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JOHN G. HATCH 

Fatum as Theme and Method in the Work of Francis Bacon 

"As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; 
They kill us for their sport." 

Gloucester1 

The elusiveness of Francis Bacon's paintings to critical 
analysis are a measure of their success. As much as one is 
tempted to examine a particular influence on Bacon's work, 
and the temptation is great since Bacon has been quite forth- 
coming in acknowledging sources, it is practically impossible 
to draw direct and, consequently, revealing parallels. 
Furthermore, focusing on any single element in one of 
Bacon's paintings usually undermines the meaning of the 
work rather than clarify it. In a sense, though, this was 
Bacon's objective. In one of his last interviews, Bacon 
observed: 

Most of the time when one talks about painting, one says 
nothing interesting. It's always rather superficial. What 
can one say? Basically, I believe that you simply cannot 
talk about painting, it just isn't possible.2 

Yet, Bacon's paintings have been talked about a great 
deal with varying success, as one might expect. Part of the 
problem is that Bacon himself could not refrain from talking 

about them, fueling an interest in possible links between his 
work and that of painters like Van Gogh and Degas, or writers 
such as Aeschylus, Shakespeare and T. S. Eliot. That poets 
and playwrights are mentioned frequently by Bacon is rather 
curious since he prefaced the passage cited above by noting: 
"Painting is a world of its own, it's self-sufficient."3 In addition, 
his desire to allow narrative to play only a very minor role in 
his work seems to preclude any parallels with literature.4 But 
Bacon stressed his favourite authors too often for them to 
simply be ignored in the context of his own work. 

The key to understanding the influence of writers like 
Aeschylus or Eliot is supplied by Bacon himself: 

...I've hardly ever done things directly inspired by partic- 
ular lines or poems. I admire them and they excite me and 
they goad me to try and work much more. That is the way 
they influence me. It's very difficult to use any poetry for 
one's painting: it's the whole atmosphere of it that affects 
me.5 

In large part what Bacon admired of the writers he read was 
not what could be appropriated and re-formulated through the 
language of paint, but rather what could not. Certainly, what the 
writers had to say was of great importance to Bacon and their 
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1) <<Triptych-Inspired by T. S. Eliot's Poem "Sweeney Agonistes",,, 1967, oil on canvas (each panel 198 x 147.5 cm). 
Hirshhorn Museum & Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington DC, Gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn Foundation, 1972. 

Copyright: Estate of the Artist. 

message is echoed in his work. However, he was particularly 
fascinated with the manner in which their message was con- 
veyed. This is made evident in an oft-quoted passage of 
Bacon's where he paraphrases the poet Valery: "...1 want very, 
very much to do the thing that Valery said-to give the sensa- 
tion without the boredom of its conveyance."6 An important 
aspect of Bacon's desire to emulate someone like Valery is that 
what the French writer says in poetry cannot be translated into 
any other linguistic form, even prose. In other words, the man- 
ner in which Valery conveys what he wishes to say is unique to 
the medium he is working with: as Bacon put it with reference 
to music and painting, "they represent two modes of expression 
which have nothing to do with each other, and that each artist 
in his field is confronted with very different problems."7 And this 
is what Bacon sought to emulate, of creating imagery which is 
unique to painting and cannot, in turn, be translated directly into 
poetry, for example. Certainly the message itself could be 
appropriated but the means and manner of its conveyance 
could not. It is this unusual relationship between the message 
transcending the medium and its expression as unique to the 

medium that has led recent writers, like Ernst van Alphen, to 
label Bacon as both a Modernist and Postmodernist, illustrating 
well Bacon's success in eluding categorization while highlight- 
ing the inherent problems of a Postmodernist approach.8 

The particular literary references found in Bacon's paint- 
ings are never direct in the sense where one can simply chart 
the events portrayed in a painting according to the narrative of 
the text which inspired it. Bacon himself sought to diffuse any 
such correspondence between text and image; for example, 
Triptych-Inspired by T S. Eliot's Poem "Sweeney Agonistes" 
[Fig. 1], according to Bacon, was given its title by the 
Marlborough Gallery after he told them he had just been read- 
ing Sweeney Agonistes.9 More importantly, though, the very 
nature of the literary sources Bacon drew upon made it impos- 
sible to simply translate text into image. Eliot's poem, Sweeney 
Agonistes, which is presented as a fragment of a play, lacks any 
type of character description or stage direction to allow it to be 
visually/physically recreated on stage. Even a more traditional 
Eliot stage work like The Family Reunion saw its 1939 London 
production soundly criticized for its personification of the 
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2) <<Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion,>, 1944, oil and pastel on hardboard (each panel 94 x 74 cm). The Tate 
Gallery, London. Copyright: Estate of the Artist. 

