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FRANCIS BACON AND THE MASTERS 
 
Francis Bacon (1909–1992) had a fascination with the art and artists of the past. While he was a 
painter of contemporary life, he maintained a lifelong obsession with the great artists who came 
before him. This relationship with the past is made more interesting by the fact that in Bacon’s own 

time abstract art was at the heart of advanced painting. Because of this his work doesn’t fit in a simple 

way into the history of modern art. 
 
Bacon was born in Dublin, the son of a military officer. He received little in the way of formal 
education and left home at seventeen. He took up painting after attending an exhibition of the works 
of Picasso in Paris in 1927, and Picasso remained an inspiration for him throughout his career. He led 
a colourful existence before settling, in 1961, in South Kensington, London, where he lived and 
worked until the end of his life. 
 
In his studio he surrounded himself with photographic images from the history of art, and through 
these earlier languages of painting developed his complex, often psychologically tortured imagery. 
This exhibition is about the use of the past by one of the greatest modern painters: the past 
reinterpreted in the psychologically tense, frenetic world of a man searching for meaning at the 
boundary-edges of life. 
 
The exhibition brings together masterpieces from the State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg, with 
works by Bacon from the Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection and other lenders. 
 

PAUL CÉZANNE 
1839–1906 

Self-Portrait in a Cap c.1873 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

In the course of his career Cézanne painted more than twenty self-portraits. This particularly powerful 
image captures the sense of struggle and solitude that has prematurely aged him. He was only 34 
when he made this image, at the beginning of the long road to recognition. Cézanne is widely 
recognised as the key figure in the forming of Modern painting, Picasso and Matisse both 
understanding him to be “the father of us all”. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Head of a Man (Self-Portrait) 1960 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

This self-portrait was painted when the artist was 50, but looking distinctly younger than the 34 year 
old Cézanne nearby. Bacon’s reputation was beginning to steadily rise, with a new gallery 
representing him which enabled him to have a permanent home in South Kensington, London. As the 
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years went by the number of self-portraits increased, as Bacon claimed he had fewer friends to call 
upon as potential subjects. 
 

ÉMILE-ANTOINE BOURDELLE 
1861–1929 

Ludwig van Beethoven Grand Masque Tragique 
Early 20th century 
Bronze 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

The young Bourdelle came to the attention of Rodin, and he joined the great sculptor as his senior 
assistant. He was also a gifted teacher in both Rodin’s and his own studio, and it was here that in 1900 
Henri Matisse became one of his students. Over four decades Bourdelle made numerous sculptural 
and graphic portraits of the great composer Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827), striving to convey 
the power of his artistic personality. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Study for Portrait II (after the Life Mask of William 
Blake) 1955 
Oil on canvas 
Tate: Purchased 1979 

This painting is the second of a series of five works based on the life mask of William Blake, the 
visionary English artist and poet. Although Bacon eventually came to own a version of the life mask, 
the source for this painting was a series of photographs of the mask in the National Portrait Gallery, 
London. 
 

Cast of the life mask of William Blake  
Plaster 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 

 

THE STUDIO 
 
Bacon worked and lived at 7 Reece Mews, Kensington, London from 1961 until his death in 1992. 
The contents of the studio were given to the Dublin City Gallery, The Hugh Lane, and more than 
7,500 items were meticulously recorded, archived and relocated to Ireland. The astonishing 
accumulation of material in the artist’s studio included his library and a number of prepared and 
unfinished canvases, as well as an enormous quantity of documents, brushes and paint tubes. The 
piles of books, hundreds of torn pages, stained photographs and press cuttings lying on the floor of the 
studio are a testament to Bacon’s extraordinary range of interests and influences. Among the debris of 
the studio lay the raw material from which he created his art. 
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PERRY OGDEN 
b. 1961 

Francis Bacon’s Studio, 7 Reece Mews 1998 
C-type prints on aluminium 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 

These extraordinary images of Bacon’s studio were taken by Perry Ogden following the artist’s death 

in 1992. For Bacon the studio was an intensely private place to which only close friends were 
admitted. The packed, jumbled space was a stark contrast to his spartan living quarters and was key to 
his working method, providing fundamental source material for his paintings. “I feel at home here in 

this chaos because chaos suggests images to me” 
 
