Assignment: Essay – Will Bullock
Monument of Discussion: Six Bells’ Guardian Memorial

The guardian memorial marks the memory of the 45 miners who lost their life as the result of a disastrous firedamp ignition. The monument stands at 20 meters tall and embodies a miner standing straight with both his arms raised halfway beside him. It was erected in 2010 at the site of the accident of 1960, in Six Bells, Gwent.
Coal production began here in 1898 and was exported southbound. Throughout the years the operation of the colliery was broadly successful despite economic bumps deferring operations. During an early shift in June 1960 an unintentional explosion took the lives of 45 of the 48 men who were working in West end of the colliery. The explosion was reported to be caused by extreme amounts of carbon monoxide known to kill within minutes.
Following the disaster production was transferred elsewhere and full closure to Six Bells occurred in 1988. After the millennia, Sebastian Boyesen designed an eight-ton steel miner sculpture of a miner with his kit on standing openly on a sandstone pillar, with over £200,000 in funding. It was revealed in 2010 by the Archbishop of Canterbury in a service of over 7,500 attendees and relatives of the victims. All 45 of the men had their life commemorated with their name, ages as of death, and hometowns depicted around the base of the pillar.
It now sits at the same place of the accident over 60 years later, overlooking the beautiful Welsh valleys and greenery, visited frequently in conjunction with the visitor centre documenting the history of the colliery and the men. It was built to remember not just the miners who lost their lives whilst working in such extreme conditions in the Six Bells’ colliery but all others who have lost their lives in collieries far and wide.
Given the monuments’ location and sheer height it could be said that Boyesen wanted the structure to look over the town, serving the function of your typical town-square memorial without having to be separated from the site and history of the colliery and its hard-workers. This would fit with the language being used to refer to the sculpture as ‘guardian’, someone there to protect townsfolk and help them remember what they have been gifted.
Similarly, the miners’ hat may also a symbolise a light of hope that fills the town, the sandstone pillar also broadly resembles a lighthouse, with the plaques acting as red stripes.
The sculpture uses a unique aesthetic technique, which makes it appear translucent from a distance, called the moiré effect. The gaps between the 20,000 beams of steel disappear from closer perspectives and allow the structure to appear completely solid. This could be symbolic, again, to the light showing hope and a path being most clear when the miners who made such contributions to their town and families are remembered and kept closed to those who live in Six Bells.
The monument was constructed with a specific weathering steel that allows patina to form on the surface, protecting the structure. This is not the typical red rust that weakens metal objects, but a turquoise layer than actually stops such rusts from developing, all the while adding a natural layer that shows how the structure will stand, quite literally, for long into the future, only getting stronger. Again, this could be purposeful to represent how the town will only grow stronger thanks to the work of the miners.
The sculptures’ posture should also be noted. He stands up straight, with a determined look forward upon the town, with feet together. He stands as a leader would, with a strong appearance both physically and mentally, as the miners grew to have. Both of his arm’s half raised, with his palm’s outwards, as a comforting guardian may have done so.
The monument has served its function well, to commemorate the lives of the 45 who lost their lives in the Six Bells colliery as well as so many more miners who died whilst in such conditions. Families of the victims of such incidents have been able to use this special monument in such a relevant location to remember their relative. As well as other locals and tourists who come to see the monument to pay tribute and learn about the miners’ lives day after day.
Though this monument is relatively new and erected 50 years after the accident, it should only demonstrate the brutal circumstances so many workers before 20th century had to endure so commonly, just to be able to put food on the table. As technology and ethical standards develop internationally, and human labour becomes less dependent, this monument will only become more significant and continue to express the history of Six Bells with new meaning and contexts.
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