Eumenides, which fell far-short of the powerful and evocative lit- 
erary description presented in the text; as one critic of the 1939 
production put it: "...it is one thing to suggest an eerie presence 
in fiction, quite another to present the Eumenides in evening 
dress in the window embrasure."10 In terms of Aeschylus' 
Oresteian Trilogy, the problem is similar. How does one trans- 
late in visual terms Aeschylus' famous line, "the reek of human 
blood smiles out at me"? This is a powerful literary simile which 
if one were tempted to translate it in visual terms would certain- 
ly appear banal if not ridiculous. This may partly be why Bacon 
preferred the Surrealist writers to the painters, or William Blake 
the poet rather than Blake the painter, in that the painters too 
often tried to literally translate the imagery of the writers.11 

Bacon was not interested in translating from one medium 
to another for the simple reason that any translation involves 
some sort of interpretation, which Bacon wanted to avoid at all 
cost: 

Explanation doesn't seem necessary to me, either of 
painting or of other artistic fields, such as poetry. I don't 

believe that it's possible to give an explanation of a poem 
or a painting.12 

Furthermore, translation involves a loss in terms of the 
original meaning which, for Bacon, is conveyed in large part 
by the manner in which a particular language is used.13 He 
does not dismiss the use of other media as a source of inspi- 
ration or stimulus (and one can certainly be affected by the 
"atmosphere" of a work) but, as Bacon states with reference 
to music and painting, "to transcribe the language of painting 
into the language of music or vice versa, to me seems quite 
impossible... they are two such different fields."14 

In stressing that it is not any particular detail of a poetic 
work that inspired him but rather the atmosphere generated, 
Bacon was describing his own work as well. In the opening 
pages of the published interviews with David Sylvester, Bacon 
remarks: "the other day I painted a head of somebody, and 
what made the sockets of the eyes, the nose, the mouth were, 
when you analyzed them, just forms which had nothing to do 
with eyes, nose or mouth; but the paint moving from one con- 
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3) ((Study After Velasquez's Portrait of Pope Innocent X,,, 1953, oil on canvas (153 x 118.1 cm). Purchased with Funds from the 
Coffin Fine Arts Trust; Nathan Emory Coffin Collection of the Des Moines Art Center, 1980.1. Copyright: Estate of the Artist. 
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tour into another made a likeness of this person I was trying to 
paint."15 In other words, meaning emerges in the totality of the 
image rather than in any one of its constituent parts. But even 
this is not entirely correct since the seriality of many of 
Bacon's paintings and the re-emergence of certain figures and 
themes indicates that if one is to make sense of Bacon one 
has to look at the totality of his work and not at a single image; 
as Bacon himself pointed out: "one image against the other 
seems to be able to say the thing more."16 This presents a 
daunting task for anyone wishing to write about Bacon, but it 
is not an impossible one. What it means is that any aspect of 
Bacon's work one wishes to de-contextualize and examine 
must eventually be re-contextualized to be of any value. In 
essence, if one is going to examine Bacon's work one must 
approach it in a manner similar to how Bacon created it. 

The manner in which meaning is conveyed is why Bacon 
is interested in certain writers and painters; it is an aspect of his 
own work which he focuses on almost exclusively in his inter- 
views. For Bacon, how one paints is just as important as what 
one paints; but too often the technical aspects and imagery in 
his work have been treated separately.17 His interviews often 
convey an exasperation with questions pertaining to the 
images used in his paintings, and understandably so, since the 
imagery is simply a manifestation of the theme embodied in the 
act of painting itself. When Bacon speaks of how he paints he 
is equally addressing what is painted and one must examine 
the crucifixion theme, Aeschylus' Oresteian trilogy, or Eliot's 
poetry and plays, for example, as painted subjects that are 
tightly interwoven with how they are painted. As with most of 
us, Bacon was attracted to certain stories, themes, painters, 
writers, etc., because what they expressed paralleled in some 
way his own views on the human condition. These views were 
inevitably a magnification of his own experience and would be 
constantly acted out every time he painted. 

