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EXISTENTIALISM & GIACOMETTI'S WORK

* His sculptures have no defining features and nothing to identify with, making them perfect
representations of existentialism due to the questions that arise to the viewer:Who are
these people? What's their greater purpose? Etc...

* The elongated and emaciated figures are symbolic of starved figures that have somehow
survived against all odds.

* His paintings from this period, often of his wife and his brother, hold similar messages.
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How does the philosophy of existentialism in art
represent the suffering of humanity?

In my project | am looking into how the philosophy of existentialism is used within art to represent the

suffenng of humanity. | began this lsms project with a visit to Norwich Sainsbury Centre where | saw
S works from Alberto Giacometti and Francis Bacon. These two

- i

b ) MR artists have had a key influence on my project, through both
their visual style, and the existentialist themes running through

their work.

Alberto Giacometti is well-known for being one of the most
BN important and influential sculptors of the 20" century - he was
S also a painter, printer, and draughtsman, though he gained inost
Bl of his notoriety through his unique sculptures and distinctive
b style. Of the different styles he experimented with, he |
arguably most well known for his involvement with Surrealism,

| and his later work regarding the philosophy of existentialism.

He was committed to the Surrealism movement and was a

v ‘--“. ﬂfnrr:

4 & member of the most well-known Surrealist group that was set up
2 by Andre Breton. The group had a strict set of rules and
# guidelines on the correct way to go about creatlng surreallst

artwork, these rules meant that Glacometttl was eventually klcked ‘ a i C T PR K B ¢
out of the group when he broke one of the key rules by getting a | .
woman to model for him. However, being removed from the group #&
did not lessen his fascination with the idea of portraying the thoughts £
of the unconscious in his artwork and he continued to base many of "
his works on these ideas throughout the rest of his career. His Ca

fascination surrounding life, death and both individual and societal | Agige S
purpose is what intrigues me most about his work. oy SRR Saaee

Giacometti’'s vision of the world prior to the war had been =
photographic and he painted with a bold colour palette - similar to fatic . A
that of the Expressionists. A self portrait of his from 1920 (right) is a LR
good example. However, the war changed his views of the world b oo
completely and he saw that “reality was poles apart from the
supposed objectivity of a film”, he began using a grey toned colour
palette for the rest of his life because grey was the colour “that | feel, ey ,
that | see, that | want to reproduce,” the colour that “means life |tself” to Glacometh He used dlfferent
shades of grey, tinting them with pinks and purples, browns and greens, never sticking to a truly
monochrome colour palette but instead incorporating some of the natural tones. His obsession with the
colour grey is representative of his views of the world post war. These views of the world were
influenced by his involvement with existentialism, which is a philosophy that focuses on the importance
of the individual, choice, social criticism, atheism and religion, and the anxiety regarding life and death
- it questions a person’s individual and societal purpose. The philosopher Jean Paul Sartre defined
Giacometti as “the perfect existentialist artist, halfway between being and nothingness".

| find the philosophy of existentialism interesting because the key beliefs regarding choice and having
no definitive purpose or role in life could be interpreted as having freedom and self-control, with people
being able to do what they want in life, and yet it is almost always portrayed with dark, morbid
undertones. Existentialism itself is very thought-provoking and | think the way it is presented,

1




| | | L | | 8O
particularly in art, is even more intriguing because it asks so many questions but has very fey, 9
answers, leaving it up to the individual to interpret their own feelings and thoughts on the work and the
subject - once again showing the individual choice and freedom. Also specific to art, | find
existentialism intriguing because many artists, such as Giacometti, create works that represent the
existentialist beliefs and the lack of meaning to life, whilst dedicating their lives to making these works
and therefore giving themselves a purpose in life.
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about Jack the Ripper, and his own [
fascination with surrealism at the time, was used as his inspiration to create a piece made to express
the fears and urges of the subconscious. This was produced before the end of the war so it is unlikely
that Giacometti ‘i*hten:tionfﬁa{tlﬁly set out for it to be an existentialist piece, but the crossover between
existentialism an;i‘l,sﬁrréja“ii$m, means that it is usually interpreted as, and used an example of, one of
his most famous existentialist works made to represent the ways in which society is suffering. The
taboo nature of the subject and the unsettling atmosphere surrounding the sculpture being displayed

LE s so delicately is not uncommon in Giacometti's work and it is

one of the aspects which | find so intriguing.
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In) contrast, one of his most famous sculptures ‘Man Pointing
(1948) (left) is calm and graceful, with a simple elegance to it.
" The elongated and emaciated figure, not just In this sculpture
| % but in many of Giacometti's most famous works, is symbolic
' " of frail and starved figures that have somehow survived
] against all odds - these delicate figures are mo:stly seen in his
post war art, perhaps with the purpose of evoking thoughts of
concentration camps and the societal destruction cau‘sed py
World War Il. It has no defining features, nothing to identify

with, and seemingly nothing to represent. It mgkes t_he viewer
~ question: Who are these people? What is their greater
~ purpose? And, in particular to this ‘sCU|Pthe, what is :e
. pointing at? Questioning purpose IS 2 key-‘pan of " the
- existentialist philosophy and, although the idea of having no
" et role in life and complete choice over your purpose could
. pe seen as somewhat liberating, most found the lack of grand

