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Postscript: James Acord, Alchemist for the Nuclear Age

Posted by Jon Michaud

Word reached our offices late last week that the artist James Acord had died in Seattle, on
January 9th, apparently by his own hand. Over his long career, which began when he was a
teen-ager, Acord, who was sixty-six, produced work using a wide variety of materials, including
salt, granite, gold, silver, and steel, but he was perhaps best known for the decades he spent
working with radioactive substances. An altar boy in his youth, Acord later spent time as a ranch
hand in Nebraska, a stone carver in Barre, Vermont, and an artist-in-residence in London, but he
always returned to the Northwest. As a draughtsman, he was drawn to death and decay, creating
studies of roadkill and other found corpses. At one time he also earned his living carving
headstones. He was a skilled welder and a serious student of alchemy and nuclear science. In
1993, after a long campaign, he became the only individual in the United States to receive a
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Radioactive Materials License. (So pleased was Acord that he had the license number tattooed
onto the back of his neck.) Prior to receiving this permission, Acord had run into regulatory
difficulties for working with large quantities of another radioactive substance: Mango Red Fiesta
pottery, which contained uranium in its glaze.

Acord was the subject of a forty-thousand-word Profile by Philip Schuyler, published in The New
Yorker in two parts in 1991. The title of the article, “Moving to Richland,” refers to Richland,
Washington, near the Hanford nuclear site, where the plutonium for the Fat Man atomic bomb
was processed. Acord relocated there from Seattle around the time of Schuyler’s Profile in order
to have easier access to radioactive materials produced at Hanford and in order to get to know
the scientists and other workers employed on the site. Acord was inspired to create a series of
reliquaries in which symbolic items from the nuclear age were housed in boxes modelled after
the medieval reliquaries used to preserve sacred Christian objects. As Acord told the Guardian,
in 1999, “I can’t help feeling that today’s nuclear industry is not unlike the church of the 12th
and 13th centuries. We have a priesthood living in remote areas, interacting only with each other.
Yet these are the people who make decisions for you and me.” Another project conceived by
Acord (but never executed) was to replace the nuclear warheads in Cold War arsenals with
“artheads.”

Schuyler says of his Profile, “I started out trying to capture Jim’s voice, and after working on it
for a while I realized that he had captured mine.” Early in the first part of “Moving to Richland,”
Schuyler quotes Acord at a gallery event discussing his reasons for working with such unlikely
materials:

The thing is, is like it or not, we’ve created tons and tons—thousands of tons—of radioactive
material. The waste from the Manhattan Project is still with us, out at Hanford, and, one way or
another, it’ll be with us for a long time. We’re talking about containing radioactive materials with
half-lives that exceed our written history by thousands of years—plutonium, for instance, with a
half-life of about twenty-five thousand years. And now we’ve got to deal with it, all of us, for the
very survivability of the planet....
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If we look back in the other direction, though, we do have art that dates from the Ice Age, thirty
thousand years ago. In fact, I’ve often speculated that my shadowy, forgotten colleagues from
long ago created these works of art out of enduring materials specifically to span the time, to
outlast the individual short life of a human being, or even of the tribe or the society that created
them. Some of these sculptures and paintings still speak to us today with an eloquence that we
can all respond to, I think. So art is an answer. I’'m not against words and mathematics, you
know, but I’m not counting on them. The language of art may be the best way we have to let
people know that this is bad stuff, and they’d better keep away.

After learning of Acord’s death, I wrote to Schuyler, who lives in Seattle and had been friends
with the artist for forty years. He replied with some thoughts on Acord’s life since the Profile
was published:

An obvious question is, why now? The why is actually not so difficult. Jim had been flirting with
death in one way or another for as long as I knew him. In recent years, he had been in poor
health, living in an SRO in conditions more appropriate to a Joseph Mitchell piece than one by
Peter Schjeldahl. And yet he had a circle of friends in Seattle whom he saw on a regular basis,
and he had a wide circle of admirers around the world. Three of his reliquaries, produced within
the past five years or so, are currently touring the world. He had been a featured speaker at a
conference in Barcelona last spring, invited by some mid-career British art stars who had been
influenced by his residency at Imperial College in London. He was gearing up to finish
Reliquary for Two Hands, which he had begun in Barre 30 years ago. More important, he had
designed something new and dramatically different from his earlier sculpture, and he had made
arrangements with a skilled metal worker to help him with the fabrication. But fame and
notoriety were not the goal. All of these efforts were in the service of a greater vision, the idea
that art could not only serve humanity, it could save the world.