 
FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Untitled (Female Figure) c.1970 
Oil on canvas 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 

This unfinished painting relates to a sheaf of pages removed from Eadweard Muybridge’s book The 
Human Figure in Motion, 1901 and found in Bacon’s studio, showing a series of images titled 
‘Woman Walking Downstairs, Picking up Pitcher, and Turning’. The photographs also relate to other 
Bacon works, including the left panel of Crucifixion, 1965, and Female Nude Standing in a Doorway, 
1972. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Untitled (Three Figures) c.1981 
Oil on canvas 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 

This unfinished composition shows Bacon’s companion John Edwards at its centre and a sphinx-like 
female figure to the right, that resembles Isabel Rawsthorne, Bacon’s close friend. The figure to the 
left quotes from photographs taken in the mid-1960s by John 
Deakin of George Dyer seated in Bacon’s studio, especially in the placement of the leg. The face of 
this figure resembles illustrations of Egyptian art that Bacon kept in his studio and returned to over 
many years. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Untitled (Seated Figure) c.1979 
Oil on canvas 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 

Bacon liked to paint the broad outline of his compositions in thinned oil paint. Here the outline is 
blurred and tentative but still evident, and provides, as Bacon put it, “a skeleton ... of the way things 
might happen”. 
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WORK AND LIFE 
There are nine surviving letters from Francis Bacon to Robert and Lisa Sainsbury and one to their son 
David. This correspondence began in 1955 with the Sainsburys’ first purchase of his work, and spans 
the following three decades. The early letters chart Bacon’s many travels, his frustrations with his 
painting, and occasional appeals for money. He mentions his portraits of Lisa and his intention to 
begin working on a series based on Van Gogh. There is a reference to a painting he had completed 
while in Morocco in 1956, of “4 figures and a camel crossing a river”, which is lost or abandoned or 
perhaps never even started. A note from 1978, congratulating Robert and Lisa on the opening of the 
Sainsbury Centre, was sent following Bacon’s visit to see his work displayed there, among “its 

magnificent collection of sculptures”. A range of source material from the Francis Bacon Studio 
Archive has been selected to show the direct way in which Bacon engaged with the art of the past. He 
would tear pages from catalogues, crease, fold and pin photographs into various shapes, as part of the 
struggle to create a composition. The omnipresent scuffs and smears of paint testify to the intimate 
role the material played in his working practice. 
 
FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Unframed painting on canvas 
Oil on canvas 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 

One hundred destroyed canvases, spanning some 50 years of Bacon’s career, were found in his studio 
following his death. Some were used as palettes, while others were used to test paint colours and 
techniques, or simply to clean his brushes. This canvas appears to be a portrait of the painter Lucian 
Freud and was literally defaced while the paint was still wet. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Unframed painting on canvas 
(used by artist as a palette) 
Oil on canvas 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 

 
FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Unframed painting on canvas 
(used by artist as a palette) 
Oil on canvas 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 

 
FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Unframed painting on canvas 
(used by artist as a palette) 
Oil on canvas 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 
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PERRY OGDEN 
b. 1961 

Francis Bacon’s Studio, 7 Reece Mews  1998 
C-type print on aluminium 
Collection: Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane 

 
JOHN HEDGECOE 
1932–2010 

Francis Bacon c.1969 
C-type print 
John Hedgecoe Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

 
JOHN HEDGECOE 
1932–2010 

Francis Bacon 1969 
Silver gelatin print 
John Hedgecoe Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

 
Francis Bacon 1991 
C-type print 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

 
Francis Bacon 1991 
C-type print 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

 

LORD SNOWDON 
b. 1930 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury at their home at  
5 Smith Square, London 1965 
Silver gelatin print 
Sainsbury Centre Archive 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

 

LORD SNOWDON 
b. 1930 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury at their home at  
5 Smith Square, London 1965 
Silver gelatin print 
Sainsbury Centre Archive 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 
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Francis Bacon with Robert and Lisa Sainsbury, believed to have been taken at the opening of Bacon’s 

exhibition at the Grand Palais, Paris 1971 
Silver gelatin print 
Sainsbury Centre Archive 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

 

This letter is undated but it is assumed to have been written before the autumn of 1955. 
 
