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REHEARSING THE INSTITUTION 

ARTISTIC LABOUR AND PEDAGOGICAL TRACE  

Ben Waters  
 

Abstract  

The past inside the present (2023) begins with surfaces: inscribed, weathered, and imbued with 

pedagogical significance. The research involves reconsidering reclaimed art school studio tabletops as 

artefacts of accumulated gestures. It focuses on investigating how artistic labour and the relational 

custodianship of educational practices become systematically blurred within contemporary 

institutional frameworks of higher education. Embedded with mirrored text and shrink wrapped into 

stasis, the work performs a para-institutional critique: one that emerges not from outside, but from 

within. As technician, academic, and researcher, my practice is entangled in the unnoticed labour that 

scaffolds creativity – what Ahmed names the ‘affective labour’ of institutions. Drawing from Fraser, 

Rogoff, Freire, and Rancière, this practice-led inquiry repositions ‘making’ as a mode of critical 

pedagogy, where the studio is not a passive site of production, but a discursive space in which 

knowledge is negotiated materially and critique is not spoken but actioned through the ‘making’. 
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Benjamin Waters (b. 1977) The past inside the present (2023)  
Reclaimed art school studio tabletops, bearing a patina of synthetic polymer and oil; CNC-routed 
mirrored inlay text; industrial shrink wrap.  
 
Photos: Paul Godfrey (Studio Shot) and Ophelia Sarma (Detail).  
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Research Statement 

The past inside the present (2023) is an artwork guided by practice-led research. The work explores 

how material remnants of artistic labour, specifically reclaimed painting studio tabletops, reflect the 

ideological conditions of contemporary art education. Using inlaid CNC routed mirrored text and 

industrial shrink wrap – a nod to a museological packaging gesture – the work performs a critique of 

the pedagogical structures that frame creativity within the university. Here, historical narratives do not 

merely precede us but are embedded visibly and invisibly, in the surfaces of learning, materiality and 

making.  

 

The work is shrink-wrapped and presented in stasis, a gesture that critiques the containment and 

commodification of creative knowledge within institutional frameworks. The shrink-wrapping does 

not only preserve, it also signals an institutional desire for control, stasis, and readability; a freezing of 

practice into product. As Groys (2008) argues, the museological gesture carries embedded values by 

ordering, refining, and regulating creative expressions that might otherwise remain experimental, 

provisional, or challenging to institutional norms.  

 

The past inside the present sits within a broader PhD inquiry into the relationship between 

institutional critique and pedagogical aesthetics, that investigates how the conditions of neoliberal 

education have reshaped the way visual arts are taught and understood in the university. The work is 

not an illustration of theory, but an expression of it as a spatial, material, and conceptual gesture that 

arises through and reflects on the messy entanglements of teaching, learning, and labour within 

contemporary creative practice.  

 

Working within a university context has profoundly altered my understanding of both my studio 

practice and the systems that support or hinder it. I find myself operating in a liminal space  

between the practical and the theoretical, between institutional maintenance and artistic critique. This 

dual position allows me to approach the research process as both insider and observer, someone 

embedded in the operations of the institution, while also seeking to make its invisible frameworks 

legible through practice, shaped by over 20 years of working in tertiary visual arts. As a result, I am 

able to have both a reflexive and embedded mode of research, that draws from an autoethnographic 

experience within the institution. Rather than operating from a distance, my praxis is intimately tied to 

pedagogical processes, material practices, and bureaucratic systems, to better understand how creative 

knowledge is scaffolded, instrumentalised, and occasionally interrupted.  
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One of the key provocations for this work arises from Rogoff’s (2008) idea of the pedagogical turn’ in 

contemporary art, where artists shift from producing discrete objects to constructing contexts for 

learning, reflection, and participation. In this sense, the studio tabletops are not just surfaces, but 

discursive sites, bearing the cumulative gestures of students over time. The  marks, scratches, stains, 

and burnishing, articulate not merely individual effort but a communal pedagogy – an unspoken 

curriculum forged through repetition, failure, and experimentation.   