. e meaning in life to be quite isolating. | think that this feelin?t of
isolation and loneliness is represented so well through the haunting and feetzle f:sgtl;Let?aII::s tG:t
sculptures and this is why they are viewed as some of the perfect examples of ex :




ilacometti was most well known for his scul - -
: ptures but he was a painter too. Hi inting ‘Dieao’
(1959) (right), named after his brother Diego who is the E : J_ § painting ‘Diego

subject of the portrait, is just one example of how his [
paintings represent similar existentialist meanings. These 1t
messages are portrayed through the dark colour palette and g
the scruffy mark-making. The dark background is lighter :
around Diego which makes it look almost as if he is glowing, &
giving an ethereal feeling to the painting - once again linking f
Into the existentialist fascination with life and death. This §
painting is a prime example of how he uses a grey colour
palette through his work. The messy lines and marks across
the painting, particularly across his face, suggest that
Giacometti is unable to create a precise, accurate portrait of
his brother despite knowing him well. This creates confusion
regarding his brother's identity and produces lots of
questions about who the portrait is actually of. Diego’s pose §
In this painting is similar to most of Giacometti’'s other _
portraits and is like the simplicity of many of his sculptures, FE et oL "J“-_‘-"*‘:":f';ﬁ?i-s T ERE

.
L
L

such as ‘Man Pointing’ - this is a distinctive feature of Giacometti’'s style, being able to p0rt

uncomfortable messages through a simple composition.
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|| Alberto Giacometti is just one of many artists whose work
¢ focuses on the human figure and uses a style occupied by
* the fragmented and deformed body to represent
| existentialist fears. Another well-known, and highly
Y regarded, artist who does this is Francis Bacon. Bacon Is
" documented to have been a great admirer of Giacometti,
! having met in the early 1960s, in a cafe during a trip to
= Paris. He approached the sculptor and told him how much

B he admired his work. Many similarities can be drawn

"’"‘1 . . . . .
F between their artistic styles and also their lifestyles; Bacon

. " liked how Giacometti, despite his wealth, continued to
- " work in his small, cluttered
studio. and he also shared his lack of interest in official honours and
success. They had a mutual friend in Isabel Rawsthorne which would have
likely brought them together and developed a close friendship if it wasn't for

Giacometti’'s early death in 1966.

Francis Bacon was another figurative artist who developed his own
distinctive style inspired by surrealism, film, and photography. His work is
famous for its raw and unsettling imagery, he was a key-figure in post-war
art where he produced some of the most iconic paintings depicting the
trauma and destruction of humanity - his series of Pope paintings is a key
example of this. Bacon had personal struggles with his sexuality ar!d
identity which are features also reflected and represented in many of his

distorted portrait paintings.

Francis Bacon is well known for his distinctive portrait style. A good example of this is one of his self

portraits (below) which depicts a distorted version of his face. his features are clear but displayed in an

unnatural style. The colour palette he uses is different for each portrait but they are almost alway:
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unnatural colours for the skin whilst the rest of the painting® £

is coloured fairly true to life. The main meaning | take from 2
his distorted face paintings is an underlying message of
identity loss. Particularly because this is a self-portrait, the
warped features and unnatural colours suggest that he
does not view himself how he appears to the worid but
rather he finds it hard to define his features and his opinion
of himself. Bacon struggled with being able to freely and
happily express his sexuality at a time when being gay was
a criminal offence. Despite the law he stayed true to himself
and was open about his sexuality but this led to a difficult
relationship with his parents who found it difficult to acgept
their son’s homosexuality, resulting in Bacon being
M banished from his family home at just 16 years old with
Y nothing but £3 to survive on. Much of Bacon’s work, just
e |ike this self-portrait, portrays the confusion he developed
i B regarding his sexuality and overall identity. These paintings
are used as examples of post war art and so the distorted faces suggest that Bacon saw the war as
having a huge effect on how people viewed themselves. Once again, this links into the existentialist

philosophy and shows how the trauma that we face as humans will take its toll even if society makes it
through the difficult situation.