Painting 1946 (Museum of Modern Art, New York) is the 
work most often cited in any discussion of Bacon's working 
methods. As Bacon has often related, he began with the inten- 
tion of painting a bird alighting on a field: 

but suddenly the lines that I'd drawn suggested some- 
thing totally different, and out of this suggestion arose this 
picture. I had no intention to do this picture; I never 
thought of it in that way. It was like one continuous acci- 
dent mounting on top of another.18 

Here, Bacon describes what became a highly productive 
interaction between intentionality and accident that dictated 
his painting technique for the rest of his artistic career. Even 
as late as 1992, a year before his death, Bacon still 

4) <<Head VI,,, 1949, oil on canvas (93.2 x 76.5 cm). Arts 
Council Collection, Hayward Gallery, London. Copyright: 
Estate of the Artist. 

approached the canvas with a certain idea of what he wanted 
to do only to witness this idea transformed with the application 
of paint.19 At times Bacon toyed with the Surrealist idea of sim- 
ply letting chance or accident completely determine the 
appearance of his works, but this would have undermined 
their essential theme, namely that of "the interaction of... 
accidents and the will of the artist..."20 

Bacon is extremely cautious in using the terms accident or 
chance and often phrases the dialogue between will and acci- 
dent in Freudian terms of the conscious and unconscious: 

What does finally appear on the canvas, in the best of 
cases, is probably a mixture between what the painter 
wanted and... accidents... It seems to me that in painting, 
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5) ((<<Study for Portrait of Van Gogh 1,,, 1957, oil on canvas (198 x 142 cm). Private Collection. Copyright: Estate of the Artist. 
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and perhaps also in the other arts, there's always an ele- 
ment of control and an element of surprise, and that dis- 
tinction perhaps comes back to what psychoanalysis has 
defined as the conscious and the unconscious.21 

It is Bacon's emphatic distaste for metaphysical explanation 
which accounts for his use of the terms accident or chance; he is 
quite explicit in dismissing ideas of divine inspiration, muses, or 
any such other-worldly terms in explaining his working method.22 
In a discussion of the combination of will and accident, Michel 
Archimbaud asks Bacon: "A sort of mysterious alchemy in a 
way?" To which Bacon replies, in predictable fashion: 

No, it's more chemistry really; it's the natural phenomenon 
of substances mixing to give new substances. There's no 
mystery...23 

Yet, there are times when Bacon's guard is down, when 
there is a great deal of mystery involved which Bacon is, more 
often than not, at odds to explain.24 He comes close to admit- 
ting an independent volition on the part of paint itself which 
the artist interacts with: 

When I was trying in despair the other day to paint the 
head of a specific person, I used a very big brush and a 
great deal of paint and I put it on very, very freely, and I sim- 
ply didn't know in the end what I was doing, and suddenly 
this thing clicked, and became exactly like this image I was 
trying to record. But not out of any conscious will, nor was 
it anything to do with illustrational painting. What has never 
yet been analyzed is why this particular way of painting is 
more poignant than illustration. I suppose because it has a 
life completely of its own. It lives on its own, like the image 
one's trying to trap; it lives on its own, and therefore trans- 
fers the essence of the image more poignantly.25 

One is hesitant to characterize Bacon's formal technique 
in terms of a conflict between individual will and fate but the 
above clearly implies it. In addition, Bacon often remarks in 
published interviews his pleasure at witnessing the sort of 
inevitability chance marks can give: 

...what so-called chance gives you is quite different from 
what willed application of paint gives you. It has an 
inevitability very often which the willed putting-on of the 
paint doesn't give you.26 

There is, though, an element of control at work in this 
process which relates to Bacon's characterization of the inter- 

6) (<Paralytic Child Walking on All Fours>,, 1961, oil on canvas 
(197.5 x 140.9 cm). Haags Gemeente Museum. Copyright: 
Estate of the Artist. 

action between will and accident as one between the con- 
scious and unconscious. The artist does not simply take all the 
chance marks produced, but only interacts with those which in 
a very Freudian sense are uncanny.27 Nevertheless, herein lies 
Bacon's attraction to such subject matter as the crucifixion of 
Christ, Aeschylus' Orestes, or Eliot's work, each deals in some 
form or another with the interaction between free will and 'fate.' 

