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Cameron Rowland, Insurance
/L (detail), 2016, container-lashing
P bars, Lloyd's Register certificates.
Installation view, Artists Space,
/ New York, 2016. Photo: Adam Reich.
Lloyd’s of London monopolized
N 7 the marine insurance of the slave
trade by the early 18th century.
\ Lloyd's Register was established
in 1760 as the first classification
\ society in order to provide insur-
ance underwriters information on
the quality of vessels. The classifi-
cation of the ship allows for a more
accurate assessment of its risk.
Lloyd's Register and other classifi-
cation societies continue to survey
and certify shipping vessels and
their equipment. Lashing equip-
ment physically secures goods to
the deck of the ship, while its certi-
fication is established to insure
the value of the goods regardless
of their potential loss.
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Cameron Rowland, Attica Series
Desk, 2018, steel, powder coating,
laminated particleboard, distributed
by Corcraft. Installation view,
Artists Space, New York, 2016.
Photo: Adam Reich.

Rental at cost. The Attica Series
desk is manufactured by prisoners
in Attica Correctional Facility.
Prisoners seized control of the
D-Yard in Attica from September 9
to 13, 1971. Following the inmates’
immediate demands for amnesty,
the first in their list of practical
proposals was to extend the
enforcement of “the New York
State minimum wage law to prison
industries.” Inmates working in
New York State prisons are cur-
rently paid $0.16 to $1.25 an
hour. Inmates in Attica produce
furniture for government offices
throughout the state. This compo-
nent of government administration
depends on inmate labor.

ON DECEMBER 21, 2015, Artists Space sent out an
e-mail announcing an exhibition by Cameron
Rowland, which included a photograph of a munici-
pal office building with two black cars parked in
front. Below this image was printed the Thirteenth
Amendment to the US Constitution:

Section 1.

Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as
a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have
been duly convicted, shall exist within the United
States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.
Section 2.

Congress shall have power to enforce this article by
appropriate legislation.

Passed by Congress January 31, 1865. Ratified
December 6, 1865.

With little other information it was difficult, for me,
at least, to make sense of the e-mail: What did this
slightly shabby building in Albany have to do with
the abolition of slavery some 150 years ago? But
then, on January 7, Artists Space sent out a second
e-mail, this one featuring a long essay by Rowland
that helped connect the dots between image and
text. The depicted offices, it turns out, were those
of Corcraft—a state-run company staffed by pris-
oners that produces office furniture and other sun-
dries for nonprofits and government-affiliated
businesses. Corcraft,1 was now able to see, is a port-
manteau of corrections and craft, a dissembling piece

of corporatese signaling the redemptive promise of
hard work (idle hands are the devil’s playthings, as
they say). Rowland argues that Corcraft perpetuates
and preserves property relations that originated with
slavery. After emancipation, ex-slaves were not so
much free as subjected to a kind of indentured servi-
tude. Due to laws making it all but impossible for
black bodies to appear in public, especially in the
South, the prison eventually took over the role of the
plantation, and there, too, incarcerated subjects were
put to work. Such a regime continues to this day:
Many convicts are forced to labor while in prison in
order to pay off the cost of their incarceration. Not
insignificantly, this arrangement provides savings to
state agencies as well.

Rowland’s text ends by making a connection
between the state prison industry and nonprofit insti-
tutions, but there was an air of mystery as to what
would actually constitute his exhibition at Artists
Space when the show opened on January 16. How
would this conceptual project take material form?
As it turns out, the exhibition comprises a number of
objects—many obtained via Corcraft and produced
at various New York State prisons—spread across an
open gallery. A black corner desk (manufactured by
prisoners at Attica Correctional Facility) sits squarely
in the room in such a pedestrian fashion that one
might mistake it for a desk used by the institution’s
staffers. Elsewhere, four blond wood benches (pro-
duced by inmates at the Green Haven Correctional
Facility) are arranged in two rows, looking like some-

thing you might find inside a courtroom or church.
Nearby, another work comprising seven circular
leveler rings occupies another portion of the floor.
Used to adjust the height of manholes as roads are
repaved, these instruments (cast by convicts at
Elmira Correctional Facility) point to the long history
of roadwork by chain gangs, which, after slavery,
helped economically reenergize the South. Perhaps
most powerfully, two massive lashing bars form an
X across a white gallery wall. Typically used to seal
cargo onto ships, these tools of industry are accom-
panied by certificates from Lloyd’s Register, a clas-
sification society that provided information to
underwriters insuring marine vessels involved in the
slave trade. Indeed, despite the weight of many of
these objects—and their implications of discipline and
order—one feels that none of them are entirely secure.
Both insurance and institution keep them in place.
Interestingly, when exhibiting in commercial galleries,
Rowland has similarly rented out his work instead of
putting it up for sale. While highlighting the use-value
of his art and the service it provides, such a practice
also aligns itself with the form of production typified
by Corcraft: The hiring of prisoners by private com-
panies is typically referred to as “convict leasing.”