Schuyler pointed me to a Web site created by Janet and Edward Galore where friends of Acord’s
have been posting memories of him as well as photographs of his work. I spoke with the Galores
and with another Seattle artist, Charles Kraftt, who knew Acord, and they all pointed to a
passage in Schuyler’s Profile that captured the essence of the man:

Acord recognized that the idea of transmutation, central to alchemy, was equally applicable to
radioactivity and also to sculpture, both of which involve the mysterious transformation of
elemental materials. In addition, alchemy provided a moral underpinning for all his work. “The
base man who desired only for wealth would always fail,” he said. “The higher adepts, the true
alchemists, knew that what they were really transforming was themselves. The real lead was in
their own hearts, and only through purity of motivation could they transform that lead into gold.”

The first part of “Moving to Richland” will be made available to all readers for one week. The
second part—and the complete archives of The New Yorker, back to 1925—is available to
subscribers. Non-subscribers can purchase the individual issue.

Photograph of James Acord by Arthur S. Aubry,; photograph of Acord’s “Monstrance for a Gray
Horse” by Benjamin Benschneider.


http://jameslacord.com/
http://archives.newyorker.com/?i=1991-10-14#folio=059
http://www.newyorker.com/archive/1991/10/21/1991_10_21_062_TNY_CARDS_000359576
http://archives.newyorker.com/?i=1991-10-21
http://www.benschneiderphoto.com/

Any favorite New Yorker articles come to mind? Send us an e-mail.

Keywords

Hanford Nuclear Site;
James Acord;

Philip Schuyler;
art;
radiation;

sculptors

POSTED IN

e Back Issues
| Postscript

[ )

[ )

¢ (O

e SHARE

e PRINT

e E-MAIL
Comments

0 comments | Add your comments

-



mailto:tny.archive@gmail.com
http://www.newyorker.com/search/query?keyword=Hanford%20Nuclear%20Site
http://www.newyorker.com/search/query?keyword=James%20Acord
http://www.newyorker.com/search/query?keyword=Philip%20Schuyler
http://www.newyorker.com/search/query?keyword=art
http://www.newyorker.com/search/query?keyword=radiation
http://www.newyorker.com/search/query?keyword=sculptors
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/postscript/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html#comments
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?pub=newyorker&url=http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html&title=Postscript:%20James%20Acord,%20Alchemist%20for%20the%20Nuclear%20Age
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html?printable=true&currentPage=all
http://www.newyorker.com/contact/emailFriend?referringPage=http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html&title=Back%20Issues%26%2358;%26%2332;Postscript%3A%20James%20Acord%2C%20Alchemist%20for%20the%20Nuclear%20Age
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html#frmSubmitComment_newyorker_2000000001139984

Jon MichaudE-mail | Twitter
Erin OverbeyE-mail | Twitter

latest posts

McEwan and the Jerusalem Prize (2/23 9:34 AM)
A Cosmic Pachinko Game (2/20 9:02 PM)

The Full Silvio Treatment (2/15 12:25 PM)
Erom Sadat to Mubarak (2/11 1:17 PM)
Preserving the Watts Towers (2/9 2:47 PM)

CATEGORIES

Ask the Librarians

Eighty-Five from the Archive
Postscript
Q.&A.

Reading List
The Candy Bowl

Vacation Tales

ARCHIVE

February 2011

January 2011
December 2010

November 2010
October 2010

September 2010
View All

New yorker


http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/bios/jon_michaud/search?contributorName=Jon%20Michaud
mailto:tny.archive@gmail.com
http://twitter.com/Sportymich
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/bios/erin_overbey/search?contributorName=Erin%20Overbey
mailto:tny.archive@gmail.com
http://twitter.com/eoverbey
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/02/mcewan-and-the-jerusalem-prize.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/02/asteroids-comets-meteors.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/02/the-full-silvio-treatment.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/02/from-sadat-to-mubarak.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/02/preserving-the-watts-towers.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/ask-the-librarians/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/eighty-five-from-the-archive/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/postscript/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/q-a/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/reading-list/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/the-candy-bowl/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/vacation-tales/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/02/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2010/12/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2010/11/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2010/10/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2010/09/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/archives.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/index/blogs/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/index/blogs/

blogs

News Desk:
Around the world
The Book Bench:

Literary life
Photo Booth:

In pictures

Th rtin ne:
From the field
Goings On:

Picks and notes
Richard Brody:

The Front Row

John Cassidy:

Money and more
Amy Davidson:

Close Read

Hendrik Hertzberg:

Notes on politics
Robert Mankoff:

The cartoon desk
Susan Orlean:
Free Range

Evan Osnos:
Letter From China

George Packer:
Interesting Times

dismax | score desc | Search nev

Go
Welcome Log in | Help | Register

Most Popular
MOST E-MAILED
This Issue

Paul Haggis Vs. the Church of Scientology
The billionaire Koch brothers’ war inst m
Demetri Martin: “Who Am [?”