14 Beaufort Gardens S.W.3. 
My dear Lisa, 
I hope you will forgive me – but I feel too embarrassed to come to your party I can never face a 
private view – do please excuse me – I am so glad you and Bob are pleased with it it gives me great 
pleasure 
I do hope I will see you both soon 
Yours 
Francis 

 

Letter dated 3 December 1955 
9 Overstrand Mansions 
Prince of Wales Drive 
S.W.11. 
Dec 3rd 
Dear Bob, 
I am in rather bad money difficulties for the next 3 months and  
I wondered if you could possibly lend me £400 until the beginning of April 
when I could repay you I entirely understand if you cannot do this and I hate 
asking you. The trouble is that the work has not been coming off in the sense 
that I have not been able to finish things but I feel it is really getting better. 
but in the meantime I have got terribly into debt. I could repay you in April 
without fail. It has been so good of Lisa to come and sit so often. I feel terribly 
depressed that the portrait has not come off but I would like to make another 
attempt after Christmas if she has the time. best wishes 
Yours Francis 

 

Letter dated 14 July 1956, 
post-stamped British Post Office, Tangiers. 
Poste restante 
British Post Office 
14/7/56 
Tangiers. 
My dear Bob 
This is the first letter I have written since I left England. I found 
France too terribly expensive to stay in so I came over here which is very cheap 
and I like it enormously I have been very lucky as the director of the museum 
here in the Kasbah has lent me a lovely room for two or 3 months to work in 
– at the present time this place is a dying ? town as everything is so uncertain 
I prefer it this way but many people think that when the transfer to Morocco 
is completed and if the Moroccans keep it a free market there will be a boom 
here – I have started to work and feel I shall work well here – I see lots of 
things very clearly here There is no visual art to speak of as to make images 
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except patterns is against Muslim belief. 
I cannot thank you enough Bob for your great kindness in helping me I am 
so pleased to have left London for a time. I don’t think you or Lisa would care 
for Tangiers it is a desert but it is good for me – I have done a painting I am 
rather excited about of 4 figures and a camel crossing a river – All my very 
best love to you both and thank you again for every-thing Tell Lisa I think a 
portrait of her will come up one day here – I am not at all satisfied with what 
I have done of her 
my best wishes and love to you both Francis 

 

Letter dated 1 June 1956, post-stamped Battersea 
9 Overstrand Mansions 
Prince of Wales Drive 
S.W.11. 
June 1st. 
My dear Bob 
I hope you will forgive me for bothering you at this time – but I 
have been in a bad way mentally and physically for the last few months and I 
simply cannot work and I feel the only hope is to try and get away for a few 
months – and perhaps if I get away I shall be able to start working again. 
Could you possibly lend me £450 for a few months it sounds a lot but I have 
an enormous bill for painting materials which I hope to pay before I go about 
£150 and the remaining money I could live on while I am trying to work 
for the show in Paris. I want to do the series on Van Gogh and a series of nudes 
but I feel I shall never work until I can get away from here – I have not told 
Erica I have written to you. She is very annoyed with me as I do not produce 
any pictures for her but I simply cannot – If you could possibly manage this it 
would be a godsend to me. My very best wishes to you both Yours 
Francis 

 

Letter post-stamped Chelsea on 22 January 1957 
9 Overstrand Mansions 
Prince of Wales Drive 
S.W.11. 
My dear Bob 
I have been meaning to write to you and Lisa to thank you for all 
you have done for me – It will be wonderful to get free of debts it will be 
almost the first time since I started painting. I am having a show with Erica 
on the 19th of March They will be different from what went to Paris a 
group of images I have wanted to do for a long time – I do hope you will both 
enjoy America I long to hear about the Barnes collection if you get there – 
Thank you both again for all your kindness and help. 
very best wishes 
Yours 
Francis 

 

Letter dated 15 May 1978 
15/5/78 Wivenhoe 
Essex 
Dear Bob 
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I went to Norwich last week and saw your magnificent collection 
of sculptures I think it has been superbly shown and the building is also 
really magnificent it is hardly possible to believe the same architect was 
concerned with Beaubourg which to me is a mess - 
You and Lisa have really made a wonderful gift to the nation 
with all very best wishes to you both 
Yours 
Francis 

 

Statue of Amenemhat III 
Late 19th century BC 
Egypt 
Porphyry 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 
 
Royal sculpture of the Middle Kingdom offers one of the most interesting examples in antiquity of the 
way individual human characteristics were portrayed. Although Egyptians of all periods conveyed 
discrete features of their rulers, the characteristics of divinity would usually dominate. The Middle 
Kingdom was an exception in this regard, and kings would be shown wearing tired, worldweary faces. 
 

