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Cameron Rowland, Mooring, 2020,
AB-001-013
William Rathbone and Sons was a timber
merchant company founded in Liverpool in
1746. “[T]he foundation of the Rathbone
fortune and business was built on the Africa
slave trade.”1 During the 18th century, they
imported timber felled and milled by slaves
in the West Indies and operated a number
of trading ships that sailed to West Indian
colonies as well as the Southern States of
America.2 Rathbone and Sons’ yard occupied
a large portion of the Liverpool South Docks.3
Rathbone and Sons supplied timber for slave
ship builders in Liverpool until at least 1783.4
These ships carried enslaved black people
who were sold in the West Indies and in British
North America. Ships built in Liverpool also
carried the slaves who were sold on Negro
Row at the Liverpool South Docks.5
Liverpool built the world’s first wet dock in
1716, allowing cargo ships to dock directly at
the port. By 1796, Liverpool had built 28 acres
of docks.
Liverpool’s proximity to Ireland also not only
facilitated a profitable trade, but provided a
relatively safer route that allowed Liverpool
ships less chance to be captured by French
privateers. Additionally, the copper and brass
manufactures in Lancashire and Ireland allowed
for local companies that manufactured African
trade goods such as manillas to carry on a
prosperous export trade, further giving Liverpool
a competitive edge. The relationships forged
with nearby merchants not only helped secure
trade goods, but also valuable credit terms.6

In 1784, Rathbone and Sons imported the first
consignment of raw cotton to England from the
United States.7 From this point, they became
stated abolitionists and free trade advocates.8
The abolition of the “West Indian monopoly”
on the import of goods to the British Isles
would allow for the expansion of U.S. cotton
trading. Liverpool became the primary port of
19th-century cotton importation to England.
Rathbone and Sons imported American cotton
to Liverpool through the American Civil War.9
The company continues to operate as the
investment and wealth management firm
Rathbone Brothers Plc.
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The mooring at the Albert Dock: AB-001-013
is on the former location of the Rathbone
warehouse.
This mooring has been rented for the purpose
of not being used.
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Cameron Rowland, Encumbrance, 2020,
mortgage; mahogany double doors: 12 Carlton
House Terrace, ground floor, front entrance.
The property relation of the enslaved included and
exceeded that of chattel and real estate. Plantation
mortgages exemplify the ways in which the value
of people who were enslaved, the land they were
forced to labor on, and the houses they were forced
to maintain were mutually constitutive. Richard
Pares writes that “[mortgages] became commoner
and commoner until, by 1800, almost every large
plantation debt was a mortgage debt.” Slaves
simultaneously functioned as collateral for the
debts of their masters, while laboring intergenerationally under the debt of the master. The taxation
of plantation products imported to Britain, as well
as the taxation of interest paid to plantation lenders, provided revenue for Parliament and income
for the monarch.

could be made to yield profit. The imaginative agency
Rowland finds here is informed by the critical race and
legal theory of scholars such as Cheryl Harris, Saidiya
Hartman, Brenna Bhandar, Robert Westley, and K-Sue
Park, a number of whom Rowland has been in dialogue
with for some time. The earlier, groundbreaking work of
Eric Williams’ Capitalism and Slavery has been instrumental as well for tracing the economic trajectory of slavery’s
rise and fall, always heavily asymptotic to the ‘arc of the
moral universe’ presented by received accounts of abolitionism. The dialogue with curator Richard Birkett, ongoing since 2016’s 91020000 at Artists Space, should be
mentioned, with their shared interest in material critique
as a way of operating in the space of art.
The discursive complexity of this exhibition, as in all
of Rowland’s projects, feels both generous and like a vortex, finely imbricated as it is with the affective undertow
which somehow links the high-Conceptual wall installation of the legal contract and the artefacts of disciplinary
terror mounted a short distance away. Cattle brands used
to burn a mark of ownership on the ‘people’ of a Barbadian evangelical mission in the 18th century hang on one
wall, opposite an electronic monitor used today. The
pieces create an echo of racialized terror administered via
the flesh, which resonates painfully around the elegant
room. Both objects recall an earlier work, the 2015 HandPunch photographic series, which pictured a biometric
timeclock in various workplaces. This Postonian gadget
(named here as such in tribute to the author of Time,
Labor and Social Domination) acts as a memento of Rowland’s ongoing focus on how abstraction is measured,
managed, and embodied. What makes this abstraction
real, of course, as real as the ‘car that runs you over’
(Lukacs) is, precisely, property relations and the violent
means of their enforcement in capitalist social life, and
which have never existed in other than a racialized form,
as Cedric Robinson posits throughout his work.
What would it mean to find desire in such an infrastructure, to brush against its dismal asperities?. It can be

