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The volumes tell you everything about an empire that believed it was permanent.

They tell you almost nothing about the people who made it move.

Abstract

The commemorative volumes produced to celebrate the reign of Edward VII — six dark-cloth books of

photogravures, dense with Dreadnoughts and royal processions and the last gathering of European monarchs

before they went to war with each other — do not mention Cardiff. This is not an oversight. It is a structural

condition of how empire understood itself. Cardiff in the Edwardian decade was the world’s greatest

coal-exporting port. The Royal Navy ran on Welsh steam coal. Without Butetown, the empire’s most

spectacular military technology could not move. But the machinery of supply is never as photogenic as the

machinery of power.

This research archive document reconstructs the world the Edwardian photogravures refused to show: the

cosmopolitan community of Butetown, assembled from the empire’s furthest edges by the logic of maritime

commerce; the Grey Knowledge of the coal trimmers who made the Dreadnoughts possible; the

administrative invisibility of a community that was simultaneously over-present and categorically

unrepresentable. It connects this history directly to the Quantum Memory project, to the Butetown Arts and

Culture Association’s counter-archive, and to the thread running from Thomas Picton’s administration of

Trinidad to the categorical logic of contemporary data systems.

I. What’s Inside Those Volumes

The commemorative sets produced to celebrate Edward VII’s life and reign — usually five or six

volumes, bound in dark cloth with gilt lettering, the kind of thing that sat in a solicitor’s waiting room

and was never quite read — represent something fascinating in the history of print. They were produced

at the exact moment when photographic reproduction technology had finally caught up with imperial

ambition. The result is unlike anything before or since: page after page of photogravures so densely

printed they seem to hum, crowds rendered in half-tone dots that blur at the edges into something almost

cinematic.

The content moves at the same pace as the King himself — restless, self-important, and unexpectedly

charming. Whole chapters follow Edward’s 1875–76 tour of India: elephant processions, tiger hunts,
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maharajahs in full dress receiving a portly prince who already looked like he’d rather be back in Biarritz.

Then come the European capitals — Berlin, Vienna, St. Petersburg — where Edward worked his

network of royal cousins with the instincts of a diplomat and the stamina of a man who simply refused to

be bored. He was, in the literal sense, the uncle of Europe: nephew of the Tsar, cousin of the Kaiser,

father-in-law of the King of Norway. The volumes treat this as destiny. They don’t ask what it might

mean when all those cousins go to war.

The final volumes slow to a kind of stately grief. Edward died in May 1910, and his funeral brought

together nine reigning monarchs on horseback — the last time such a gathering would ever be possible,

though nobody knew that yet. Within four years, some of those men would be at war with each other.

The photograph of them riding together in Edwardian London is one of the most haunted images of the

twentieth century. The volumes tell you everything about an empire that believed it was permanent. They

tell you almost nothing about the people who made it move.

II. The World the Docks Made: Butetown 1901–1910

Coal, Steam, and the Architecture of Invisibility

The volumes do not mention Cardiff. Cardiff in the Edwardian decade was the world’s greatest

coal-exporting port, a city that had grown from 1,870 inhabitants in 1801 to nearly 165,000 by 1901, and

was still accelerating. The Royal Navy — those Dreadnoughts that fill so many pages of Edward’s

commemorative life — ran on Welsh steam coal, and Welsh steam coal came through Cardiff Docks.

Without Butetown, the empire’s most spectacular military technology could not move. But the

machinery of supply is never as photogenic as the machinery of power.

Bute Street in 1901 was unlike anywhere else in Britain. The second Marquess of Bute had built the

docks that made the city, and the street that bore his name had become the spine of a community that

empire had assembled from its own furthest edges. Yemeni sailors who had come through Aden, Somalis

who had worked the British East African routes, West Africans from the Gold Coast and Nigeria,

Caribbean men who had joined British merchant ships at Trinidad or Barbados, Maltese and Greeks and

Norwegians and Lascars from the Indian subcontinent — all had found their way to the lodging houses

and boarding rooms of Butetown, and many had stayed.

This was not sentimentality and it was not accident. The coal economy required continuous labour for

loading and trimming — the coal trimmers who worked the ships’ holds were among the most physically

dangerous and skilled workers in any port. The work was irregular, dependent on which ships were in,

and the informal hiring economy of the dockside created a community of men who were present between

voyages. Children were born. Women from Cardiff’s working-class streets married men from Aden or

Barbados. A community assembled itself from the logic of maritime commerce, without anyone planning

it.

The Colour Line and its Complications

Butetown existed in a state of permanent negotiation with the city around it. Cardiff’s civic leadership —

the shipping magnates, the coal owners, the municipal councillors who were building the confident

Edwardian civic architecture of City Hall and the law courts — recognised the necessity of the dockland

community while maintaining careful social distance from it. The geographical containment of Butetown
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within its peninsula between the docks and the town was not accidental: it was the physical expression of

an anxiety about what this cosmopolitan community represented.