Bacon would never have approved of the use of the term 
'fate', especially given how vehemently anti-religious he 
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7) <<Triptych Inspired by the Oresteia of Aeschylus>>, 1981, oil on canvas (each panel 198 x 148 cm). Astrup Fearnley Musee for 
Moderne Kunst, Oslo. Copyright: Estate of the Artist. 

was.28 But there is no doubt he believed in some kind of sec- 
ularized notion of fate on a number of different levels, all 
revolving around conflicts between individual volition and 
events that appear to be beyond our understanding and con- 
trol; they become fate when we ascribe meaning to them, or 
as Bacon put it with reference to life in general: 

I think of life as meaningless; but we give it meaning dur- 
ing our existence. We create certain attitudes which give it 
a meaning while we exist, though they in themselves are 
meaningless, really.29 

For Bacon, religion is a system of attitudes which creates 
and imposes meaning upon life in order to give it some sense 
or purpose and, not surprisingly, it is one of the first subjects 
of his work.30 

Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion [Fig. 
2] is an incomplete work, as Bacon himself admitted, and one 
which he had intended to complete.31 John Russell has 
argued that this triptych does not relate specifically to the cru- 
cifixion, but it seems inevitable that the death of Christ is the 
first thing one would think of upon hearing the word 'crucifix- 

ion' and Bacon must certainly have known this.32 The story of 
Christ represented, for Bacon, that of the penultimate tragic 
hero: an individual who has, as Bacon himself put it, "been 
forced by circumstances into a unique situation."33 To ensure 
the fulfillment of Christ's fate, Bacon has the Eumenides pre- 
sent at the Crucifixion, Greek mythological figures who 
ensured the carrying out of divine justice.34 What is particular- 
ly interesting about the Eumenides is that they were specifi- 
cally enforcers of divine justice in cases of familial murder, and 
thus are quite relevant for an image depicting the sacrifice of 
a son by his father.35 Whether Bacon was aware of the specif- 
ic role of the Eumenides and did not simply look upon them 
more generally as enforcers of divine rule is difficult to deter- 
mine. But why should they be depicted as witnesses to the 
Crucifixion? One would assume that Christ was willing to 
accept his fate and that the Eumenides need not be present; 
but Bacon may have had in mind Christ's rather curious last 
words, "Father, father, why hast thou forsaken me," introduc- 
ing an element of doubt which could have required the ser- 
vices of the Eumenides.36 

Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion was 
soon followed by the Pope series. These works, inspired by 
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Velasquez's Pope Innocent X (1650: Galleria Doria Pamphili, 
Rome) and photographs of Pope Pius XII, also deal with trag- 
ic figures in unique situations. The Pope is an individual who 
must relinquish all sense of self-identity (including his family 
name) in order to become the representative of a system of 
beliefs that no human being could ever be expected to adhere 
to completely. Like Christ, the Pope has very little opportunity 
to cheat fate because he is such a visible or public figure; as 
Bacon put it: "He's in a unique position by being the Pope, and 
therefore, like in certain great tragedies, he's as though raised 
onto a dias on which the grandeur of this image can be dis- 
played to the world."37 The tragedy of the situation in the Pope 
images for Bacon, a devout atheist, is that the individual has 
relinquished himself completely to a stifling system of beliefs 
and one which is an illusion veiled as an ultimate truth, i.e., a 
human creation which has been ascribed to some higher 
order of being which does not exist.38 More importantly, as will 
be suggested in Bacon's later works, the system itself denies 
the basic biological instincts that lie at the heart of human 
nature. This is the source of the violence Bacon often portrays, 
one which is mental rather than physical, although it can ulti- 
mately manifest itself in physical violence.39 

In Study After Velasquez's Portrait of Pope Innocent X [Fig. 
3] Bacon literally portrays the veil of illusions that mentally 
traps the Pope and elicits his cry of horror.40 But Bacon had 
toyed with another visual device that could more successfully 
convey the message of mental entrapment or isolation, name- 
ly his space-frames as found, for example, in Head VI [Fig. 4]. 
On a formal level, these frames act to isolate the image and 
minimize any potential narrative.41 However, this formal device 
does equally serve as a metaphor for psychological entrap- 
ment, highlighted by the fact that the skeletal outline of the 
frame could never function as a physical barrier. A further 
irony is found with the number of times isolated figures in 
space-frames are surrounded by a vast, open spatial setting, 
generating a "perverse space", as David Mellor characterizes 
it.42 One wonders why Bacon's figures do not simply walk out 
of their prison. A similar idea is presented in Bacon's anthro- 
pomorphized images of animals and, specifically, Study of a 
Baboon (1953: Private Collection) where the primate is fenced 
in and emits a cry of depair at being trapped, echoing the 
numerous human cries found in Bacon's paintings. Yet, the 
fence only closes-off the top portion of the picture and the 
baboon could easily make its escape into the open landscape 
beyond. Again, the point is that the barrier is mental rather 
than physical.43 

