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INTRODUCTION In this manner, in early days, were formed those vast and prodigious layers 
of coal, which an ever—increasing consumption must utterly use up in about 
three centuries more, if people do not find some more economic light than 
gas, and some cheaper motive power than steam.1 

Jules Verne

Ten years after the Grand-Hornu complex was added to UNESCO’s World 
Heritage list, At the Coalface! is the first exhibition dedicated to this fuel 
that triggered an irreversible turning point during the Industrial Revolution.

A living archive of the region’s mining economy, the Grand-Hornu site is a 
city project, a unique example of practical urban planning on the European 
mainland, built around the presence of coal in its soil. The site’s mining 
past has thus shaped economic, cultural and political history over several 
generations, those who live nearby or travel here from afar, former miners 
or newcomers, migrants or descendants.

Today, coal is still humanity’s second biggest energy resource after oil and 
the number one source of electricity. Its combustion is responsible for a 
large proportion of the planet’s CO

2
 emissions. A combustible sedimentary 

rock that contains high levels of carbon, formed from the partial degrada-
tion of organic matter from plants, here, coal provides the raw material for 
a symbolic story about design: from its industrial origins to the era of the 
post-carbon energy transition.

It is a multi-faceted element and a whole host of issues are concentrated 
in this overexploited natural resource, some of which will be touched on 
in some of the projects in the exhibition. Designers, architects, illustrators 
and visual artists embrace coal and use it to develop scenarios that allude 
to the migration of workers, artifacts where coal is a noble material, works 
that create empathy with the harsh working conditions of mining, tools 
that recreate the formation of coal, objects that introduce new rituals or 
materials from future alter-extractivists.

The pieces that make up the exhibition offer both a damning observation 
and reasons for hope: design becomes a practice whereby the hierarchies 
between man and nature can be deconstructed, and humans can be 
returned to the humus, as nature themselves.

The At the Coalface! exhibition is designed to be a cross-disciplinary 
conversation combining memories and techniques from the past with  
the need for solutions for the present emergency. Coal becomes a  
resource for generating polyphonic, sustainable narratives.

1 Jules Verne, Journey to the Centre of the Earth,
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We only understand what we transform. (Bertolt Brecht)

Design and, more generally, research, creative, exploratory action, is the 
central theme. We are not focusing on the object (the form, the function) 
but rather with the artifacts resulting from a “journey to the centre of the 
object”: their natural being; their capacity to translate memories and enter 
into a conversation with memory; their vernacular intelligence; their power 
to produce narratives and to make history; or to project us towards imagi-
nary futures. 

At the Coalface! introduces essential values for a creative environment 
that is in transition. Designers, architects and artists ask questions about 
how resources are used, and experiment with their circular transformation. 
They invent new ways of looking at production, ranging from non-invasive 
extraction to handling materials sensitively in order to understand, control 
and minimise their impact on the environment. These approaches are 
defining a post-carbon landscape studded with technical, cultural, political 
and ecological tools that are capable of regenerating our future.

The material we are talking about here, as Tim Ingold would say,  
is both emotional and substantial, existential and essential. Coal exists in 
many forms: charcoal, from fire and an age-old practice for staying warm, 
cooking, drawing and purifying; coal from fires caused by climate change 
or criminal interests; coal as a component of the landscape, natural 
humus and architecture, between slag heaps and industrial archaeology; 
and, lastly, coal as a fossil fuel, whose extraction and exploitation  
by humans are a major contributor to the climate crisis.

Here, design becomes the narrator and actor in an interconnected,  

multidisciplinary system made up of actions, values and know-how that 

digs down into the distant or dramatically recent past, into the memory 

of the biosphere, of humans and of nature, in order to understand before 

transforming.

The exhibition is composed of ten chapters that present the work of  
designers, architects and artists.

CHAPTER 1 — New design

Design, the great grandson of the Industrial Revolution and extractivist 
policies, is now calling into question the principles of the economic growth 
from which it was created. We urgently need a paradigm shift if we want 
to put human beings back into the lifecycle, and embrace its non-linearity 
and imperfect beauty.  