The anxiety was not merely racial, though race was central to it. It was also about the visibility of

empire’s human cost. The men of Butetown were not subjects encountered at a comfortable imperial

remove — they were the labour that made the coal economy function, present and embodied on the

streets of a British city, living evidence that empire was not simply a matter of administration and

civilising mission but of bodies, physical labour, and the movement of people across the world’s sea

routes.

Empire preferred to represent itself through ceremony and military technology.

Butetown was what happened in the engine room — and the engine room was never

photographed.

Faith, Community, and Self-Organisation

What the commemorative volumes also cannot show is the density of self-organisation that characterised

Butetown in the Edwardian decade. The Yemeni community, predominantly from the Aden Protectorate,

established what would become one of Britain’s earliest mosques — a converted terraced house in Peel

Street that served as a place of prayer, a community anchor, and a point of contact for newly arrived

sailors. The Somali community maintained its own networks of mutual support. West African seamen

formed associations that provided both social connection and practical assistance for men navigating a

foreign bureaucracy.

These were not passive communities. The men of Butetown were experienced navigators of multiple

worlds — they had crossed oceans, worked in multiple ports, dealt with harbour masters and shipping

agents across the global maritime network. A Yemeni coal trimmer who had worked in Aden, Port Said,

and Cardiff had a more genuinely international experience of the world than any of the shipping

magnates whose offices overlooked the docks.

Children of the Docks

The Edwardian decade was when the second generation began to emerge — children born in Butetown

to parents from different continents, speaking Cardiff English as their first language, navigating between

the world of the docks and the world of the city’s schools. The school records of the period show

children with surnames from Yemen, Somalia, and West Africa listed alongside Jones and Williams and

Davies in the same Butetown classrooms. These children were British by birth, Welsh by upbringing,

and legible to no existing administrative category.

Their existence was already a refutation of the racial logic that underpinned so much of the imperial

project. Empire could not photograph what it could not categorise. These children — Cardiff-born,

Welsh-accented, carrying in their faces the history of global maritime commerce — were the human

product of exactly the economic system that the Dreadnoughts were built to protect. They did not appear

in the photogravures.

III. The News Behind the Noise
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In the pubs along Bute Street, the conversations would have run like this: someone’s ship had just come

from South Africa, or from Calcutta, or from a Japanese port, and the news they carried mixed with the

local rumour and the Cardiff docks gossip into something alive and specific.

The Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05 sent a particular shockwave. An Asian power had defeated a

European one in open naval combat. For Indian nationalists, for Egyptians under British administration,

for anyone in the Empire who had been told that European dominance was a matter of civilisational

superiority rather than industrial advantage, it was a proof of concept. The world was not fixed. The

order of things could be reversed. In Butetown, where men from across the non-European world gathered

between voyages, this news would have carried particular resonance — not as abstract politics but as a

reconfiguration of the assumed order that structured daily life.

Lloyd George’s People’s Budget of 1909 — the assault on the landed aristocracy through progressive

taxation to fund old-age pensions — provoked a constitutional crisis that was really a class war

conducted by parliamentary means. For the working men of Butetown — dockers, coal trimmers, sailors

— it was the first time the national political machine had been turned, however partially, in their

direction. Something was shifting. The question was only how fast.

IV. What the Volumes Cannot Show: Archive and Absence

Reading those six volumes now, what strikes you most is the systematic absence of the infrastructure of

their own production. The Dreadnoughts that fill so many pages were built with Welsh steel and sailed

on Welsh coal loaded by the men of Butetown. The royal tours of India were administered through a

maritime empire whose supply lines ran through Cardiff Docks. The nine monarchs photographed on

horseback at Edward’s funeral were attended by a global support network of colonial labour, merchant

marine workers, and dockland communities whose faces appear in none of the photogravures.

This is what Walter Benjamin called the document of civilisation that is simultaneously a document of

barbarism — not in the sense of deliberate cruelty, though there was plenty of that too, but in the

structural sense that every monument of Edwardian imperial grandeur rested on a foundation of

unacknowledged labour that the commemorative record systematically excluded. The photogravure

technology that makes those volumes so visually extraordinary was capable, in principle, of

photographing a coal trimmer in the hold of a Cardiff ship. Nobody sent a photographer.

Keith Murrell’s work at Butetown Arts and Culture Association operates in the direct historical shadow

of this absence. BACA’s community-embedded practice — its insistence on the cultural validity and

historical significance of a community that official Cardiff spent much of the twentieth century trying to

marginalise, relocate, or simply not see — is a form of counter-archive. Where the Edwardian

commemorative record produced a version of Cardiff docks life that centred shipping magnates and

excluded the men who worked the holds, BACA has spent decades producing a version that begins from

the community itself.

Every monument of Edwardian imperial grandeur rested on a foundation of

unacknowledged labour that the commemorative record systematically excluded.

Nobody sent a photographer to the coal trimmer in the hold. The counter-archive

begins from what the official record refused to see.
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V. Connections to the Liminal Mind Practice

The Administrative Gaze

The Edwardian era is the moment when the administrative gaze — the systematic attempt by state and

imperial institutions to render populations legible through census, photography, anthropometric

measurement, and documentation — reached its first mass-scale application. Francis Galton’s composite

photography, Bertillon’s criminal anthropometry, the photography of colonial populations for

administrative purposes: all were Edwardian or immediately pre-Edwardian projects.

