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Radioactivity 
from Homer to Oppenheimer
A trAvelling exhibition proposed by AndrA

Ludic and didactic, tHe aim Of tHe tRaveLLing exHibitiOn 
entitLed «RadiOactivity fROm HOmeR tO OppenHeimeR» is tO a 
give tHe geneRaL pubLic tHe keys tO betteR undeRstanding 
tHis pHenOmenOn, a sOuRce Of bOtH inteRROgatiOn and feaR. 

in keeping witH its Objective Of infORmatiOn, expLanatiOn and diaLOgue, andRa 
pROpOses in tHis exHibit a factuaL yet accessibLe scientific appROacH, wHicH is bOtH 
pedagOgic and fRee Of any euLOgy. 

this exhibition, labelled by the cnc (french national chemistry committee) in 2011, forms part of 
a wider public information initiative,  which includes in particular Regular Open days (next date: 24 
september 2011), and the web site www.dechets-radioactifs.com.

andra is supported in this exhibit by the Institut curie, IrsN (French Institute for radiological Protection 
and Nuclear safety), accUstIca (reims centre for Disseminating technical and scientific culture), asN 
(French Nuclear safety authority), and by several French government ministries: ministry for research, 
ministry for ecology, ministry for Industry and ministry for National education.   
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by declaring its aim from the very outset to cover all aspects, from the 
most dramatic events to cartoon characters, the exhibition offers visitors 
a complete itinerary ranging from the science of radioactivity (How 
does it work?) to its uses (What uses are made of it?) while exploring 
its dangers (What are the risks?) and the history of the phenomenon of 
radioactivity (How was it discovered?). the exhibition begins with a video 
of «tom the atom», who explains his radioactive make up. radiation 
and natural radioactivity are then explained by means of manipulations 
and animations. then the public is invited to discover the incredible 
history of radioactivity, between the first scientific discoveries and the 
radium «boom» years, during which it was considered good for one’s 
health to drink radioactive water! the risks linked to radioactivity and 
its applications are then explored, as is the management of radioactive 
waste, andra’s core business.
the final pole is devoted to applications of radioactivity, whether for 
military, energy, medical or industrial purposes. 

«An exhibition covering all aspects of radioactivity, because 
we are all concerned by it.»

françois-michel gonnot, President of andra (French 
radioactive waste management agency)
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pole 1 / How does it work?
meet tom the atom. He’s just the right person to explain why and 
how he is the source of all the radioactivity that surrounds us.  
tom the atom welcomes visitors and introduces them to his «Odd 
family», radioactive atoms and their emissions of alpha, beta and 
gamma rays, some of which reach us from the cosmos. 

these atoms are naturally present in nature and are behind 
what is known as natural radioactivity. even more surprising, 
they are also present INsIDe us! members of the public 
can also measure their own radiation levels at the section 
«How much do you radiate?», then have fun measuring the 
emissions of several everyday objects using the «becquerel 
meter», a fictive Geiger counter to manipulate in front of the 
display cabinets, and a good way to become familiar with 
the becquerel, the unit for measuring radioactivity, and its 
orders of magnitude. 

pole 2 / How was it discovered?
Did you know that the discovery of radioactivity 
owes a lot to French scientists? among the ten 
leading «magicians of the atom» there are no fewer 
than five French scientists! First Henri becquerel, 
who discovered the «radiant activity of uranium» 
in 1896, but above all the curie family: Pierre and 
marie, who discovered radium and polonium and 

also invented tools for measuring radioactivity, then their daughter Irène and her 
husband Frédéric Joliot, the first to create artificial radioactivity.

the exhibition devotes considerable space 
to the «Radium boom years», the period 
between 1920 and the end of the 1950s, when 
radioactivity became modern and its virtues 
extolled. It was associated with all sorts of 
benefits and burgeoning advertising extolled 
the merits of radioactive creams, mineral 
water containing thorium… and even «radium 
fountains» in order to benefit from a good 
radioactive inhalation, the promise of eternal youth!

After going through An Access chAmber portrAying 
questions frequently posed by the generAl public, 
visitors Are invited to discover four poles deAling 
with rAdioActivity:

n   how does it work?
n   how wAs it discovered?
n   whAt Are the risks? 
n   whAt uses Are mAde of it? ?
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pole 3 / what are the risks? 
Persons exposed to radiation from fallout from chernobyl, radioactive waste, 
nuclear accidents such as Fukushima, cancers…, all subjects of concern linked 
to radioactivity. this pole deals not just with the risks linked to the uses made 
of radioactivity, with a particular focus on nuclear power plant accidents, but 
also the measures put in place in France and elsewhere in the world to manage 
these risks as efficiently as possible.  
the «risks in question» section allows the public to discover how and why 
radioactivity can be dangerous to health and in what ways we can be exposed to it. 
then the «three shields» present the measures that make it possible to protect 
ourselves from radiation hazards. 

the risks linked to nuclear energy are also 
discussed without taboo. «Level 7», the 
highest rank on the INes (International 
Nuclear event scale) scale, applies to the 3 
biggest nuclear accidents in human history: 
three mile Island (1979), chernobyl (1986, 
related in a short film) and Fukushima (2011), 
and the means put in place to improve safety 
and deal with such emergency situations are 
explored. 

