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Killhope Lead Mining Museum, County Durham
Commissions: Language of Lead and Letters of Lead by Sue Lawty
Part of museumaker, unlocking the creative potential of museum collections
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Language of Lead and Letters of Lead are installations inspired by the lives of Victorian mine workers. The artist, Sue Lawty, is leading the project. She has taken as her starting point the testimonies of men who worked at the site during the 1800s, as described in diaries and the Graham letters in the Durham Record Office, which tell of the working conditions that the men endured. The installations are made up of words used by miners. 
LANGUAGE OF LEAD is an exterior, typographic wall-piece, over four metres in height, made from lasercut COR-TEN steel. Language of Lead was created by Sue Lawty, with digital design and technical assistance from John Coombes. Language of Lead was cut at Powell Manufacturing in Bradford, a company with an international reputation for making control panels for factories, hospitals, docks, telecommunications, retail and the building sector. This installation was the first time they had cut COR-TEN steel with the laser cutters: the laser cut through the 8mm steel like butter!  (See the second sheet for definitions of the words featured in this piece).

Within the museum, LETTERS OF LEAD are five, smaller wall-pieces featuring words that Sue Lawty has woven, knotted and beaten in lead wire. Their rhythmic structure reflects the unique properties of lead, its softness, its malleability, its ductile characteristics. The words for this installation are drawn from historical evidence encompassing all aspects of Killhope and lead mining, but especially from the personal testimonies of mineworkers themselves, including in the Kinnaird Report of 1864 and the Royal Commission of 1842. 

The lead mining terms, personal phrases and descriptions, written in this material to which they refer, will speak in both direct and subliminal ways to the audience. In places, the beating of the lead text has obliterated the words. They are intriguing and ambiguous as if lost in time and memory - like an ancient relic, which has been dug from deep within the ground.  
museumaker, a prestigious national project involving sixteen museums across the country, is establishing innovative ways of developing audiences, especially young people.

Students from Durham Gilesgate Sixth Form Centre worked with Sue Lawty. They went underground to see for themselves what the conditions would have been like for the lead miners - many of whom would have been their age. They also visited Durham Record Office with Sue Lawty to study the original documents. Back in the studio, the sixth formers discussed the design of the proposed artworks with her, and had the opportunity to manipulate lead to make words.
 Sue Lawty, an internationally respected maker, is a weaver who frequently works in lead,   as well as with a wide range of fibres. Her work is informed by the land – wild, remote and rock landscapes; and she is fascinated by structure and time. Sue Lawty refines her ideas to essentials, and her resulting work exudes a spare stillness – an understated restraint. It provides a critical link in the chain that connects the historic with the contemporary, the traditional with the innovative.
Work in public collections including: V&A; Bankfield Museum, Halifax; Leeds Museum & Galleries; Stoke-on-Trent City Museum & Art Gallery; University of Sheffield; Bank of West, Texas; British Embassy of Amman;  British High Commission, Ghana. 
Solo exhibitions include: V&A; Barbican, London; Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts, Norwich; Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester; The Craft Centre & Design Gallery, Leeds; Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery; The Harley Gallery, Nottinghamshire; and Cartwright Hall Art Gallery, Bradford. 
Sue Lawty is currently Artist in Residence at the V&A.
Lead mining terms used in Language of Lead

· BUCKER – The flat hammer used by washerboys to break up large lumps of bouse.
· SHIFT – Eight tub loads of ore. The amount of lead ore in the bouse was estimated in ‘bings per shift’, and two and a half bings of ore per shift was reckoned about average.
· KNOCKSTONE – On the washing floor, the knockstone was a stone bench where the washerboys broke large pieces of bouse with buckers.

· GANGUE – Minerals in the vein other than lead ore.

· HUSH – Surface opencast excavation along a vein, probably using water to wash away waste rock.

· CHATTS – Three layers of material formed on the sieves in the jigs or hotching tubs. On the top was waste rock, on the bottom the lead ore, but in the middle was a layer of bouse made up of pieces which were not pure ore or waste but had some lead ore in them. These were chats, and were sent to the chatt mill to be broken up into smaller pieces.

· WINDY BILLY – A ventilation fan turned by hand, to get air into distant parts of the mine.

· SLIMES – The very finest particles of bouse, about the consistency of mud. Slimes still contained lead ore which was worth getting out.

· CROSS CUT – A tunnel driven through non-productive rock towards a vein.

· LEVEL – A mine tunnel driven at a slight inclination – usually about 1:100.

· LENT MONEY – As the miners were only paid yearly or half-yearly, part of their pay was advanced to them every month as lent money.

· RISE – A shaft driven upwards from a level. May or may not reach the surface.

· STEMMER – A tool for ramming stemming – inert material – into a shot hole after the gunpowder has been inserted.

· KIBBLE – A bucket attached to a rope and used for bringing bouse up shafts. Kibbles could be wooden or iron.

· BARGAIN – The contract between a group of miners, or partnership, and the mine agent. Bargains usually lasted for three months and stipulated the amount miners would be paid for the ore they produced. If doing dead work, the bargain specified the rate per fathom of tunnel driven or shaft sunk.

· STOPE – Working area in the vein.

· BLACK SPIT – A symptom of lung disease, the black spit was the matter coughed up from the lungs.

· BING – The primary measurement of weight used in lead mines. All ore was weighed and recorded in bings. A bing weighed eight hundredweight (406 kilos)

· PARTNERSHIP – Gang of men, often family members, who worked together in a team and shared their wages.

· GALENA – The main ore of lead.

· FINES – Sandy sized bouse sent to the buddles.

· BUDDLE – Whereas gravel sized ore was separated out in hotching tubs or jigs, the finer sand sized stuff was separated on a buddle. The simplest form was the running buddle. This was a sloping board, onto which sand sized bouse and a steam of water were fed at the top of the slope. The lighter waste washed down the slope, leaving the heavier lead ore behind.

· HOTCHING TUB – Gravel sized bouse was separated out into ore and waste on the washing floor in hotching tubs. These were large wooden or iron boxes filled with water, and with a sieve suspended in the water. When the sieve was shaken up and down in the water, the bouse in it separated into layers, with the heavier galena sinking to the bottom.

· BOUSE – The mixture of lead ore and unwanted material which came out of the mine. Bouse was separated out by the washer boys into lead ore and waste.

· PRICKER – The long needle put into the shot hole after the gunpowder. Stemming of clay or shale was packed tight round the pricker, which was then withdrawn. This left a hole down the shot hole to the gunpowder into which the fuse could be inserted.

· DEADS – Rock with no lead ore content.

· JUMPERS – The miner’s boring tools or chisels used to make holes in the rock for blasting powder. Jumpers were up to three feet long (nearly a metre) and made of steel, with a flattened and sharpened end.
Definitions taken from Lead and Life at Killhope by Ian Forbes
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