Mahogany became a valuable British import in the
18th century. It was used for a wide variety of architectural applications and furniture, characterizing
Georgian and Regency styles. The timbers were
felled and milled by slaves in Jamaica, Barbados,
and Honduras among other British colonies. It is
one of the few commodities of the triangular trade
that continues to generate value for those who
currently own it.
After taking the throne in 1820, George IV dismantled his residence, Carlton House, and the house
of his parents, Buckingham House, combining
elements from each to create Buckingham Palace.
He built Carlton House Terrace between 1827 and
1832 on the former site of Carlton House as a
series of elite rental properties to generate revenue
for the Crown. All addresses at Carlton House
Terrace are still owned by the Crown Estate, manager
of land owned by the Crown since 1760.

said that Rowland approaches the materiality of social
infrastructures such as prisons and the judiciary as a type
of ‘hold’, in Wilderson, Moten or White’s terms, and also
the title of one of Rowland’s works from 2017, an ensemble of shipboard fastenings (‘twistlocks’) and marine
insurance certificates. A ‘hold’ which is not so much a
melancholy fastness or a nourishing enclave of compromised sociality but a fraught container of antagonisms
both expressed in, and suppressed by, the letter and the
instrument of the law, which can be a print out or a police
lamp, to go by the inventory of this show. A history which
is always present if constitutively elusive, driven by a logic
which, as Bhandar notes, ‘irrevocably fuses property and
race together’ as modes of abstraction. Modes of abstraction, like equality before the law, the democracy of money,
the natural intimacies of property. The artefacts in Rowland’s projects can have a compelling tremor to them, as
banal objects with distinct backstories in the slave trade.
Other times they testify to this history with an obdurate
wit, like the canal boat mooring rented for the purpose of
not being used (Mooring, 2020) but for the reason of
being adjacent to the previous site of a warehouse belonging to the Rathbone company, a large player in the Liverpool node of the triangular trade, being a timber supplier,
cotton importer and financial services provider, in that
historical order. The dysphoria of the object in relation to
the historico-legal complex, their asymmetry, is unfathomably huge. The allegorical and the baroque come to the
fore, which the proliferation of contract panels alongside
memento of confinement in the grand upstairs rooms reinforces. The oscillation between the functional, the critical
and the aesthetic familiar from conceptualism’s penchant
for contracts (Asher, Siegelaub) and other administrative
tools (Piper), as well as the institutional-critical strategies
that involved re-orderings of space, inventory and fixtures
(Asher, Wilson, Knight), are a few of the co-ordinates that
could be cited here. The distinct character of Rowland’s
approach, certainly with regard to Asher or Knight, is that
there is no modification to the fabric of exhibition spaces,

12 Carlton House Terrace is leased to the Institute
of Contemporary Arts. The building includes four
mahogany doors and one mahogany handrail.
These five mahogany elements were mortgaged by
the Institute of Contemporary Arts to Encumbrance
Inc. on January 16th, 2020 for £1000 each. These
loans will not be repaid by the ICA. As security for
these outstanding debts, Encumbrance Inc. will
retain a security interest in these mahogany elements. This interest will constitute an encumbrance
on the future transaction of 12 Carlton House
Terrace. An encumbrance is a right or interest in
real property that does not prohibit its exchange but
diminishes its value. The encumbrance will remain
on 12 Carlton House Terrace as long as the mahogany elements are part of the building. As reparation,
this encumbrance seeks to limit the property’s continued accumulation of value for the Crown Estate.
The Crown Estate provides 75% of its revenue to
the Treasury and 25% directly to the monarch.

which may be due to the fact that the spaces are not the
addressee. Invoked instead are the property relations in
which they are enmeshed, and the modifications to those
relations they are in a position to support. The institution
becomes another of the sourced objects on display, whose
aporetic histories are relentlessly filtered and arrayed.
The objects appear as repositories of systemic dependencies. As Eric Golo Stone puts it in a piece from 2018,
Rowland presents items ‘without alteration’, which is to
say, in a non-proprietary way. Nothing is changed about
them except the means of circulation. They thus come into
the space as evidence or as transitional objects, both themselves and crystals of abstract systems, a feature they share
with all commodities. They are object, image and (extensive) caption at the same time, recalling Benjamin’s terms
of universal captioning as the potential politics of an allconsuming image space. Archaeology comes into play
here, as well as the ‘evidence-based’ practices of Forensic
Architecture, though perhaps only on one point: the way
that documentation produces rather than stabilises reality.
Each of Rowland’s projects has centred on an institutional
site’s capacity to perform in its given role as well as constitute a party to a new contract, a capacity lent to it by
capital and state. So far, 3 & 4 Will. IV c. 73 is perhaps the
most angled towards the state, made available and even
necessary as a question in a building leased from the monarchy, an institution which was sustained for centuries by
the slave trade, and the moral and economic capital of its
abolition across and beyond its imperial possessions. Real
estate and nationhood come packaged together here in a
way they couldn’t quite do in New York, LA, Cologne or
Brussels. And what is it but real estate and nationalism
that diminish the possibilities of earthly life, especially in
London? The abstractions can’t help but take a more congealed form in the building of the ICA, while de-valorisation slowly fills the rooms you’ve just left ‘like a spirit, a
gas.’
MARINA VISHMIDT
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