PART OF WHAT FEELS RADICAL about Rowland’s
exhibition is that it refuses to incorporate iconogra-
phy that we typically associate with slavery; rather,
it takes slavery’s social relations back to questions
of material production. If, as art historian Huey
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What is significant about Rowland’s work
is not so much that his objects appear to
be in the wrong place, as was the case with
Duchamp’s readymades, but that they are
emphatically in the right place.
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Cameron Rowland, Loot, 2014,
cut and dented copper tube, mail
crate, 12 x 19 x 13",

At some point, basic utilities like
electricity and water were services
controlled by the state, because
they relied so heavily on public
infrastructure. More and more,
these flows are valved by private
corporations. When abandoned
buildings are broken into and
stripped of their copper piping, it is
sold to scrap yards, where it is cut
down and often nested and dented.
This cut copper was bought after
initial processing from a scrap yard.
Copper has a function; its base
material has an inherent value.

Cameron Rowland, National Ex-Slave
Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension
Association Badges, 2016, each
1% x 1%".

Pot metal. The National Ex-Slave
Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension
Association was founded in 1898
by ex-slaves |. H. Dickerson and
Callie House. It was one of the
first organizations to advocate for
ex-slave compensation. Members
were provided with badges and
certificates of membership. The
certificate of membership read:

“Having paid the membership
fee of 50 cents to aid the movement
in securing the passage of the
Ex-Slave Bounty and Pension Bill,
as introduced February 17th, to
the 57th House of Representatives
of the United States by the Hon.

E. S. Blackburn of N.C. The holder
of this Certificate agrees to pay
ten cents per month to the local
Association to Aid the Sick and
Bury The Dead. | hereby testify that
| was born a slave

and am entitled to all the benefits
included in said Bill.”

The badge on left was dug in
Faison, North Carolina. The badge
on the right was dug in Vicksburg,
Virginia. Both were sold in 2015
by Civil War memorabilia dealers.



Copeland points out in his recent book Bound to
Appear: Art, Slavery, and the Site of Blackness in
Multicultural America, critical installation practices
from the early 1990s by artists such as Fred Wilson,
Lorna Simpson, Glenn Ligon, and Renée Green
examined slavery while refusing to couch its meaning
in the figure of the slave, opting instead for displays
of objects and the phenomenological exploration of
space, Rowland updates this strategy, focusing on
what legal scholar Cheryl I. Harris has called slavery’s
aftermath. The only explicit reference to slavery, in
fact, is a work comprising two badges issued by the
National Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension
Association, an organization active in the early twen-
tieth century that advocated for compensation for
former slaves. Mounted on a matte black backing
and hung by the exhibition’s entrance, these talismans

serve as a guidepost, signaling the exhibition’s argu-
ment that the history of slavery (and the failure to
make amends for it through reparations) continues to
live on in our relations to property in general. Looking
around the room, one sees how the past infiltrates even
the most mundane aspects of our lived world, lodged
in our infrastructure like so much sedimented material.

Presenting such a sundry assortment of objects,
Rowland’s work dovetails with another art-historical
tradition, for it is hard to think about Rowland’s
project and not be reminded of the long shadow cast
by the readymades of Marcel Duchamp. Springing
shovels and urinals from their typical sites through
the simple act of choice, Duchamp famously used
his objects not only to explore questions of use-value
and exchange value but also to test the boundaries of
the art institution. Importantly, though, Duchamp

always insisted that he was not particularly invested
in the objects he chose: Indifference was a key part of
his practice. His bottle racks and coatracks were not
meant to fit with the institution as much as they were
intended to show that the museum could fit anything
under its auspices.

