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Personal Study

T

The works of Louise Bourgeois and Francis Bacon have Ibeco ne some of the most famous
artworks linked to the Surrealist movement, with both artists providing a productive display of
how art may be used to analyse one’s internal emotions and mental terrain. In particular, the two
can be linked by their tumultuous upbringings, and the way that their experiences helped them to
form visceral demonstrations of what kind of animal man can turn into when emotions are pent

up and ultimately released.

In his first mature work, Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion (1944), Francis
Bacon blurs the line between man and beast and exploits the extreme vicissitude of the human

experience through his depiction of three figures that cannot quite be distinguished as alien, beast
or human.

Each panel bears a structural form, writhing and pitched against a harsh orange background. “I
was in a bad mood of drinking, and I did it under tremendous hangovers and drink. I think
perhaps the drink helped me to be a bit freer,” Bacon said about the painting, and I think you can

tell. Three Figures is a translation, a consequence even, of his own pain and his efforts to subdue

© Pearson Education 2023
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Details from the first panel of the triptych

The first panel is the most disjointed of the three; a bestial mass cowed into state of
introspection. It features a figure on a table of some sort being cloaked in a slurry of vibrant
purples and oranges, complementary colours that sit jarringly on top of the blood-orange
background. These are probably the most lively brush strokes in the whole painting, yet they fail
to evoke the bright feelings of movement and excitement that we often associate with such
techniques. Instead, they distort the figure entirely, appearing like slabs of meat or bruised skin.
“What I want to do is to distort the thing far beyond the appearance, but in the distortion to bring
it back to a recording of appearance”. Rather than using direct observation to intensify his vision,
he used source imagery from numerous books, illustrations and other famous paintings. As the
press release for 'Francis Bacon: Man and Beast' (2022 - Royal Academy of Arts) phrases it,
Bacon was “mesmerised by animal movement... filling his studio with wildlife books, and
constantly referring to Eadweard Muybridge's nineteenth-century photographs of humans and
animals in motion... [he] felt he could get closer to understanding the true nature of humankind
by watching the uninhibited behaviour of animals.” This‘ fascination with animals’ brutish and
honest expressions of pain can be seen to emerge here, and they become more fully realised as
the triptych progresses. Limbless and fluid in structure, Bacon’s first beast can be distinguished

as man through the impression of an ear and a mop of sweeping brown hair - both features that a



viewer might see themselves in and perhaps, realise like Bacon, that the line between ‘man and
beast’ is one that lives close to home. The level of disjointedness that is created when the head is
buried inside a mish-mash of flesh is particularly effective, as it is seemingly impossible to work
out what's what. Is the pelvic mass at the very top a pair of shoulders or an awkwardly
positioned hip? Are these shoulders? Is that a human head? Is this a mourner kneeling or an
animal dying? These are all questions that a viewer may ask themselves in an attempt to make

sense of the anguish pictured before them.

Details from the central panel in the triptych

The central figure plays further into Bacon ’s twisted storyboard. It is arguably the simplest of the
three in terms of bodily structure until your eyes are drawn downwards, through the neck and
towards the face, which is lacking in every feature except a snarling mouth. In fact it seems as if
there is no face at all, just a mouth that has survived the violent purging of the other facial
features. Francis Bacon never drew from life and always worked from photographs, probably
due to his lack of traditional training. The image below of an abscessed mouth, torn from an
antiquarian book that he purchased in Paris, was found on the floor of his studio, and is

undoubtedly the source of the Fury's mouth in 'Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a
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Details from the third panel of the triptych

By the time we reach the third figure, it’s clear that there’s been some sort of evolution in our
beast. The creature’s mouth hangs open to a degree that simply is not possible for a human to
achieve but the ear, distinctly human-like in shape and position, sits on the side of the face
seemingly undisturbed by the contortion of the figure’s jaw. Again there’s something uniquely
disturbing about this creature: it’s been isolated - now no longer on a pedestal for others to see
but instead, stood on a small patch of grass in the same room. The shadow on its underbelly is
pitch black and appears to be consuming its body while its skin, more pale than ever, is stretched
taut over its lumpy body. In his 2008 essay from the Tate Britain catalogue, art curator Chris
Stephens responded to a reading of Bacon’s work made by the art historian Dawn Ades, who
compared his work to the writing of French philosopher Georges Bataille: “On important
occasions human life is still bestially concentrated in the mouth: fury makes men grind their
teeth, terror and atrocious suffering transform the mouth into the organ of rending screams.” I
think Ades’ point is true, that in Bacon’s Three Studies, the mouth is the centrepiece of each
figure. In this final addition to the triptych, it seems that the creature has surrendered entirely to
the animal inside itself, overcoming biological restrictions and dislocating its jaw to release a
Jarring seream. There’s something ruthless and haunting about it, and an air of familiarity as it is
not the first or last time in Three Studies, nor his oeuvre, that Francis Bacon plays with the tragic

image of a cinematic scream.



Still from Sergei Eisenstein's 1925 silent film The Battleship Potemkin, which Bacon

claimed to be a source of inspiration for the central figure in the triptych.




Study for the Nurse in the Battleship Potemkin, 1957 by Francis Bacon

Stephens notes that “Bataille goes on to describe how the human scream is accompanied by
extreme physical movement as the neck extends in mimicry of the animal, much like the figure

in the right-hand panel [of Three Studies]”. It is particularly evident in the Three Studies that
Bacon saw a link between the brutality of slaughterhouses and the Crucifixion, enabling him to
draw a parallel current to the human experience as symbolised by the Crucifixion, in that it
represents the inevitability of death. This connection portrays man as being no more mortal and
no less beast than any other animal on earth. Because we suffer the same primitive urges as them,

we will never escape the animalistic cycle of rage and suffering that Bacon portrays in Three

Studies.

Comparatively, Louise Bourgeois’ own depiction of animalistic urges in man takes a more muted

form via an industrial metal spider titled (endearingly) Maman.
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