Maarten Baas, The Netherlands.
An icon of 20th century design welcomes visitors: Gerrit Rietveld’s Red  
Blue Chair. Designer Maarten Baas transforms this “beautiful object” by 
burning it. Fire both destroys and preserves this chair, which loses its  
perfect form and its primary colours. By calling into question the durability 
of the design, he returns the wood to its original status as a raw material,  
a vulnerable natural resource.  

CHAPTER 2 - Landscapes 

Coal can be obtained by combustion (charcoal) or formed by the sedimen-
tation of organic matter, a process that takes over 350 million years. Its 
presence in the region’s soil has shaped the history of Grand-Hornu as well 
as its landscapes, and is the starting point for this exhibition. An invisible 
part of the land, its extraction brought about geographical, social and 
cultural transformations.

Ulrike Mohr, Germany.
Ulrike Mohr collects pieces of wood, burns them, and then hangs them in 
space to create landscapes of charred signs. The artist embraces one of 
the first acts of civilisation, that of burning wood, and then marking the 
environment.

Laetitia Bica, Belgium. 
The artist has put together a poetic report on the slag heaps of Northern 
France, and specifically on the yellow horned poppy, a plant native to the 
arid soils of the Mediterranean that migrated and proliferated in this new 
area, just like the people who came here to work, willingly or by force, in 
the coal mines.

Aequo Design, France. 
The series of vases is inspired by slag heaps, the conical mounds that 
mark the surface of the mining landscapes of France and Belgium.

Luke Fuller, United Kingdom. 

The designer was inspired by the geological construction of the Welsh land-
scape to come up with a unique way of working with ceramics. Blending his 
imagination with the realities of the material, he creates pieces that mimic 
the stratification of the land, as well as its industrial and organic memory.

THE EXHIBITION
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Studio Khorram-Ricatte, France. 

The Davy lamp was used as a safety lamp in mines from the beginning 
of the 19th century. Khorram-Ricatte used the shape, an iconic piece of 
mining equipment, to design the Lueur candle holder.

CHAPTER 3 — Making in order to understand

Designers, artists and craftsmen produce knowledge by working with mate-
rial. They extract it, cut it, heat it... They transform it, not to create a finished 
product, but to extract questions from it about production methods that 
generate less pollution as well as about our relationship with this material. 

Philipp Weber, Germany.

The grandson of a miner, Philipp Weber has honed his technical research to 
transform coal into coke, using a process that does not produce any pol-
lution. The coke oven that he has developed allows him to deconstruct the 
manufacturing phases and reposition this industrial practice, turning it into 
a kind of craft.  

Jesper Eriksson, United Kingdom. 

Coal generates pollution by producing CO
2
 when it is burned. Jesper Eriksson 

has invented an alternative future in which this material is not burned, but 
rather used raw. He highlights its aesthetic qualities and opens up possibili-
ties for new relationships with coal and new possibilities for craftsmanship.  

CHAPTER 4 — Fossilisation 

Coal was formed from plants and organic matter several million years ago. 
It creates the soil’s memory, a fossil of what was once alive. Designers are 
inspired by these natural processes to create new technical processes and 
new narratives.

Emile De Visscher, France.

As part of his doctorate at EnsadLab in Paris, the designer is developing  
a rapid fossilisation process that transforms organic matter into mineral 
matter. By turning materials such as paper or cardboard into stone,  
he creates fossils of the contemporary world and invites other creative 
minds to embrace this technique.

Jenna Kaës and Emile De Visscher, France.

Jenna Kaës applies the petrification technique to draped textiles to create 
funeral urns that evoke the patterns on shrouds.

Grégory Lacoua and Emile De Visscher, France.

Grégory Lacoua uses the qualities of petrification to reverse the traditional 
recycling process that reduce the qualities of materials. He obtains a noble 
material like marble, avoiding the damage caused by the extraction process. 

CHAPTER 5 - At the Coalface! 