The tradition of mummy masks continued even after Egypt was conquered by the Macedonians and 
then the Romans. Around the turn of the third and second millennium (2000 BC), anthropomorphic 
coffins began to appear, and this tradition continued right up to the end of the Pharaonic era. Since 
this type of coffin was seen as an indestructible imitation of the body, the most important part was the 
face, which was carved with the greatest possible care. Bacon’s own work was a tantalising play 
between the description of individual features and the emotive potential of more generalised, 
anonymous form. 
 
Fragment of mummy mask 
1st century BC–1st century AD 
Egypt 
Gilded cartonnage 

Fragment of a mummy mask 
10th–9th century BC 
Egypt 
Cartonnage, paint on plaster coating 
 
Face of an anthropoid coffin 
1st millennium BC 
Egypt 
Wood, painting on plaster coating 
 
Face of an anthropoid coffin 
11th–8th century BC 
Egypt 
Wood, remnants of plaster coating and paint 
 
Face of an anthropoid coffin 
11th–8th century BC 
Egypt 
Wood, paint on plaster coating 
All works on loan from 
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The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Upper part of a statue of a king 
13th century BC 
Egypt 
Sandstone 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 
 
This fragment is from a royal portrait of an unidentified pharaoh. The face shows some resemblance 
with royal sculpture of the late eighteenth to early nineteenth Dynasty. The pharaoh is wearing the 
head ornament called Uraus, a stylised, upright form of a cobra, used in ancient Egypt as a symbol of 
sovereignty and divine authority. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Sketch for a Portrait of Lisa 1955 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

In 1955, shortly after he completed the portrait of Robert, Bacon asked Lisa Sainsbury if he could 
paint her portrait. The tenderness of the portrayal reflects his affection for her. The image reveals 
several sources, resembling both the famous bust of the Egyptian Queen Nefertiti (Neues Museum, 
Berlin) and portrayals of Pharaoh Akhnaton. Bacon visited Egypt en route to South Africa in 
November 1950 and considered the achievement of ancient Egyptian art unsurpassed in its visual 
power. Bacon was famously his own harshest critic: remarkably, he considered this work a failure. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Portrait of Lisa 1957 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

The third surviving portrait of Lisa Sainsbury was painted in 1957 and, according to Lisa, it was 
painted quickly. Of the three it is the most expressionist in style and the least recognisable as a 
likeness. The elongated head and neck are richly painted in bold manipulated colours reminiscent of 
the work of Chaïm Soutine, 1893–1943. 
 

Portrait of a Roman 
1st century BCE 
Bronze 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Bacon was drawn to the corporeality of Roman sculpture. The pose of this Roman’s head is thrown 
slightly back and to the left, the muscles of the neck and collarbone are worked in relief, emphasising 
the bust’s solid construction and conveying a sense of dynamic physicality. Its superb condition 
reveals the extraordinary technical abilities of an ancient sculptor working with bronze. 
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Gallery 2 
 
 
BACON AND VELÁZQUEZ 
 
Bacon deeply admired the work of seventeenth century painter Diego Velázquez, the Spaniard’s 
portraiture having a powerful influence on Bacon’s oeuvre. His most iconic series of works was based 
on Velázquez’s Portrait of Pope Innocent X. Bacon thought it “one of the greatest portraits that had 

ever been made” and he returned to the image time and again. He admired the lavish colour and 
technical virtuosity in the treatment of fabric and flesh. Velázquez’s uncanny ability to capture 
individual character, communicating both the power and frailty of his sitter, had an enormous impact 
on Bacon’s work. Over two decades Bacon painted the Pope’s image in 53 portraits. Never one to shy 
away from the provocative and controversial, he undertook a secular reworking of the papal figure in 
disturbing compositions of agony, menace and isolation. In some of these images the 1650 Portrait of 
Innocent X is conflated with a face that suggests the contemporary Pope Pius XII, who held office 
from 1939 to 1958. 
 

