modification. Their presence indicates a memorial desire to remember, the attention  
to danger and safety and entering a form of culture, the nuclear culture: a new way of 
commitment. 
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Issues 

The specific nature of markers is not the only issue. 

It participates in the creation of a new type of archive of our society. It demonstrates 
our ability to awaken in European civil rights. It engages with knowledge and information 
management, to enhance education about this subject. 

It introduces the artistic and philosophical factors. 

By the study of an unprecedented way of communicating, the marker passes on 
memory, questions about the danger in a territory and constitutes a safety barrier. 

This obliges us to reconsider the notions of perspective, heritage and knowledge, 
materials, art, time, technology, co-operation and security. 

Communication 

The repeated presence of objectives to local associations, schools, universities, 
regional museums, audio-visual media, the press, on social networks, scientific or artistic 
magazines, in exhibitions, symposiums, call for projects, European and international 
institutions, ignites and broadcasts a project. This evokes the question of knowledge and 
therefore safety. 

The activity of the laboratory is not factual but continued, it asserts its societal role. 

When talking about markers, or archisculptures, the words “art” and “artworks” come 
first to mind. 

In the Western world, we are still prisoners of many ideas from the 18th century, 
where the first museums have an idealistic vision of art and are seen as “temples”. 

Here, no museum, but scientists who advise management agencies to handle the 
archaeological stratum of the 21st century in the nuclear countries. It examines and 
exhibits geological storage and safety. 

On the other hand, this new stratum calls the philosopher, the sociologist, the artist 
because the lifetime of the atom takes human beings back to their own time scale and 
the geological disposal facility questions it thoroughly. 

Today, in Europe, this type of place appears far from urban landscapes. With a larger 
density of population, cultural differences that distinguish rural and urban activities and 
regional peculiarities could slowly fade away. 

The issue remains: The security of the living world. 

Generally, in architecture or landscape design, one looks for the exception to create 
the event. Political power and economic models have their own requirements, sometimes 
forgetting about the primary objectives. 

Throughout history we can observe the striking links between power and artistic 
systems and, still multiplying today, just like pictures, they are exported as a label. 

On the topic at hand, the aesthetic qualities should not remain riveted to our Western 
standards but be specific to the transmission of the memory of a peculiar aspect of our 
industrial activity. 

The marker must be read by all for the safety of all; “all” are the project recipients. 

We are not in an outdoor museum, we are for a while on a lively platform looking on 
the marking of a place containing the most toxic waste man has ever generated. 

There is no purchase of works, work is continuous, unsigned, it is the memory and 
the security of the living world that is at the heart of the ambitions. 
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Conclusion 

The proposals that are described here are the result of a decade of research. 

It seems that from the beginning there has been negligence on the part of the nuclear 
industry regarding the storage of high-level radioactive waste. 

The general public is not very knowledgeable about the subject. Projects for geological 
disposal often give the local population the feeling of an ablation of a piece of territory. 

To sum it up, in the long run, we consider the study of two barriers for the safety of 
high-level waste repositories, two approaches that will continue to develop in parallel: 

· technological and industrial resources; 

· the implementation of markers on the surface. 

To address the economic, social, environmental and political challenges, one must 
raise the reflections that are relevant to areas that are linked to humans themselves, the 
link, makers of memory, securely tightened in their own contradictions. 