The French name of this exhibition, “Au charbon”, is an instruction to get 
stuck in to an unpleasant task. A symbol of the exploitation of manual wor-
kers, miners were at the forefront of social movements and the first strikes 
in favour of workers’ rights and industry’s social responsibility. The exhi-
bition welcomes two different ways of telling the story of the drudgery of 
this work, the days spent in the dark and the bodies subjected to inhuman 
repetitive strain.    

Sergio Salma, Belgium/Germany.

The comic book Marcinelle 1956, written and illustrated by Sergio Salma 
and published by Casterman in 2012, uses sober, black and white lines and 
not much text to describe the disaster at Le Bois du Cazier, a coalmine in 
Marcinelle (BE), which caused the death of 262 people. This tragedy was 
widely reported by the international press and led to increased awareness 
of working conditions for miners. 

Vivien Tauchmann, Germany.

Vivien Tauchmann continues this work of providing information and raising 
awareness. By documenting the routine actions and the daily exhaustion 
of the miners’ bodies, she links the “past” to the “present”, the “here” to 
the “there”: the exploitation of bodies from the 18th century in the Borinage 
to the exploitation being perpetrated today in the mines of the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. Her choreographic project, based on the empathetic 
repetition of actions, will take the form of an inclusive performance to open 
the exhibition.

CHAPTER 6 — Purifying 

Burning coal pollutes by emitting CO
2
. Alongside this, activated charcoal, 

obtained from wood or other plant sources, has many purifying uses 
thanks to its ability to bind unwanted molecules; wood ash also has a 
cleansing power; the act of burning can protect wood. Designers and 
artists take advantage of these contrasting functional and symbolic quali-
ties to create new uses and regenerative rituals. 

Jeewi Lee, South Korea/Germany.

In 2018, fire reduced six hundred hectares of alpine forest in Monte Serra 
to ashes. The artist Jeewi Lee has collected these ashes, the relics of the 
forest, and used them as an ingredient in soaps that form the installa-
tion Ashes to Ashes. By doing this, Jeewi Lee condemns these huge fires, 
usually caused by human activities, and creates a purifying ritual, the 
starting point for a new cycle.
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Senscommon (Laura Šilinska), Netherlands x Uchino, Japan.

Laura Šilinska has created her On journey collection from a textile deve-
loped by the Japanese company Uchino: a soft material made from a 
blend of cotton and rayon, combined with fine particles of a traditional 
Japanese charcoal, binchōtan. The clothes that she has produced have 
purifying virtues, which eliminate mould, odours and bacteria.

Kaspar Hamacher, Belgium

The designer uses fire to sculpt wood. Inspired by yakisugi, an ancient 
Japanese technique of charring the surface of wood to make it more  
resistant to moisture and generally more durable, Hamacher combines  
the artisan savoir-faire of carving with the pure, organic forms that result 
from burning.

CHAPTER 7 — Post-Carbon Design

Coal, oil and natural gas are the three fossil fuels that sum up the attach-
ment to extractivism that underlies our Western societies and their econo-
mies. In these systems, nature is perceived as a useful resource, violently 
exploited to feed “growth”. Through their research, designers, artists and 
architects call into question the principles that govern our connection with 
nature and put forward new forms of relationships that are non-violent, 
circular and sustainable.

Shahar Livne, Israel/Netherlands.

This project evokes a dystopian craft, from a post-plastic future where  
the subsoil is composed of plastic waste mixed with organic matter.  
Miners of the future extract these remains, plastiglomerates, to produce 
new objects. In this way, the designer warns us about the long-term effects 
of the golden age of plastic and extractivism.

Kosuke Araki, Japan.

The collection of bowls and plates was made from 315kg of non-edible 
food waste collected in one year by designer Kosuke Araki. Carbonised, 
mixed with Urushi lacquer, then moulded, this waste is transformed into a 
collection of tableware that encourages us to rethink the way we consume 
and waste living things.

Studio Plastique, Belgium/Germany.