Today, we are much less surprised to find an artist
or institution granting an ordinary object the status
of artwork—indeed, it is difficult to imagine a time
when this was not routine—and yet the relationship
between works of art and their host institutions
remains of critical interest. What is significant, in
part, about Rowland’s work is not so much that his
objects appear to be in the wrong place, as was the
case with Duchamp’s readymades, but that they are
emphatically in the right place—at least at Artists
Space, which is a nonprofit institution able to take

Cameron Rowland, Insurance
(detail), 2016, container-lashing
bars, Lloyd’s Register certificates,
102 x 96 x 11%".

Lloyd's of London monopolized
the marine insurance of the slave
trade by the early 18th century.
Lloyd's Register was established
in 1760 as the first classification
society in order to provide insur-
ance underwriters information on
the quality of vessels. The classifi-
cation of the ship allows for a more
accurate assessment of its risk.
Lloyd's Register and other classifi-
cation societies continue to survey
and certify shipping vessels and
their equipment. Lashing equip-
ment physically secures goods to
the deck of the ship, while its certi-
fication is established to insure the
value of the goods regardless of
their potential loss.




For Rowland, objects are inseparable
from the systems they dwell in, just as
systems are always inextricable from

the stuff within them.
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Left: Cameron Rowland, 49-51
Chambers Street—Basement
New York, NY 10007, 2014,
wooden tabletop, base, hardware,
31 x42x42".

Public Surplus is a private auc-
tion system that sells government
property to private buyers. This
circular wooden table was bought
on auction from Public Surplus. It
was used in the building at 49-51
Chambers Street in New York City,
when it was owned by the Mayor’s
Office of New York. The City pur-
chased the building in 1965. The
building was sold in 2013 and is
now privately owned. Everything
unclaimed in the building was sold
in 2014 via Public Surplus.

Below, far left: Cameron Rowland,
Intermediate Preventive (detail),
2013, conduit, armored cable,
conduit straps, outdoor conduit
body, high-pressure sodium wall
pack, 71 x 58 x 1%".
Intermediate Preventive is used
for cables and cords on the exte-
rior of a building. It is for a security
light or a surveillance camera.
The metal case keeps the cables
from being cut. All Rowland’s
Intermediate Preventive works
also consist of a heavy-duty light-
ing fixture commonly used by
New York City Housing Authority.
This light, which is part of the work,
will never be in the custody of the
collector but will in perpetuity
remain in the possession of
the artist. This Intermediate
Preventive was assembled by
Rowland using new materials.

Left: Cameron Rowland, Zero
Tolerance, 2015, five-gallon
bucket, squeegee, washer fluid,
water, 19 x 12 x 12",

“‘As minute a problem as that
might seem in the overall scope of
a city with 2,000 murders, squee-
gees are of great significance,’ said
Mr. Bratton . . ., ‘because like fare
evasion and like disorder on the
subways, it's that type of activity
that is generating fear.’” Steven
Lee Myers, “‘Squeegees’ Rank High
on Next Police Commissioner’s
Priority List,” New York Times,
December 4, 1993.

Opposite page: Cameron Rowland,
Handpunch #1-5,2014-15, five
photographs, each 14 x 10%".

In businesses where employees’
time is one of the most valuable
assets, the Handpunch time clock
secures this time. Manufactured
by Schiage (the American lock com-
pany), the Handpunch uses a bio-
metric reading of employees’ right
hands to inhibit false clock-ins and
payment for false hours. Biometric
recognition was developed to
replace photography as a superior
form of criminal indexing.



advantage of Corcraft’s services. Rowland’s choice of
objects is far from indifferent; rather, it implicates the
nonprofit space with other pillars of power and ideol-
ogy. Part of the argument that Rowland makes in this
exhibition, which is titled “91020000,” the account
number that Artists Space was given when it placed its
order with Corcraft to acquire the desk, benches, and
leveler rings, is that the nonprofit space, too, is part
of the prison-industrial complex; it, too, benefits from
subjection and inequality. A space traditionally said
to be autonomous is, with Rowland’s intervention,
anything but. At the same time, one cannot help but
feel that these objects are being given some kind of
respite, a temporary life, in making their way up to
Artists Space’s third floor.