News Desk: Russia’s Black Swan

News Desk: How Qaddafi Lost Libya

Nk W=

The billionaire Koch brothers’ war against Obama

Paul Haggis Vs. the Church of Scientology

Lower Costs and Better Care for Neediest Patients
Demetri Martin: “Who Am [?”

PR



http://www.newyorker.com/online/index/blogs/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/books/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/books/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/photobooth/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/photobooth/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/sportingscene/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/sportingscene/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/goingson/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/goingson/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/movies/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/movies/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/johncassidy/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/johncassidy/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/closeread/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/closeread/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/hendrikhertzberg/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/hendrikhertzberg/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/cartoonists/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/cartoonists/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/susanorlean/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/susanorlean/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/evanosnos/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/evanosnos/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/georgepacker/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/georgepacker/
http://www.newyorker.com/user/login
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/registration?intcid=registration_help
http://www.newyorker.com/user/registration
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html#tab-most-emailed
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html#ps1_fs1_features-tab-3
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/02/14/110214fa_fact_wright
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2010/08/30/100830fa_fact_mayer
http://www.newyorker.com/humor/2011/02/28/110228sh_shouts_martin
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2011/02/russias-black-swan.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2011/02/how-qaddafi-lost-libya.html
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2010/08/30/100830fa_fact_mayer
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/02/14/110214fa_fact_wright
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/01/24/110124fa_fact_gawande
http://www.newyorker.com/humor/2011/02/28/110228sh_shouts_martin

5. Cartoons from the Issue of February 28th, 2011

This Issue

Steve Coll: A new strategy in Afghanistan is revealed.

Wendell Steavenson: Were the Egyptian protesters right to trust the military?
John Lahr: “Spider-Man”’: Zap! Pow! Splat! Ouch!

James Wood: Teju Cole’s prismatic début novel, “Open City.”

Demetri Martin: “Who Am [?”

THE MAGAZINE: FEBRUARY 28, 2011

Table of Contents | Digital Edition | iPad

SUBSCRIBE TO !
NE'W:IIQ!{ RER -ﬂ,ﬁ CLICK
FREE TOTE! —— HERE!

Buy the Book: “20 Under 40: Stories from The New Yorker”

IPAD APP

Every story, every cartoon, every Monday.

Follow Us

_fRERtN -] AN

e Newsletters
e Podcasts
e Feeds

new sletter | shortForm


http://www.newyorker.com/humor/issuecartoons/2011/02/28/cartoons_20110221
http://www.newyorker.com/talk/comment/2011/02/28/110228taco_talk_coll
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/02/28/110228fa_fact_steavenson
http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/theatre/2011/02/28/110228crth_theatre_lahr
http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/books/2011/02/28/110228crbo_books_wood
http://www.newyorker.com/humor/2011/02/28/110228sh_shouts_martin
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/toc
http://archives.newyorker.com/
http://www.newyorker.com/go/onsiteROS1
http://ad.doubleclick.net/click%3Bh%3Dv8/3ab8/3/0/%2a/w%3B235626298%3B0-0%3B0%3B51066830%3B11056-4/1%3B40458880/40476667/1%3B%3B%7Eaopt%3D2/0/6a/0%3B%7Esscs%3D%3fhttp:/www.amazon.com/20-Under-40-Stories-Yorker/dp/0374532877/
http://www.newyorker.com/go/onsiteROS1
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html#ps3_fs1_features-tab-2
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html#ps3_fs1_features-tab-3

-

This Week: Links to articles and Web-only features in your inbox every Monday.

handler.new slette | 217 | true

-

Cartoons: A weekly note from the New Yorker's cartoon editor.

| handler.new slette | 442 true

—

Podcasts

e Fiction writers read favorite stories, author interviews, a weekly political roundtable.

ri ia iTun

Feeds

o Keep up with The New Yorker and newyorker.com using your favorite RSS reader.

Available to subscribers via the digital edition.

More From The New Yorker

Cartoons of the Year 2010

A special edition with 300 cartoons and an introduction by Roz Chast. Available at newsstands
and the Cartoon Bank.

The New Yorker Festival

Streaming video of lan Frazier, Cynthia Nixon, Stephen King, Annie Proulx, and more.