When working on its Out of the woods research, Studio Plastique refuses 
to reduce the forest to its usual role of “mine”, which we exploit to produce 
paper, furniture etc. Based on age-old know-how, the two designers are 
developing new non-violent production relationships with the forest,  
creating bio-composites from pine needles, sawdust, bark, dead leaves 
and pine resin.

BC Materials, Belgium.

The question of our relationship with the Earth is at the core of the approach 
taken by this multidisciplinary collective. BC Materials reproduces the ver-
nacular practice of using raw earth generated by demolition in architecture, 
combining the intelligence of an age-old process with its circular value. Clay 
as a building material calls into question the predominance of long-lasting 
materials (which produce all the more pollution) in modern architecture and 
celebrates the frugality and reversibility of carbon-free architecture. 

Ciel Grommen & Maximiliaan Royakkers, Belgium.

Ciel Grommen and Maximiliaan Royakkers’ project is based at the former 
mining site of Genk. Since 2020, the two architects have been working 
together on a series of projects in this changing region, including building a 
low-tech kiln, firing bricks made from the soil of the slag heap, and installing 
a platform that is being turned into a space for cooperative creativity and 
new relationships with the local population.  

CHAPTER 8 — Relics from the Anthropocene

Coal is a material used both in industry and in rituals. When burned, it gene-
rates energy and pollution, but also magical smoke and domestic warmth. 
Its ambivalent connotations drive artists and designers to embrace it to 
create a friction between nature and norm, matter and its representation, 
the archaic and the modern, reality and fiction.

Mercedes Klausner, Argentina/France.

Axe, cola bottle, moai from Easter Island... Mercedes Klausner takes coal 
and uses it to sculpt a range of iconic objects from past and present civili-
sations that are fragile, ready to burn and go up in smoke. Her work is both 
political and animistic. The artist summons up the magical qualities of coal 
to remind us of our ephemeral nature.

Raphaël Charles, Belgium

A 20/30 calibre coal rug tells us about Belgium’s mining past and man’s 
relationship with nature via standardisation. The materials that make up 
our environment become resources for human activity once they have been 
calibrated for our use. The black nuggets are scattered throughout the 
domestic world, we walk on them but we don’t get dirty... 

CHAPTER 9 — Stop coal!

The climate emergency documented every year by the IPCC is accompanied 
by recommendations to stop the extraction of fossil fuels. The war in Ukraine 
has underlined the urgent need for alternative solutions. New relationships 
need to be built with soil, materials and the memories they contain. Art, 
design and architecture construct a militant narrative capable of condem-
ning and engaging a critical mass in its quest for change. By questioning our 
dependence on coal and fossil fuels, we need to question and change our 
entire model of existence as a matter of urgency.  
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Joanie Lemercier, France/Belgium.

The exploitation of Garzweiler, the huge mining site near Cologne in Ger-
many, captured in Slow Violence, has already destroyed 90% of Hambach 
Forest as well as a large number of villages, and generates 270,000 tonnes 
of CO

2
 every day, making it the major source of greenhouse gas emissions 

in Europe. 

Using a drone, the artist is carrying out truly investigative work: he is expo-
sing the scale of the excavation, the violence that nature is enduring, and 
the protest movements rallying against it.

This immersive video installation marks the end of the exhibition’s journey, 
producing a collective aesthetic experience where reality is stranger than 
fiction.

Museum Shop & Documentation Centre 

CHAPTER 10 — Post-carbon memories 

The CID Grand Hornu strives to promote contemporary design and research 
in applied arts and architecture through a programme of exhibitions and 
activities. Supporting creativity also involves promoting access to the his-
tory of this site, which has been preserved in the Documentation Centre,  
a highly recommended stage of this journey dedicated to coal. As important  
as understanding the past, the exploratory capacity of design helps us 
imagine different scenarios for the future that help us control the impact  
of our actions in the present. 

Making Tomorrow x Diplôme Supérieur d’Arts Appliqués (DSAA) Design  
Fiction de Villefontaine, France.