The space-frame as a visual metaphor of mental entrap- 
ment is used in a number of contexts to comment on the dif- 
ferent strictures that are imposed upon us and that, ultimately, 

we impose upon ourselves. Bacon condemned any establish- 
ment which served to stifle individuality or the expression of 
individual will.44 This was an aspect of Surrealism that 
appealed to Bacon, as he pointed out in his interviews with 
Archimbaud: "I think I've been influenced by what the move- 
ment represented in terms of revolt against the establishment, 
in politics, religion and the arts..."45 But he also attacked our 
blind acceptance of society's rules as outside of our control, 
i.e., as something which is in the hands of fate. Bacon's Man 
with Dog (1953: Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo), inspired by 
an Eadweard Muybridge photograph and Giacomo Balla's 
Dynamism of a Dog on a Leash (1912: Albright-Knox Art 
Gallery, Buffalo), shows a dog on a leash walking by a gutter. 
It presents yet another comment on the human condition, 
namely that of the domestication of our basic biological/ani- 
malistic instincts which are suppressed in the name of civi- 
lization, religion, etc. The leash is held by the lower half of a 
shadowy figure whose identity is unknown, but this oppres- 
sor's shadow suggests a human presence. In essence, the 
oppressor is ourselves or rather the social structures which 
we create and endorse.46 

There are a number of figures in Bacon's work which 
elude the trappings of society's conventions. In large part, 
these figures have done so because they have been rejected 
by society. Vincent van Gogh is one such figure whom Bacon 
admired and painted in a series of four works based on Van 
Gogh's The Painter on His Way to Work or The Road to 
Tarascon (1888: destroyed during World War II). In Bacon's 
Study for Portrait of Van Gogh II [Fig. 5] Van Gogh is depicted 
walking along a road which is shouldered by a space-frame. 
Significantly, the Dutch artist is presented outside this frame. 
What is unusual, though, is that Bacon seems to have toyed 
with the idea of putting Van Gogh in the space-frame since 
there is the shadow or pentimenti of the back line of the frame 
having extended fully to the bottom of the road on the left. This 
momentary indecision on Bacon's part may have resulted 
from the fact that Van Gogh had nevertheless suffered at the 
hands of fate by simply being rejected by society; in other 
words, Van Gogh had not made a conscious choice to reject 
society. What may have tipped the scales in favour of Van 
Gogh's placement outside the frame was that he still managed 
to fulfill his artistic ambitions despite the obstacles.47 A similar 
ambiquity in terms of figures on the margins of society is 
found in Paralytic Child Walking on All Fours [Fig. 6]. Based on 
photographs taken by the nineteenth-century photographer 
Eadweard Muybridge, Bacon depicts a paralytic child who, 
because of its disability, could never be an active participant 
in society. That child is presented against a plain, dark back- 
ground except for an oversized window frame on the right 
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which again does not enclose the figure. The child's place- 
ment against the plain background implies an isolated exis- 
tence free from the conventions of society symbolized by the 
window frame, a variant of Bacon's space-frames. However, its 
walking toward that frame suggests nevertheless a desire to 
be part of that society. 

