
ABOVE, LEFT TO RIGHT: Sam Porritt, Escape? Escape!, 2009, ink, glass lamps, plywood, 140 x 50 x 90 cm (courtesy of the artist and PEER, London), Sam Porritt, Baghdad, 2005, paper,
glue, oil based paints, screws, wood and photocopy: 84 x 119 cm, structure: 128 x 53 x 59 cm (installation view at PEER; courtesy of the artist and PEER, London)

against the wall in Escape? Escape!, 2009; the one clos-
est to the wall looks understandably worried, while its
companion is considerably more bright-eyed, like a pris-
oner digging to freedom. The bulb in Looking for
Trouble, 2009, gazes worriedly up to the old-fashioned
box trap poised above its head, faintly flickering with
fear; of course, these chaps are perpetually confined to
a state of anxious anticipation.

Porritt’s economy of line shares with Töpffer and his
contemporary caricaturists a certain whimsy, a loose-
ness, and a bristling disjointedness that are not
commonly found in today’s drawing and illustration; his
creatures seem uncomfortable within their own time.
But perhaps even closer to Töpffer’s study is the sense
of presenting a set of findings. Porritt’s search and cata-
loguing of our anthropomorphic soft spots is done with a
light-hearted openness, but ultimately he gives us his
own anthropomorphic soft spots. Our act of seeing and
assembling the lines into a facial whole, bridging the
gaps where character can be invested, has been done.
Porritt has already enacted the listening that Kunzle
describes; what’s left for us is to witness his somber,
perpetual farce.

—Chris Fite-Wassilak

In 1845, the Genevan writer and cartoonist Randolphe
Töpffer published his Essai de Physiognomonie, a study
in the innate potential of character to be found in even
the most economic of lines. Drawing hundred of faces in
quick doodles, he posited that the face is a pattern that
we incessantly seek to recognize. Summarizing the
Essai, art historian David Kunzle wrote, “We supply char-
acter or feeling, be the face never so crude, for merely
by existing in lines on paper, a face must have an expres-
sion; it cannot indeed not speak to us, if only we listen.”
Sam Porritt’s exhibition Heads & Faces relies on this
ongoing pursuit, as loops, dots, and swirls of ink become
eyes or noses, where squiggles turn into a grin or a sneer
[PEER; August 18—September  24, 2011]. Self-
evidently titled, the exhibition features a strand of the
London- and Zurich-based artist’s work from the past six
years through eponymous forms in lumps of plaster,
lines on paper, and dimly-lit lamps.

Stepping into the show, you’re constantly scrutinized
by an array of jutting chins and curled lips, Porritt’s faces
tending toward the look of an uncomfortable Ronald
Reagan or a disgruntled James Cagney. Abstracted
reconfigurations of the classic gestalt psychology optical
illusion—the vase that creates the outline of two faces—
recur in the exhibition. In the ink drawing Ipso Facto,
2008, the outline is there but in loose curves that make
us struggle to find its human qualities. In Act Natural,
2011, it has become the upturned nose and mouth of
some hideous close-up. Baghdad, 2005, brings the
shape into the third dimension as a wood sculpture that
apparently gives up halfway and flops down on itself,
becoming both a lazy minaret from the titular city and a
tragicomic monument to its own failure to be seen as a
face.

The most lively works on view are the lamps that
dominate one of the rooms, opaque spheres that emit a
watered-down yellow glow, and whose faces seem to be
both the result and cause of their various predicaments.
Two lamps are pinned between wood panels leaning
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The Russian and Anglo-Saxon schools of conceptualism
shared a rejection of the formalist interest in the art
object’s materiality and asserted that the work’s execu-
tion is secondary in importance to the ideas that inform
it. Despite these similarities, Moscow conceptualism
offers a completely different take, which is in many ways
more relevant to art production today than the practices
that came out of New York or London in the 1960s. Take,
for example, Joseph Kosuth’s near-manifesto of the
American conceptual movement, “Art after Philosophy.”
Art is understood here as operating solely through the
psycho-linguistic field of the individual artist, defined by
one’s unique choices and ideas. Isolated from social or
cultural forces, for Kosuth, art happens exactly at this
individualized moment of decision: it is “a tautology,” “a
presentation of the artist’s intention” that comes into
being when the artist “is saying that that particular work
of art is art, which means, is a definition of art.” The
Moscow school, by contrast, gave birth to a conceptual
art whose very raison d'être is its sociality. Since it
emerged in the 1960s and 1970s without any institu-
tional support or public spaces, this informal art evolved
more as a network of social encounters, shared ideas,
events, and meetings in residential spaces than as a self
conscious philosophy.

On view at Calvert 22, the exhibition Field of Action:
The Moscow Conceptual School in Context is very much
audience centered, with a thorough inclusion of back-
ground material, quotes from artists, and a near archival
museological approach to display [June 29—August 28,
2011]. Still, it conveys a sense that the art was created
by artists in order to communicate with their close-knit
group of associates and friends. For many of these
artists, the important thing was not to come up with new
and interesting concepts but to allow ideas to come into
contact with other ideas. The artist Victor Skersis, for
example, is quoted as saying that “if in Pop Art attention
is paid to how an object exists amongst other objects,
then I am interested in how a conception lives amongst
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