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introduction
augustus sebastiane





once again rich white has astounded, mystied and amazed the 
world. ‘counterwork’ is probably his most important work to date - his 
experimental steps into performance have rewarded him with apiece 
that is almost perfect. ‘counterwork’ picks up at the point where artists 
like beuys and kaprow reached their peaks and takes the medium to 
a higher and more accesible level. a grand enough feat in itself you 
might think, but white’s innovative use of multimedia combined with his 
unique physicality and approach to how he uses his body places the work 
beyond the physical reach of any of his contemporaries.
this book documents all the aspects of ‘counterwork’ so that those who 
missed the one-off performance can perhaps feel some of the energy 
that was created by the work, and those saw it can be reminded of an 
experience that was almost too much to comprehend.





seeing the unseeable
dr edvard kravin





a few weeks before i was asked to write something about ‘counterwork’ 
for this book i had an experience which i had completely forgotten about 
until i saw the performance. the reason i had forgotten about it until now 
was because it was nothing particularly special or out of the ordinary. 
or so i thought.
on the morning of this particular day i had gone for a walk through the 
city centre, as i often do, just to soak up the atmosphere. it was very busy 
and i got the feeling that you often get when walking through large groups 
of people - that they are all going in the opposite direction to you.
mundane thoughts such as these are usually entirely ephemeral. but 
white’s performance had an effect on my memory and caused me to 
see the earlier event through different eyes. as white changed masks 
on stage i felt myself thinking of the myriad of faces i had witnessed on 
that busy morning. as the sound in the performance reached an almost 
deafening crescendo and my eardrums pulsed i suddenly remembered 
the great surges of people rushing towards me as the doors of shopping 
centres opened. sitting infront of the performance space i became 
very aware of the audience around me and i began to feel strangely 
agoraphobic.



before this became completely unbearable the sound subsided and i 
began to focus again. as my senses returned to normal i realised that the 
performance had nished. ‘so quickly?’ i thought. i looked at my watch 
and found that three-quaters of an hour had passed.
at rst i found this disappointing - i had just sat through a forty-ve minute 
performance artwork in which white used a variety of props, such as 
masks and a sledge-hammer, and executed seamless interaction with 
live video images. i knew full well that this was its one and only showing, 
yet i spent most of it thinking about my own experiences. then i began 
to think about this, and as an experiment i cautiously asked some other 
members of the audience if they had experienced a similar stimulation 
of their memory. the results were astounding. the woman on my left was 
thinking about her young son learning to walk, and the gentleman to my 
right, who was in his seventies, was crying his eyes out remembering 
his old school days.



‘counterwork’ was a memory catalyst - its effect was unique. nobody saw 
the same performance and all our interpretations of what it meant were 
different. my own perception of the work was that of open-mindedness - 
a state of mind which i believe white wishes to provoke through his work 
by causing people to be stimulated by what they see and not ignore it 
because it is ‘difcult’. the problem with a lot of these types of work is 
that they become boring. white’s genius is that he is able to stimulate 
the audience’s memory whilst still leaving room for the development of 
personal thought.
white is not trying to discover the grand truth behind art, but to enable 
us to discover it for ourselves - ars est celare artem. it is this that has 
consistently set his work apart from that of others of his generation.





desired diversity
rich white





i have been asked many times what my work is about and i usually give 
one of three different replies:
‘what do you think it’s about?’
‘what do you think it’s about?’
‘no comment.’
the last one i normally give to the press as when you say things 
like that to them they usually make something up anyway - which is 
exactly what i want people to do. sometimes i give each interviewer 
different explanations for a work so that if you were to read the different 
publications you would nd conicting meanings. either way the message 
is the same - ‘make your own mind up.’
‘counterwork’ was another such work where the audience was to be 
enticed into a situation where they would nd themselves abandoning the 
idea of one xed meaning which they are all supposed to agree on, and 
nd pleasure in arriving at a meaning which is unique and personal. for 
this reason i am not repeating the performance, and no-one will ever be 
able to see any of the video footage that resulted. everyone who saw it 
must only be left with the meanings this memory has for them - to see the 
actual performance again would surely destroy any of the presence that 
these memories hold. the stills in this book do not contradict this principle 
as they are static points in time and therefore rendered irrelevant.



the ideas for the performance came from many sources. the work is part 
of a continuing development of pieces relating to ideas of meaning. the 
last perfomance i did (‘subsidiary purposes’ 1996) was, in a broad sense, 
a preparation for ‘counterwork’ in as much as it was the rst performance 
i had done which was geared towards the idea of open meaning. 
although it was not a complete success i learned some valuable lessons 
- the most important of which was the strength of symbols. the problem 
with ‘subsidiary purposes’ was that it’s symbolic content was too specic. 
for ‘counterwork’ i used symbols with a very broad meaning and scope 
for metaphor so that the responses would be uncontrollably diverse. 
uncontrollable is perhaps not the correct term as this is the outcome i had 
intended - a desired diversity perhaps?
the images in this book are, as i have already mentioned, irrelevant 
because they show no movement. the entire purpose of the medium 
of performance for me is the broad signifying effect of movements and 
body language. once the movement is removed the performance has 
no power, the still image is only a snapshot and tells nothing of the 
true events before and after the camera’s shutter opened. the images 
themselves are taken from the videotape of the performance as no 
cameras were allowed into the performance space.
the tape has since been destroyed.
this book is my attempt to show what my works means, or at least what 
it does not mean.
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