STUDIO OF DIEGO VELÁZQUEZ DE SILVA 
1599–1660 

Portrait of Philip IV c.1650 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

In 1623 Velázquez painted a portrait of the young King Philip IV, 1605–65. Philip was so delighted 
with the result that he immediately appointed Velázquez as one of his court painters, and from then on 
would allow no one else to paint him. Like Velázquez’s painting of Pope Innocent X, this portrait 
conveys absolute authority while approaching the reality of the individual in uncompromising and 
brutal detail. 
 

DIEGO VELÁZQUEZ DE SILVA 
1599–1660 

Portrait of the Count-Duke Olivares c.1638 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Don Gaspar de Guzmán, 1587–1645, Count-Duke of Olivares, was Philip IV’s principal minister and 
de facto ruler of Spain between 1622 and 1643. His overwhelming ambition led him to dream of 
restoring Spain to its former power and world domination, and he embroiled the country in ruinous 
wars. As a young man, Velázquez was genuinely enthralled by the Count-Duke and painted him in a 
number of different settings. 
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FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Pope I – Study After Pope Innocent X by Velázquez 1951 
Oil on canvas 
Aberdeen Art Gallery & Museums Collections 

The pope series is one of Bacon’s most celebrated and recognizable. The starting point for the whole 
series is Velázquez’s Portrait of Innocent X of 1650. Bacon admired Velázquez’s use of colour, but 
also his uncanny ability to make viewers believe that they are witnessing the person rather than 
simply a likeness. In 1962 he stated, “I’ve always thought this was the greatest painting in the world 
and I’ve had a crush on it and the magnificent colour of it.” This painting fuses the composition of the 
Velázquez image with a face that suggests the contemporary Pope Pius XII. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Study (Imaginary Portrait of Pope Pius XII) 1955 
Oil on canvas, mounted on hardboard 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

This painting owes its survival to Robert and Lisa Sainsbury. After meeting the artist at a party, Bacon 
talked of a pope painting that he believed had gone well that day. The evening progressed and they 
asked to see the painting, but Bacon was now sounding less convinced. By the time they reached his 
studio he declared that he wanted to destroy it. They argued for an hour, pleading with him to spare 
the painting, and Robert declared it “... the most wonderful face ever.” Bacon took a razor blade, cut 

out the figure and said, “Take it away.” 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Study after Velázquez 1950 
Oil on canvas 
Private collection, courtesy The Estate of 
Francis Bacon 

In 1950 Bacon had intended to make three paintings inspired by the remarkable Portrait of Innocent 
X, 1650, by Diego Velázquez. “I think it is one of the greatest portraits that have ever been made,” 

Bacon said of the work, “and I am obsessed by it. I buy book after book with this illustration.” In this 

version, unknown until it reappeared after the artist’s death, it is worth noting the elongated Bourbon 
features that are shown in Velázquez’s portrait of Philip IV. 
 

BACON AND REMBRANDT 

Perhaps the most revered artist to deal with the human face in the European tradition, Rembrandt’s 

late works were modelled impasto, bold use of light and shade (chiaroscuro), emptied backgrounds, 
and the stark directness of his compositions provided Bacon with a clear model. Bacon’s placement of 

the figure in isolation in a dark ground owes much to the Dutch master, as does his serialisation of 
portraits of himself and those closest to him. More than anything however, it is Rembrandt’s larger 

agenda, his intense exploration of the human condition through paint, that provided Bacon with a 
model for practice and for life. These two paintings by Rembrandt have the same format, both are 
dated 1654, and they were believed for many years to be a pair. However, the paintings are not 
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pendants for one another and were probably painted to represent archetypes rather than individuals. 
From 1639 Rembrandt lived in the European quarter of Amsterdam, were he found the models for 
many of his works. 
 

REMBRANDT HARMENSZ VAN RIJN 
1606–1669 

Portrait of an Old Woman 1654 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Paintings of elderly people, representing the wisdom of advanced age, have a particular place in the 
work of Rembrandt and his pupils. His contemporaries marvelled at the skill with which he managed 
to convey the signs of advanced years, such as wrinkled skin and grey hair, which he painted with 
remarkable verisimilitude. The psychological depth of Rembrandt’s studies made them highly sought 
after by collectors. 
 