As well as his distorted portraits, Bacon produced other paintings which are seen as a perfect

ET RN . , representation of existentialism. His painting ‘Study
after Velazquez’'s Portrait of Pope Innocent X' (1953)
(left) is my favourite of Bacon’s works. The painting is a
distorted version of ‘Portrait of Innocent X by Diego
Velazquez (1950) (right)
and is one of around fifty
variants that Bacon did of
Velazquez’s original. |t
depicts a human figure
screaming Into the void,
his voice is silenced by the
dark colours and his
! washed-out, grey toned
M skin. His hands are
@8l clasped tightly onto the SR oA
chair, rather than being ERE SRR
elegantly poised like in Velazquez's. With streaking
lines across the painting that swoop out towards the
bottom and the glowing white of his clothes, there is an
- ethereal feeling to the piece. As well, the gold lines hint
at the idea of a cage, suggesting being trapped, which is interesting because a key point of
existentialism is that people have control and choice over their own lives and purpose, but this painting
has a feeling of claustrophobia which suggests that this much choice and lack of set role and purpose
can be so daunting that you can become trapped by the fear of it. | also like how it pushes social
boundaries because important figures in society, like the Pope, are rarely displayed in such a harsh
manner, it suggests that these issues affect everyone - regardless of their position in society. It al§o
links back to the existentialist beliefs on questioning the purpose of religion. And, although the Pope is

|

-



the subj‘ect of this, the screaming expression and blurred brushstrokes create an air of anonymity
which gives a more universal message rather than being personally directed to someone specific and
also continues the theme of identity loss and confusion seen throughout Bacon’s work. Bacon’s choice

10 portray the Pope like this and disregard the negative opinions that some might have of it is
something that makes me like his work even more and | don’t think this series of paintings would be as
effective and intriguing if the person sitting in the chair was unknown or unidentifiable to the viewer.

One of the other interesting paintings from Bacon’s Pope series is ‘Figure with Meat’ (1954) (right). It

depicts the Pope sitting in the same position, this time not screaming, with his hands still gripping the

chair. In this painting, the background suggests he | -'

Is sitting in a dark, empty room with just himself, *
the chair, and the two carcasses. There are many
different ways to interpret the meaning behind the
raw meat but | think it represents a counter
argument to the existentialist suggestion of
freedom in life. Animals being reared for meat do
not get the leisure of choosing their life path and
iInstead their destiny is decided for them. The
carcasses could be there to show that every life
ends the same regardless of how it is played out -
so, Is it possible to have complete control over
your life if it will still have the same inevitable
ending? No matter how this painting is interpreted,
it is almost certain to instigate thoughts of death to
everyone who sees it. | think this is interesting
because the painting carries a religious meaning
with the Pope being such a key feature, so
including the discussion on death enhances this ._
underlying religious message. These key themes of uncertainty surrounding death, questioning
purpose, and religion are some of the main themes in existentialism so it is clear why Bacon’s work,

and especially his Pope series, is praised for how he uses existentialism to represent the struggles and
questions in society.

There are some obvious differences between Alberto Giacometti and Francis Bacon’s work, such as
their use of different mediums because although Giacometti did produce many paintings, his most
famous pieces are sculptures. A stylistic difference between the two artists is how they handle details
and features. Giacometti rarely incorporates the features into his sculptures and instead focuses on
overall form whilst using the simplicity to help convey his message, whereas Bacon uses the facial
features to add extra description to his paintings - such as in the screaming Pope painting.

However, in general | think there are many similarities between Giacometti and Bacon. When
comparing ‘Man Pointing’ and ‘Study after Velazquez's Portrait of Pope Innocent X, it is clear how both
artists utilise the power of a simple composition when aiming to portray a strong underlying message in
their work, a man standing and pointing an a man sat in a chair are scenes that we come across in
everyday life and are quite simple but poth artists depict it in a way to have a much deeper
philosophical meaning. They also both have the same message throughout their work when they
interpret the ‘freedom’ aspect of existentialism as daunting and isolating, and they question individual
identity through their distorted or missing features.

One of the reasons why | was fascinated by existentialist art is because a lot of it was made post war
as a way 1o express how society was affected by the trauma and devastation. In recent times, the
Coronavirus pandemic has caused mass lockdowns and drastic changes to both individual lifestyle

-
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and how we fun.ctio.n as a society. | felt like there were many similarities to be made between how the
state of humanity is portrayed in these examples of post war existentialist art by Giacometti and
Bacon, c?mpéred to current society. For example, the paintings question the purpose of lite and the
_role that individuals have in society, queries that will resonate with the many people who have lost their
jobs due to -the pandemic. Bacon’s painting ‘Figure with Meat’ tackled the subject of death which is
such a sensitive topic to so many in society because of losing loved ones from the virus. Also seen in

both their work, identity loss is something that very few have been lucky not to struggle with throughout
the past couple of years.

>

| want to take what I've learnt from Alberto Giacometti and Francis Bacon’s work and be able to
re_prese_nt the theme of identity loss in my project's final piece. | plan on taking inspiration from Bacon's
dl‘stlnctlve style of distorted faces and features and apply it to my own work in my own style, to develop
a way In \_Nhich 'I can convey the idea of struggling with and questioning itlentity that | think is such a
common issue in current society. | like Giacometti’s use of a simple composition to represent his
existentialist ideas so | will take some simple portrait photos to use and won't over-complicate them.
Another aspect that | would like to play around with is a bold colour palette, similar to how Giacometti
strictly uses grey in his work - | think red would work well for a portrait because it would resemble raw
meat, similar to Bacon’s painting ‘Figure with Meat'. | also think that this idea of representing a person

in this form dehumanises them slightly, and ultimately takes away their complete identity which is my
goal for this final piece.
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