The connection between fate and society's conventions 
and beliefs is made explicit in Bacon's paintings inspired by 
Greek tragedy. The shadow of Greek tragedy looms over most 
of Bacon's work in terms of the repeated presence of the 
Eumenides. Their role and reason is made explicit in Triptych 
Inspired by the Oresteia of Aeschylus [Fig. 7]. In the central 
panel one finds a seamlessly mutilated figure which may be 
that of Agamemnon or a composite of the trail of bodies which 
began with Agamemnon's sacrifice of his daughter, Iphigenia. 
In the left panel is found a composite figure of the Furies or 
Eumenides seen emerging through a doorway into a space- 
frame. In the right panel is Orestes who is attempting to 
escape out of a space-frame and through a doorway. In this 
work, the space-frame represents divine order which Orestes 
transgressed by murdering his mother and that the Fury is 
attempting to enforce. Significantly, in Aeschylus' account, 
Orestes does escape thanks to the intervention of the 
Goddess Athena, despite an impassioned plea on the part of 
the Furies. Bacon possibly relished this aspect of the tale 
since, as he told David Sylvester, he would prefer to find him- 
self in the Christian hell "because, if I was in hell I would 
always feel I had a chance of escaping.'"48 Perhaps Bacon's 
interest in Orestes was that he successfully escaped or finally 
acted outside of divine or societal structures, a goal which 
Bacon himself strove for and which he sought out in the peo- 
ple he befriended. 

But one must question whether Orestes did escape fate. 
His assumed exit through the door leading out of the space- 
frame makes one wonder where that door leads. The black- 
ened doorway found in the Orestes triptych had become a 
recurring feature in Bacon's work after the death of his com- 
panion George Dyer in 1971. Significantly, in Triptych May- 
June (1973: Private Collection, Switzerland) we find one of the 
rare instances of a figure actually placed within the blackened 
doorway: the three panels depict Dyer's death in a Paris hotel, 
with the middle one casting a shadow in the form of a Fury. In 
a sense, Orestes as well could not escape the ultimate fate we 
all face, that of death. The goddess Athena may have inter- 
vened to save Orestes from the furies but this represented 
only a postponement of the inevitable.49 

As Bacon grew older and more of his friends died, he 
questioned our ability to escape fate despite one's best 
efforts. A couple of years after his Oresteian triptych, Bacon 

painted Oedipus and the Sphinx after Ingres (1983: Private 
Collection, California). In this ancient Greek myth Oedipus 
demonstrates his cunning in answering the sphinx's riddle, 
but the doorway he will proceed through reveals the ominous 
presence of a Fury. The answering of the riddle is but the pre- 
lude to the tragic unfolding of Oedipus' fate (that of murdering 
his father and marrying his mother) which had been predicted 
before his birth and which his parents sought to escape. The 
injury to Oedipus' foot is a continual reminder of his parent's 
failed attempt at avoiding the tragic destiny that befell them. 
Bacon had alluded to the Oedipus story in an uncharacteristic 
earlier work, Three Studies from the Human Body (1967: 
Private Collection). In this painting, two figures are shown 
falling into a void while a third hangs on to a horizontal shaft. 
The two falling figures may be acting out the desire for total 
freedom, one which Bacon had often toyed with in those 
moments where he wanted to simply throw a bucket of paint 
at the canvas in the hope that an image would appear,50 but 
the injured foot of the right figure is a subtle reminder of 
Oedipus' fate whose every action was unknowingly predes- 
tined. 

By the 1960s Bacon began to focus on how we are con- 
trolled by our own internal drives. This theme was implicit in a 
number of earlier works and, especially, those dealing with 
animal imagery. Bacon uses animal imagery to comment on 
our basic and fundamental biological nature and how we often 
try to conceal it under the veil of culture or civilization. Bacon's 
images of human defecation, figures crouched in a landscape, 
even the primal cry, are all directed to illustrating what 
Sylvester described as "moments of acute awareness of [our] 
animal nature."51 Bacon views civilization as having domesti- 
cated those primal urges that we share with the animal world 
and which are the root cause of human violence. Like Georges 
Bataille (whom Bacon was certainly aware of since he owned 
copies of Documents and was close friends with one of its edi- 
tors), the English artist admired past civilizations which 
acknowledged those basic instincts we share with animals.52 
This is why he periodically produced images inspired by 
Egyptian sphinxes, like Sphinx I (1953: Private Collection, 
California) .53 

The theme of entrapment and our persistent desire for 
escape is probably nowhere better summed-up than in one of 
Bacon's better known passages which relates the slaughter of 
animals to the Crucifixion and, in turn, to humanity in general: 

I've always been very moved by pictures about slaughter- 
houses and meat, and to me they belong very much to the 
whole thing of the Crucifixion. There've been extraordi- 
nary photographs which have been done of animals just 
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being taken up before they were slaughtered; and the 
smell of death. We don't know, of course, but it appears by 
these photographs that they're so aware of what is going 
to happen to them, they do everything to attempt to 
escape. I think these pictures were very much based on 
that kind of thing, which to me is very, very near this whole 
thing of the Crucifixion.54 