From reading about the history of coal at Grand-Hornu in the archives, 
which are kept in the Plaetens Collection, DSAA Design Fiction students, 
accompanied by Olivier Wathelet from Making Tomorrow, have come up 
with imaginary scenarios for the future, some of which are optimistic, 
while others are more dystopian. The result of this exploratory work on the 
history of the site is a collection of souvenir pieces that bear witness to a 
review of the future of the Grand-Hornu, and more generally of our attach-
ment to extractivism.

In the museum shop, the souvenir collection will be on show in the display 
cabinets, accompanied by a sales catalogue.

In her work, Marie Douel creates immersive worlds as she minimises the 
environmental impact of the scenography projects that she conjures up. 

For the At the Coalface! exhibition, she was inspired by the engaged com-
mitment of the large placards brandished by members of the public in their 
demonstrations against the exploitation of fossil fuels, which she has used 
to design an exhibition in which objects, texts and images form a sensitive, 
militant landscape.

SCENOGRAPHY

BIOGRAPHIES Giovanna Massoni, curator

Giovanna Massoni (who was born in Milan and lives in Brussels) is a free-
lance curator and consultant who works in the field of design and visual 
arts. Since 2005, she has worked regularly with different institutions to 
promote Belgian and international design as a curator and communication 
manager. 

In an ongoing quest for collaborative methodologies and innovative 
forms that can best highlight and convey the cultural and social value of 
design, she is determined to support this movement because of its ability 
to facilitate more openness, create networks and foster interdisciplinary 
collaboration, all of which are now essential if we want to construct a new 
ecosystem of values and objects.    

Some of her most significant projects to date include: 

Since 2006, she has been working alongside Belgian federal institutions 
to organise, publicise and curate exhibitions during Milan Design Week 
under the label “Belgium is Design”. In 2006, 2008 and 2011 she was guest 
curator at the International Design Biennial in Saint-Etienne (France); in 
2008 she was project manager for the DesignSingapore Council for Milan 
Design Week. In 2009 and 2011, she was a consultant for the EESC (Euro-
pean Economic and Social Committee) for the first and second sustainable 
design awards. Between 2012 and 2018, she was the artistic director of 
RECIPROCITY, International Design Triennial for Social Innovation in Liege 
(BE). In 2020, she curated the Circular Economy POC House, as part of Lille 
Metropole 2020, World Design Capital. In September 2021, as part of Milan 
Design Week and in collaboration with Belgium is Design, she curated The 
object becomes. - a film directed by Alexandre Humbert, which continues 
its tour of international festivals, including MDFF 2021 and the New York 
Architecture and Design Film Festival 2021-22.

Amandine David, associate curator

Amandine David is a designer and researcher based in Brussels. Her work 
explores sensitive, mathematical ways of collaborating between traditional 
crafts and digital manufacturing. 

Amandine David teaches at the Autonomous Design department at KASK 
(Royal Academy of Fine Arts, Ghent). She is also the co-founder of Hors 
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Pistes, a nomadic residency programme that introduces artisans and 
designers to each other and explores the value of multidisciplinary and 
multicultural collaborations. 

Since 2018, she has been honing her skills with FORMAT at Z33 (2019),  
in residency at the FabLab IMAL (2020) and as part of the Duos en Réso-
nances project (2021). She has collaborated with the likes of Trame Paris, 
Dutch Invertuals, Ohme, MAD Brussels, Unfold and TAAT Collective to name 
but a few. She is currently contributing to the KASK Laboratorium as well as 
iAtelier of Crafts Council Nederlands x Crafting Europe. 

Amandine David has a Diplôme Supérieur in Product Design (La Martinière-
Diderot, 2010) and a Master’s degree in Social Design (Design Academy 
Eindhoven, 2018).

To coincide with the exhibition, the CID is publishing an online catalogue 
that will be updated as time goes on, and which can be downloaded free 
of charge. This space will give people the chance to learn more about the 
aims and intentions of all participants, through direct testimonies, biogra-
phies, visuals and texts.