Finally, the subject of radioactive waste, from its production to its definitive 
disposal, is presented in the form of a model. 

pole 4 / what uses are made of it?
«city lights» is a video presentation of how a nuclear power plant operates, from 
the fission reaction up to the process of generating electricity. 

the atomic bomb and international politico-strategic 
events associated with it are also explored in «the atom 
files», a section that retraces recent major historical 
events linked to radioactivity: the cold War, the arms 
race, scientific opponents, international treaties and, 
obviously, espionage! «france and the bomb» presents 
the history of the French military nuclear arsenal on 
land, sea and in the air. 

medical uses are also spotlighted in «Operation rays», where the public is invited 
to put themselves in the shoes of a doctor. 

but visitors will be shown even more surprising and unexpected applications, 
even though they are right «under our noses» on a daily basis. Did you know that 
potatoes germinate less when they have been radio-sterilised with gamma rays? 
that mummies undergo the same fate to be conserved several thousand years? 
that playing cards and the wooden floors of the château de Versailles are covered 
with a varnish or a resin that is «radio-hardenable» or instead that it is possible to 
measure the density of a river using a radiometric gauge? 

?

3



4

going even further…
the exhibition ends with a wall of 
questions, where visitors can check 
their knowledge on the phenomenon of 
radioactivity.

a children-friendly itinerary 
a specific itinerary is proposed for children aged 8 and above, 
with «tom the atom» as guide. the ludic design, which includes 
manipulations («becquerel meter), objects, artwork, models, photos, 
films, interactive animations, quizzes, etc. employs simple notions and 
characters appreciated by children (Homer simpson, the Incredible Hulk, 
the Fantastic Four, etc). the children are given free information and games 
pack.

practical information 
Unaccompanied visits or visits accompanied by a scientific mediator. 
children and school group itinerary.
Duration of the guided visit: 1h (Unaccompanied visits 1.5h)
entry price: free

travelling exhibition.

pLanning

n From 25 september 2011 to the 23 november 2011 in the salle des Fêtes 
in brienne-la-Vieille (aube), 15 km from andra’s soulaines-Dhuys waste 
repository.

n telephone contact for school visits: +33 (0)3 25 92 33 04
n From january 2012 to august 2012 in the espace technologique in saudron 

(Haute- marne), very near to andra’s research laboratory in bure (meuse).

       Opening hours and access plan on www.andra.fr



why have an exhibition on radioactivity in general when andra only deals with 
radioactive waste? 

radioactive waste and radioactive waste management are not very well known 
and raise legitimate questions in each and every one of us. the answers to these 
questions necessitate good understanding of the phenomenon of radioactivity. For 
example, few people know that natural radioactivity exists and that they themselves 
«radiate» a little!  this exhibition is in line with a wider approach of communication 
and exchanges with the public that we have been pursuing for several years. 

it is not a way of promoting nuclear energy?

It is not andra’s job to be for or against nuclear energy.  radioactive waste, whatever 
its origin, exists and andra’s remit is to conceive, propose and implement solutions 
to manage this waste in a safe manner. Our remit extends not just to the present 
generation but also to future generations on whom we must not leave the burden 
of our own waste. It is a real societal issue and we want the public to rely on facts 
for their understanding of it and especially to fully participate in the 2013 public 
debate on the disposal of radioactive waste in deep underground repositories. 

what itinerary will this travelling exhibition take?  

the inauguration will take place in brienne-la-Vieille, near to our aube waste 
disposal facility. We will then set up the exhibition in our technological information 
space, near to our bure underground laboratory in the meuse department. 
Following that, it will be on the road up to 2014, as a function of demand. 

We hope that local communities, in particular those the most concerned by 
radioactivity, whether natural or artificial, will wish to welcome the exhibition and 
we invite them to contact us for details.

inteRview
marie-claude dupuis

generAl director of AndrA
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AndrA, plAced under the supervision of the french 
Ministries for energy, ecology And reseArch, 
celebrAted its 20th birthdAy in 2011.

andra’s remit, set out in law, covers several aspects:

1. to examine and conceive solutions for managing all French radioactive waste.  
2. to operate and monitor existing waste repositories. 
3. to collect non-electronuclear waste (from hospitals, research laboratories, 

universities, etc) and radioactive objects, for the most part dating from between 
the two World Wars, held by private individuals. 

4. to clean up former sites polluted by radioactivity, when those responsible have 
failed to do so, at the request of public authorities or owners. 

5. to make an inventory of all radioactive materials and waste produced in France.
6. to inform the public of radioactive waste and its management. 
7. to share its know how in France and abroad.

key figures (as of 31/12/2010)

n more than 500 staff. 
n 6 sites, including 2 in operation in the aube Department, a facility «under 

surveillance» in the manche Department, a research laboratory 500 m 
underground in the meuse Department and a technological space in the Haute-
marne Department.

n 1.152.533 m3 of radioactive waste counted in the 2009 national inventory of 
radioactive materials and waste. today, nearly one million m3 of waste has 
already been disposed of in andra’s repositories. 
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andRa (fRencH RadiOactive 
waste management agency)