What is fascinating in all this is that Bacon himself uses 
traps in his paintings to capture his subject and bring out its 
true character.55 The geometric structures found in the back- 
ground of his paintings, as well as the space-frames, are often 
such traps, paralleling the artificial structures used by the 
Greek and Classical poets which Bacon admired so much.56 
The reason is rather simple for Bacon in that it is only in 
extreme situations that the reality of the image can manifest 
itself; where the veils of idealization or rather attitudes, as 
Bacon would put it, are completely removed.57 However, this 
does put Bacon in a rather awkward situation as observer and 
sometimes tormentor of his subjects. Bacon was fully aware of 
this as is reflected in his inability to paint from a live model and 
his self-portrait with camera in the right panel of Triptych- 
Studies from the Human Body (1970: Private Collection).58 As 
spectators of his work we are accomplices in this voyeuristic 
world, as Bacon never ceases to remind us, by way of the inti- 
macy of the scenes he publicly displays to us and the manner 
in which he physically presents his works by the mid-1960s- 
behind glass and elaborately framed.59 

Bacon never sets forth the ideal of a world devoid of arti- 
ficiality: he would remark: "...all life is artificial: social justice 
makes it more pointlessly artificial."60 On the one hand, one 
cannot escape death as the ultimate fate of humanity and, on 
the other hand, there are those basic instinctual drives which 
we must struggle with just as Bacon struggled with his uncon- 
scious in the creation of a work; as Bacon himself pointed out: 
"...we are born and we die, but in between we give this pur- 
poseless existence a meaning by our drives."61 In Triptych-- 
Inspired by T S. Eliot's Poem "Sweeney Agonistes" death is 
presented in the central panel but is framed on each side by 
eros: pairs of naked figures are shown in bed with the right 
couple fornicating before us. Sexuality is certainly one of the 
most instinctual of our drives and also the one which Western 
society has worked the hardest at suppressing as Bacon 
would have learned from his reading of Freud. The latter was 

further magnified in Bacon's case as a homosexual living in 
Britain. The figure on a telephone in the right panel watching 
the scene is society's judge or the spy who reports on such 
acts of indecency, while ironically acting out the voyeuristic 
urge that exists in all of us. But while there is the problem of 
society's judgment on sexuality there is also the awareness on 
Bacon's part of the destructive nature of letting our instinctual 
drives act without restraint. Bacon never calls for a complete 
liberation of our instinctual urges, just as he would never sim- 
ply fling a pot of paint at the canvas, despite how strong the 
temptation. For Bacon, there always had to be an equitable 
dialogue between the conscious and the unconscious, 
whether in painting or in life. He saw the consequences of the 
domination of either as destructive. 

In the end, the conflict between the social and the individ- 
ual, for Bacon, is simply an expression of the constant strug- 
gle between the conscious and unconscious. The infamous 
Eumenides which torment so many of Bacon's figures can be 
viewed as either enforcers of social justice or as the conscious 
mind acting to control the unconscious. In fact, there is some 
ambiguity as to whether the Eumenides in Greek tragedy are 
not simply an objectification of our conscious mind acting on 
the unconscious; in T. S. Eliot's The Family Reunion this is 
exactly how the Eumenides should viewed and interpreted. In 
terms of Bacon's painting technique, the conflict between our 
drives and our conscious mind presents itself initially in terms 
of a preconceived idea of what the painting should look like 
and then facing the frustration of never achieving that goal 
because the paint appears to have a will of its own; it also 
emerges in the contrast between the geometric structures and 
the figures which populate them, or between the illustrational 
features of the faces of his figures and the abstracted distor- 
tions. Yet, for Bacon, that will of the paint is really a manifesta- 
tion of the unconscious. The conflict itself is resolved, 
although never fully, by fine-tuning the conscious mind to be 
able to respond to the demands of the unconscious in a 
favourable and productive manner, or as Bacon put it, to be 
receptive to accident. Bacon never abandons conscious con- 
trol when painting, but he never gives it absolute control, just 
as he would never want to give society absolute control over 
his life. In a sense, Bacon's critique of society is essentially 
one of forcing individuals to take control over their own life, 
mediate their own urges, rather than leaving it completely in 
the hands of fate. 
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