Material to support activities organised during the course of the exhibition 
will be available here, giving participants the opportunity to study the the-
mes in more depth.

CATALOGUE 
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Philipp Weber
From Below, 2016

© Photo Phillip Weber

Jesper Eriksson
Stool 018, Anthracite Coal, 2018 

© Photo Jesper Eriksson

Aequo
La Montagne noire, 2018

©  Photo Aequo

Kosuke Araki
Anima, 2018

© Photo Kosuke Araki
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Mercedes Klausner
Hope for another life, 2019

© Photo Mercedes Klausner

BC Materials
Brickette installation, 2018

© Photo Thomas Noceto

Studio Plastique
Out Of The Woods, 2018

© Photo Studio Plastique

Jeewi Lee
Ashes to Ashes (Purifying), 2019

© Photo Jeewi Lee, Mischa Leinkauf
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Maarten Baas
Smoke Red Blue chair, 2010

© Photo Centraal Museum Utrecht /  
Adriaan van Dam

Joanie Lemercier 
Slow violence, 2019

© Photo Joanie Lemercier 

Senscommon x Uchino 
Collection On journey, 2019 
 
Shirt and trousers
Cotton, rayon and activated carbon

© Photo SensCommon

BC Materials
Brickette, 2018

© Photo Thomas Noceto
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The npo CID - centre for innovation and design at Grand-Hornu is subsidised by  
the Province of Hainaut.
With the support of the Wallonia-Brussels Federation – Visual Arts Sector.
With the support of the French Embassy in Belgium, in the framework of  
the EXTRA 2022 Programme.



CID - CENTRE D'INNOVATION ET DE 
DESIGN au Grand-Hornu 
Site du Grand-Hornu 
Rue Sainte-Louise 82 
B-7301 Hornu

+32 (0)65 65 21 21
info.cid@grand-hornu.be

www.cid-grand-hornu.be  
www.facebook.com/cidgrandhornu
________ 

PRESIDENT 
Fabienne Capot

DIRECTOR 
Marie Pok
________ 

COMMUNICATION DEPARTMENT
Massimo Di Emidio 
+32 (0)65 61 39 11 
massimo.di_emidio@hainaut.be

PRESS CONTACT
Sophie Carrée PR
photo : sophiecarree.be/press
+32 (0)2 346 05 00 
press@sophiecarree.be
www.sophiecarree.com

OPENING TIMES
Every day from 10 AM until 6 PM, except Mondays. 
The Grand-Hornu is closed on 24, 25, 31st December and 1st January.

The office can be reached during weekdays from 8 AM to 4.30 PM.
________

ADMISSION FEE
 — Combined ticket for the Grand-Hornu site / CID / MACS: €10
 — Discount: €2 or €6
 — Group rates (minimum 15 ppl.): €6
 — School groups: €2
 — Free for children under 6
 — Free entry on the first Sunday of the month
 — Free guided tour from Tuesday to Friday at 3.30 PM, Saterday at 11 AM and 3.30 PM, 

Sunday at 3 PM and 4.30 PM
 — Audio-guides for the historic site: €2  

(FR / DUTCH / GERMAN / ENGL / IT / SP)
Free guided tours for individuals 
- from Tuesday to Saturday at 11 AM for the historic site, at 3:30 PM for the design exhibition
- Sunday at 3 PM for the historic site, at 4.30 PM for the design exhibition.
_______

BOOKING NUMBER
Advance reservation required for guided tours (by appointment) of exhibitions  
and/or historic site (FR / DUTCH / GERMAN / ENGL). 
+32 (0)65 61 39 02 
reservations@grand-hornu.be 
________

CATERING
Run by Olivier Devriendt, former second-in-command to Sang Hoon Degeimbre at L'Air 
du Temps, Rizom offers a cuisine that is a cross between cultures. In addition, Rizom 
also offers a new fast food service in the cafeteria, which was recently transformed by 
designer Benoît Deneufbourg. 

info@rizom-restaurant.be
www.rizom-restaurant.be
+32 (0)65 61 38 76
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