REMBRANDT HARMENSZ VAN RIJN 
1606–1669 

Portrait of an Old Man c.1652–54 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

There is a dramatic intensity to this depiction of a frail, hunched old man, leaning slightly forward. 
The subject retains a sharp sense of individuality. The characteristic features of an untrimmed, two-
pointed beard and costume suggest that the sitter was an Ashkenazi Jew, one of many groups that 
were part of a diverse and multicultural Amsterdam in the seventeenth century. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Portrait of R. J. Sainsbury (Robert Sainsbury) 1955 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

Lisa Sainsbury commissioned Bacon to paint her husband and the painting, remarkable for its 
economy of composition, was completed over a series of nine lunchtime sessions. The head floats 
over a deep rich black ground, producing an image that, while it is unmistakably a portrait, succeeds 
as an intense psychological exercise. The intensity of feeling in the portrait reveals Bacon’s debt to 
Rembrandt, and especially his self portraits. Bacon recalled Rembrandt’s ability to create an image 
from “non-rational marks, a coagulation of non-representational marks”, which has led to making up 
this image. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Portrait of Lisa 1956 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 
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In September 1955 Bacon moved to Overstrand Mansions in Battersea, where he painted all three 
surviving portraits of Lisa Sainsbury. Lisa sat in the mornings, which was Bacon’s preferred working 
time, and each session would last from an hour to an hour and a half, during which the conversation 
would flow freely. The contrast between the intense dark background and the painted head is striking 
and ethereal, following the tradition of chiaroscuro and the use of strong contrasts between light and 
dark typified by Rembrandt. 
 

 

BACON AND MICHELANGELO 

“I am sure that I have been influenced by the fact that Michelangelo made the most voluptuous male 
nudes in the plastic arts.” Francis Bacon. Bacon was fascinated by sculpture and powerfully drawn to 
Michelangelo. He owned many books and catalogues of Michelangelo’s sculpture and had no less 
than three copies of Friedrich Hartt’s The Drawings of Michelangelo. The male nude was a principal 
subject for Bacon and he appropriated both classical sculptures and contemporary images of gymnasts 
and wrestlers, creating compositions of raw physicality and explicit sexuality. The exaggerated 
postures of Michelangelo’s figures echo through Bacon’s work. We can see clearly the influence of 
Michelangelo’s Crouching Boy, c.1530, the original of which is in the State Hermitage Museum. 
Crouching Boy is referenced in Bacon’s Two Figures in a 
Room, 1959, as well as in Figures in a Landscape, 1956. 

 

MICHELANGELO BUONARROTI 
1475–1564 

Day Late 16th century from an original 
Terracotta 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Michelangelo’s first architectural project was the New Sacristy, 1521–24, for the Basilica of San 
Lorenzo, Florence, intended as a mausoleum for the Medici family. Michelangelo created four tomb 
sculptures, Evening, Day, Dusk and Dawn, reproductions of which were in circulation from the early 
1530s. These terracottas were probably produced during the sixteenth century. The torso of Day is 
based on the Hellenistic Torso Belvedere, while Evening echoes Michelangelo’s Adam of the Sistine 
Chapel. 
 

MICHELANGELO BUONARROTI 
1475–1564 

Evening Late 16th century from an original 
Terracotta 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

 

MICHELANGELO BUONARROTI 
1475–1564 

Crouching Boy 1524 from an original at The State Hermitage Museum 
Plaster, cast by Elkington & Co. c.1884. 
Victoria and Albert Museum 

The sculpture from which this cast is taken was in the collection of Lyde Browne in Wimbledon, 
London. In 1785 this collection was acquired by Catherine II and Crouching Boy then entered the 
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collections at the Hermitage. This small statue was intended for the Medici Tombs in the New 
Sacristy. Although inspired by the famous antique bronze Spinario (Boy with a Thorn), it is much 
more intense than its model in its physical and psychological expression. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Two Figures in a Room 1959 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