 

The embedded mirrored text in The past inside the present functions as a disruptive device, by 

dissolving the normal subject-object relationship of spectatorship and implicating the viewer directly 

within the work's reflective field. The mirrors shift institutional authority and draw the viewer in, to 

consider themselves part of the pedagogical assemblage, where they can actively contribute to 

‘meaning making’ processes rather than merely receiving predetermined content. Rancière’s (1991) 

proposition of intellectual emancipation, reminds us that equality does not stem from the distribution 

of knowledge by an expert, but from the assumption that all are equally capable of learning. The 

mirrored text acts as a non-hierarchical surface, refracting and implicating, rather than instructing.  

The decision to shrink-wrap the work was not purely aesthetic. It critiques a condition that comes 

from neoliberal demands to make every type of labour, including artistic work and teaching, 

quantifiable and marketable – where learning shifts away from being a collaborative, evolving process 

to becoming transactional: assessed, archived, and packaged as institutional currency.  

 

Freire (1972) warned against the ‘banking model’ of education, a system in which knowledge is not 

cultivated through dialogue but deposited and withdrawn as if it were capital.  The shrink-wrap, then, 

becomes more than a preservative gesture. It instead highlights how institutions often favour 

standardisation and containment that transforms ongoing practice into finished products and pedagogy 

into packaged commodities.  

 

My methodology is hybrid. It draws from studio-based work, material experimentation, 

autoethnographic reflection, and critical theory. As Bolt (2004) states, ‘material thinking’ foregrounds 

the generative role of process and the agency of materials in the production of knowledge. This 

orientation is central to my approach, where the worn tabletops – scarred, marked, and remade – are 

not neutral supports but remnants of those who have come before and after me, being co-producers in 

the research encounter. They enable me to position myself critically within visual arts pedagogy. After 

more than two decades working within tertiary visual arts, I’m embedded in its operations, shaped by 

its routines and histories, and entangled by its bureaucracies. My role as an insider can be likened to 

what Ahmed (2012) calls the ‘affective labour’ of institutions, the unrecognised maintenance work 
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that supports creative education. Fraser (2025) reminds us that institutions are not static entities, but 

complex networks of social relations, continually enacted and reproduced by students, artists, 

educators, and administrators, who themselves are the institution. My artistic praxis investigates this 

complex network from within, using affective labour as a research method to uncover histories and 

question inherited norms. This aligns with the contemporary model of practice-led research as a 

legitimate epistemological mode, not just a supplement to academic discourse, but an embodied and 

reflexive form of knowledge production (Nelson, 2013).  

 

In making this work, I experienced a productive tension between my roles as staff, researcher 

(student), and artist. In my working day the tabletops themselves have passed through my hands many 

times before, being stacked, repaired, moved and cleaned. As materials, they carried memories; as 

surfaces, they refused neutrality. My challenge was not just to repurpose them, but to understand how 

their histories or patinas bore witness to the forms of care, neglect, struggle and play, important 

elements that underpin visual arts education.  

 

The act of creating this work was a form of critical engagement with institutional time. As a 

postgraduate researcher, I am especially attuned to how institutions shape not only what we learn, but 

how we learn and how we value what is learned. This work became a method of interrupting the 

uncritical flow of inherited pedagogies. This work aims to engage viewers in questioning what 

gestures are privileged, preserved or erased and what it means to bear witness to a pedagogy through 

material remains. In reflecting on the future of creative practice research, I see value in continuing to 

work at the friction points where theory meets matter, where critique emerges from labour, where 

‘making’ constitutes a mode of thinking-through-practice in a form of non-verbal writing, where 

visual bilingualism takes shape in material form and embodied gesture.  

 

The past inside the present exemplifies this convergence. It resists the idea that learning must be 

measurable and instead affirms that the site of critical visual arts pedagogy lies in the labour of 

practice itself, not in its packaging, its legibility, or its institutional afterlife. It is a practice that values 

process over product, embraces uncertainty – a place where failure is permitted, and perhaps even 

encouraged, as a generative method of learning.  
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