Such questions of legality and history raise the issue
of precisely how much information one can really
glean from these objects alone, a conundrum central
to much of Rowland’s work. We often chide people
whose eyes drift off to the wall label instead of focus-

resided in a New York City government building that
was sold off to a private developer, the expulsion of
objects from the public to private realm, i.e., neolib-
eralism, being another of the artist’s key themes) or
gazing at a squeegee in a bucket (the work Zero
Tolerance, 2015, which commemorates New York
City’s ruthless enforcement of laws regarding even
the pettiest crimes), at Artists Space I was deeply
struck by Rowland’s command of volume, material,
and space. When I came across the artist’s Loot,
2014, a crusty mailing crate filled with bent copper
scrap, at MoMA Ps1’s Greater New York this past fall,
I was likewise drawn to its physical and formal qual-
ities. There was also a deep commitment to working
through the problems of art history. Looking down at
this object placed squarely on the floor, I thought of
Carl Andre’s work and his interest in what he called
the “pure metals of commerce.” Here, these metals
appeared resolutely impure—they were not ordered
from the factory, which is where Andre obtained his

suite Handpunch #1-5,2014-15, depicting biometric
time clocks, attests to this condition.) In order to mir-
ror this new paradigm, art has become increasingly
technological; the mantra “There is no outside” is
repeated ad nauseam. But while Deleuze’s control
networks are clearly in effect today, Rowland’s work
challenges their totality by evoking—and underscor-
ing his own implication within—our country’s vio-
lent, disciplinary past and present, its all-too-physical,
material, even mundane, leveling of old-school force
and punishment.

For Rowland, then, objects are inseparable from
the systems they dwell in, just as systems are always
inextricable from the stuff within them. The “system
of objects,” as Jean Baudrillard so presciently dubbed
itin 1968, described the rise of a complex, ever more
global interplay between vast structures (markets,
governments, prisons, schools) and individual entities,
immaterial circuits and material elements, that would
come to define our late-capitalist present. Yet in

ing deeply on the artwork itself, but Rowland insists
on both, on the inextricable relationship between
object and supplement, and a handout at Artists
Space’s front desk is key to navigating the exhibition.
(One work, Disgorgement, 2016, is composed solely
of a legal document forming a trust that will pay out
in the event that the US institutes slavery reparations.)
Moreover, Rowland does not turn these narratives
inward, to some myth of individual aura or personal
autobiography, but outward, to structures at large—
to the prison system, to state-sponsored servitude.
And yet the labels are never enough: It’s their captur-
ing of the utterly delicate interplay between overarch-
ing systems and the specificities of a metal turnbuckle
or plastic laminate that sets Rowland’s ensembles
apart. So while in the past I'd felt that Rowland was
carrying on an antiaesthetic tradition, and that I
should not spend too much time lingering over a
nicked wooden tabletop (49-51 Chambers Street—
Basement, New York, NY 10007, 2014, which had

specimens, but acquired from a scrap yard. Whereas
Andre sees metal as a kind of distillation of the indus-
trial system, Rowland presents his as its endlessly
cycling detritus.

In an era when all our objects are seemingly self-
sufficient, even intelligent or animated, Rowland is
emphatic that things do not speak for themselves,
but are rather beholden to larger systems—and yet
here, too, he marks a difference. Ever since Michel
Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1975) and espe-
cially Gilles Deleuze’s “Postscript on the Societies of
Control” (1990), we have been accustomed to think-
ing that the current regime of power is now adminis-
tered almost exclusively through intangible networks
of surveillance and restraint, and that the age of enclo-
sure has come to an end. We may not be in prison,
but we know that we have not been released. We are
monitored by cameras and tracked down via credit
cards and cell phones. All those who wander, in other
words, are not free. (In fact, Rowland’s photographic

Rowland’s work, we are confronted by another system
of objects: slavery, which turned people into prop-
erty, subjects into things. (As Copeland has noted,
long before Duchamp “turned a urinal into a work
of art through a series of enunciative acts in 1917,
black bodies were subject to even more arbitrary and
binding shifts in their categorical status, ready-mades
avant la lettre.”) That horrific system is still with us, is
indeed inseparable from the neoliberal networks that
Baudrillard diagnosed. To see these structures super-
imposed on the shapes of the present—in Rowland’s
echoing contours—is not empty pseudomorphism.
Rather, it shows us how aesthetic forms continue to
perpetuate themselves, as does violence. We are not
as far from history as we would like to think. [

“Cameron Rowland: 91020000 is on view at Artists Space, New York,
through March 13.

ALEX KITNICK IS THE BRANT FAMILY FELLOW IN CONTEMPORARY ARTS
AT BARD COLLEGE.

Supplemental caption information provided by the artist.
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