Butetown existed at the intersection of two administrative gazes that could not quite focus on it. The

imperial gaze that saw subjects of empire could not process them as inhabitants of a British city. The

municipal gaze that saw citizens of Cardiff could not categorise people whose origins lay outside the

administrative imagination of a Welsh local authority. The result was a community that was

simultaneously over-present — physically there, economically essential, impossible to ignore — and

administratively invisible, filed in no category that the existing systems could accommodate.

Thomas Picton, whose statue was removed from Cardiff City Hall in 2020, administered Trinidad with a

bureaucratic violence precisely calibrated to render enslaved and colonised populations legible as

property rather than persons. The Character installation’s use of Picton as a model for administrative AI

engages directly with this lineage: the idea that data systems inherit the categorical assumptions of the

administrative cultures that produced them. The census that could not categorise the children of

Butetown’s mixed-heritage families in 1901 is the ancestor of the algorithm that cannot categorise them

now.

Grey Knowledge and the Trimmer’s Body

The coal trimmer’s work was a form of Grey Knowledge in its purest expression. The skill of

redistributing coal in a ship’s hold to maintain stability as the cargo depleted was not written in any

manual — it existed in the trimmer’s ability to read the movement of a vessel, to feel through the soles of

his feet the shift in balance, to understand through long experience the relationship between the shape of

a hold, the type of coal, and the behaviour of a loaded ship in a swell. This was knowledge that passed

between men, body to body, through the shared physical experience of the work itself.

When the coal economy ended — not all at once, but in the long declining decades from the 1920s

through to the 1960s — this knowledge had nowhere to go. It could not be archived because it had never

been documented. It could not be transferred because there was no longer work to transfer it into. It

simply retired, inside the bodies of the last men who had done it, and then it was gone. Quantum

Memory’s insistence on the 10–15 year biological window for direct documentation is not a rhetorical

device. It is a precise description of what happened to the coal trimmer’s knowledge.

Towards a Counter-Archive

The six volumes about Edward VII are, paradoxically, useful precisely because of what they exclude.

They are a negative space — the shape of the absence they create tells you exactly what the official

commemorative record could not accommodate. Read against the grain, they become a map of

Butetown’s invisibility: the more elaborately the volumes celebrate the empire’s surface, the more

clearly they reveal the infrastructure they cannot show.
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A practice that begins from Butetown and reads it back against the Edwardian record is doing something

methodologically specific. It is not simply adding the missing people to the existing story. It is arguing

that the existing story is structurally incomplete in a way that changes its meaning. The Dreadnoughts are

not just warships — they are the end product of a supply chain that runs through Cardiff Docks and the

bodies of coal trimmers and the specific cosmopolitan community that the docks assembled.

Understanding them as such does not diminish the photogravures. It makes them, finally, legible.

The counter-archive does not add missing people to the existing story. It argues that

the existing story is structurally incomplete in a way that changes its meaning. The

Dreadnoughts become legible only when the coal trimmers are visible.

VI. Key Figures and Further Research Threads

Neil Evans

Historian whose work on race and labour in Cardiff docks — particularly ‘The South Wales Race Riots of 1919’ (Llafur,

1980) — remains foundational for understanding the Edwardian community and its aftermath. The 1919 riots, in which

returning white servicemen attacked the Butetown community, represent the violent reckoning with Edwardian

cosmopolitanism that the commemorative volumes could not have anticipated or accommodated.

Glenn Jordan

Founder of Butetown History & Arts Centre (forerunner of BACA), whose photographic and oral history archive

represents the most significant counter-archive to the official Edwardian and inter-war record. Jordan’s methodology —

community-embedded, oral history centred, photographically documented — is the direct institutional predecessor of

Quantum Memory’s approach.

Caesar Picton (c.1755–1836)

Enslaved Senegalese boy brought to Picton Castle, Pembrokeshire c.1761, later a free and wealthy coal merchant in

Kingston-upon-Thames. His trajectory connects the Welsh colonial administration — the Picton family — to the coal

economy and the maritime networks that produced Butetown, across a single lifetime. The Dictionary of Welsh Biography

(2024) has verified his biography. His story is the thread that connects The Character installation to Quantum Memory’s

Welsh industrial focus: both are about what happens when bodies are processed by administrative systems that have

already decided what they are.

Mahmood Mamdani

On indirect rule and the colonial categorisation of populations — relevant to the administrative gaze analysis. The system

that could not categorise Butetown’s mixed-heritage children in 1901 was applying, domestically, the same categorical

logic that administered colonial populations abroad.

Archive Note

This document is a NotebookLM source document for the Liminal Mind Research Archive — a working reference for the

Quantum Memory and The Character projects rather than a finished essay. Primary documentary sources — the 1901

census records for Butetown (available through Findmypast and Ancestry), shipping records held at the Glamorgan

Archives, and the BACA oral history collection — have not been systematically consulted for this draft and would be

necessary for any version intended for academic citation. Cross-referencing these sources would produce a specific,

documented picture of the community the commemorative volumes excluded.
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