Digital Edition
A Web-based replica of our latest issue and complete archive

Kindle edition


http://itunes.apple.com/us/artist/the-new-yorker/id331376890
http://itunes.apple.com/us/artist/the-new-yorker/id331376890
http://www.newyorker.com/services/rss/summary
http://www.newyorker.com/go/digitaledition/
http://www.cartoonbank.com/invt/136229/
http://www.cartoonbank.com/invt/136229/
http://www.cartoonbank.com/invt/136229/
http://fora.tv/conference/new_yorker_festival_2010
http://fora.tv/conference/new_yorker_festival_2010
http://www.newyorker.com/go/digitaledition
http://www.newyorker.com/go/digitaledition
http://www.amazon.com/The-New-Yorker/dp/B001O2SCKI/

Get the magazine on your Amazon e-reader.

Nook Edition

Get the magazine on your Barnes & Noble e-reader.

Animated Cartoons on the Go

Download the app from the iTunes store.

Audio Edition

Subscribe to a weekly download of selected articles from the magazine, at Audible.

The New Yorker Store

New Yorker books, art prints, and logo wear.

The Cartoon Bank

Cartoon and cover art; prints, T-shirts. licensing, and other gifts

On the Town

Exclusive events and offers from The New Yorker’s advertising and promotion department.

SUBSCRIBE

& GETA

FREE
TOTE!  ‘evidus,

47 issues (one year) for just $39.95 plus a FREE New Yorker Tote on payment!

* Plus applicable sales tax
First Name

e

Last Name


http://www.amazon.com/The-New-Yorker/dp/B001O2SCKI/
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/The-New-Yorker/Cond-Nast/e/2940000280942
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/The-New-Yorker/Cond-Nast/e/2940000280942
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/the-new-yorker-animated-cartoons/id307779867?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/the-new-yorker-animated-cartoons/id307779867?mt=8
http://www.audible.com/newyorker
http://www.audible.com/newyorker
http://www.newyorkerstore.com/
http://www.newyorkerstore.com/
http://www.cartoonbank.com/?utm_medium=referral&utm_source=NewYorker&utm_content=TNYRightRail
http://www.cartoonbank.com/?utm_medium=referral&utm_source=NewYorker&utm_content=TNYRightRail
http://www.newyorkeronthetown.com/
http://www.newyorkeronthetown.com/

:

Address 1

:

Address 2

:

City

:

State

j | Zip

nlj —
Wa
=3

. . . Submit
Privacy Poli rder tside th A o

| 6500017 | /atg/registry/Repc| 7000615 | prod670349

| Us | BML | |

About Us
Contact Us
Newsletters
Blogs
Archive
Press Center
RSS Feeds

Subscription Services
Careers

New Yorker Store

Reprints/Permissions
The New Yorker Media Kit

Condé Nast Digital

More news, politics, culture, business, and technology:

Architectural Digest
Golf Digest

GOQ

Vanity Fair

Wired

Subscribe to a magazine:

6500080

I1BNC1ZN


http://www.newyorker.com/services/privacypolicy/
http://magazine.newyorker.com/ecom/subscribe.jsp?oppId=4700016&tgt=/atg/registry/RepositoryTargeters/NYR/NYR_global_rightRail_B
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/aboutus/
http://www.newyorker.com/contact/contactus
http://www.newyorker.com/services/newsletters/demographics
http://www.newyorker.com/go/blogs
http://www.newyorker.com/archive
http://www.newyorker.com/services/presscenter
http://www.newyorker.com/services/rss/summary
http://w1.buysub.com/servlet/CSGateway?cds_mag_code=NYR
http://www.condenastcareers.com
http://www.thenewyorkerstore.com
mailto:permissions@condenast.com
http://www.condenastmediakit.com/nyr/
http://www.architecturaldigest.com
http://www.golfdigest.com
http://www.gq.com
http://www.vanityfair.com
http://www.wired.com

| Subscribe to a magazine j

Visit our sister sites:

| Visit our sister sites j

Registration on or use of this site constitutes acceptance of our User Agreement (Revised
January 7, 2009) and Privacy Policy (Revised January 7, 2009). The New Yorker © 2011 Condé
Nast Digital. All rights reserved. The material on this site may not be reproduced, distributed,
transmitted, cached or otherwise used, except with the prior written permission of Condé Nast
Digital.

Read more
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html#ixzz1 E

qumVghC


http://www.newyorker.com/services/useragreement
http://www.newyorker.com/services/privacypolicy
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html#ixzz1EqumVghC
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/backissues/2011/01/postscript-james-acord.html#ixzz1EqumVghC