There seems little doubt that the source for Bacon’s crouching nude was by the artist he admired 
above all others. Michelangelo’s carving, Crouching Boy, c.1530–4 (The State Hermitage Museum) 
may be unfinished, but this only serves to make it more remarkable. 
Bacon was no doubt drawn to the bone structure and in particular to the spinal column, which appears 
to be barely contained by the thinnest layer of skin. Bacon described the effect as a spine that “almost 

comes out of the skin altogether”. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Figures in a Landscape c.1956 
Oil on canvas 
Private collection, courtesy The Estate of 
Francis Bacon 

This is one of several crouching nude studies Bacon painted in the 1950s inspired by Michelangelo’s 

Crouching Boy, c. 1530-4  (The State Hermitage Museum). The landscape in the composition may 
well be a reference to a trip Bacon had made to South Africa early in the decade, the grasslands of the 
veld appear in a number of works from the period. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Study for the Head of a Screaming Pope 1952 
Oil on canvas 
Yale Center for British Art, Gift of Beekman C.and Margaret H. Cannon 
 
This painting demonstrates the range of source material used by Bacon. Here the figure of a 
Velázquez-inspired pope is conflated with that of a screaming old woman from Sergei Eisenstein’s 

1925 film, Battleship Potemkin. With shattered spectacles and blood running down her face, the 
woman is seen in the film in a close-up frame in the Odessa Steps sequence. Bacon had also been 
moved by Poussin’s painting, The Massacre of the Innocents, 1634, and in particular by the screaming 
figure of a girl in the painting, which he had seen at Chantilly in the late 1920s. He later said that the 
painting had made “a terrific impression” on him. 
 

Head of a youth from the sculptural group 
The Death of Laocoön (fragment) 
Roman copy of the late 2nd century CE, from 
a Greek original by Agesander, Athenodoros 
and Polydorus of the 2nd century BCE 
Rhodes School 
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Marble 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

This head of a man would originally have been part of a figure belonging to a sculptural group. The 
unusual angle and unnatural twist of the neck shows that the original figure would have been in 
violent motion. The expression of terror and suffering, together with the element of pathos in the way 
the plastic forms are treated, suggests that the head would have formed part of a Hellenistic 
composition depicting a subject from Homer. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Portrait of Isabel Rawsthorne 1966 
Oil on canvas 
Tate: Purchased 1966 

The artist Isabel Rawsthorne had been painted by Picasso and André Derain, and was a confidante of 
Alberto Giacometti before becoming a close friend of, and model for, 
Bacon. This painting has the presence of a grand portrait in the historical tradition. Bacon himself 
explained his approach to portraiture as being one in which he strived above all to avoid simply 
creating an illustration: rather he wished to unlock the essence of the human character through a kind 
of transfiguration. That is what he saw in the work of Velázquez and Rembrandt. 
 

PABLO PICASSO 
1881–1973 

Young Woman 1909 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

The inspiration for Young Woman, which Picasso painted after his return from Horta de Ebro, was 
Fernande Olivier. Picasso earlier used the motif of Nude in a Chair, 1909, painted in Horta and for 
which Olivier also posed. While early Cubism followed the generally accepted principles of light and 
shade, here different rules apply. The ‘faceting’ of the beautiful naked body into large-scale planes 
was a technique that in itself challenged existing aesthetic notions. 
 

BACON AND VAN GOGH 

In his most direct homage to the work of another artist, Bacon created a series of paintings based on 
Van Gogh’s Painter on the Road to Tarascon, 1888. Bacon read Van Gogh’s correspondence with his 
brother Theo, in which the artist spoke of his artistic ambition, and gave moving expression to his 
despair. Van Gogh’s Road to Tarascon was destroyed during the Second World War, so Bacon’s 

reinterpretation of it in a series represented here by the Studies for a Portrait of Van Gogh I and IV is 
informed by reproductions of the original. In making such a direct citation of the work of an artist 
who in the mid-1950s was critically revived and acclaimed, Bacon inserted himself into the Pantheon 
of Masters. Van Gogh’s depictions of peasant farmers are largely derived from paintings created by 
Jean-François Millet, 1814–1875, one of the founders of the French Barbizon School of painters. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Study for a Portrait of Van Gogh I 1956 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 



Page 16 of 25 

 

Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

The Van Gogh series was undoubtedly a watershed in Bacon’s career, as it led to him being 
acknowledged as one of the most exciting painters working in England at the time. This work is the 
first in the series and one of the most highly regarded. The thickness of paint and the repeated 
reworking suggest that it took time for an image to coalesce out of the miasma. But the dark, brooding 
presence of the figure - the personification of the idea of the painter - did materialise and now appears 
trapped in the paint that gives meaning to his life. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Study for a Portrait of Van Gogh IV 1957 
Oil on canvas 
Tate: Presented by the Contemporary Art 
Society 1958 

This composition relates closely to Van Gogh’s self-portrait, The Painter on the Road to Tarascon, 
1888 which Bacon knew only through reproductions. The work signalled a dramatic shift in Bacon’s 

technique, boldly painted in expressionist colouring contrasted with the more sombre palette 
employed in the preceding years. The figure is mostly in shadow and so rendered in black, apart from 
the bold yellow of the hat. Bacon identified with the personality of Van Gogh as seen through the 
prism of the famous letters to his brother Theo and his struggle to be accepted as a painter. 
 

VINCENT VAN GOGH 
1853–1890 

Farms near Auvers 1890 
Oil on canvas 
Tate: Bequeathed by C. Frank Stoop 1933 

 

This is a view at Auvers-sur-Oise, a small town just north of Paris. Van Gogh spent the last few 
months of his life there, from mid-May 1890, when he left an asylum, to his death on 29 July. At the 
beginning of June, Van Gogh wrote to his sister: “There are some roofs of mossy thatch here which 
are superb and of which I shall certainly make something.” This picture, which is unfinished, was 
probably begun soon afterwards. Painted direct from the motif, it shows how Van Gogh transformed 
what he saw into something entirely personal, using a vigorous brushwork and curving outlines to 
express an unsettling vitality and energy. 
 

VINCENT VAN GOGH 
1853–1890 

The Oise at Auvers 1890 
Graphite and gouache on paper 
Tate: Bequeathed by C. Frank Stoop 1933 

This was drawn during the final months of the artist’s life, after he moved to Auvers-sur- Oise in May 
1890. It represents a view looking across the river Oise towards Méry and the Paris road. The view is 
taken from the top of a high and very steep embankment above a railway line. The old bridge of 
Auvers, since replaced by a modern structure, is on the right. The plumy forms in the bottom right-
hand corner suggest the smoke of a passing train. It would appear that the trees along the riverbank 
are purely an imaginative addition by the artist. 
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VINCENT VAN GOGH 
1853–1890 

A Peasant Woman Digging 1885 
Oil on canvas 
The Henry Barber Trust, the Barber Institute of 
Fine Arts, University of Birmingham 

Van Gogh lived for two years at Nuenen in Holland, painting peasant subjects. In such works he used 
a palette of drab earth colours far removed from the vibrant contrasting pigments of his later radical 
paintings. He wrote to his brother in July 1885 about a “woman … seen from the front, her head 
almost on the ground, digging carrots.” He added that he had been watching those peasant figures for 
more than a year and a half, just to catch their character.” The artist was convinced that he got “better 

results by painting them in their roughness than by giving them a conventional charm.” 
 

 
 

 
 

 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Landscape near Malabata, Tangier 1963 
Oil on canvas 
Private collection, London 

In the title, “near Malabata” refers to where Bacon’s lover Peter Lacey was buried the year before. 
The absence of a figure is confounded by an inexplicable presence in the shadowy forms. This image 
is contained by the sweeping circular space that is a frequent device in Bacon’s later work. The vivid 

reds, yellows and use of shadow have parallels with his Van Gogh series. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gallery 3 
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BACON AND THE MODERN MASTERS 

 

Francis Bacon’s use of pre-modern and antique art was explicit, up to and including Post- 
impressionists like Cézanne and Van Gogh, but he was more reticent about the impact of modern 
artists on his work. Nevertheless, he was attuned to the innovations in the treatment of colour and 
form of twentieth-century artists such as Soutine, Matisse, Derain, and Picasso, and he clearly took 
inspiration from their work. 
 

Picasso and Matisse, the two giants of twentieth century painting, impacted Bacon in an ongoing way. 
He said that he decided to become a painter after seeing an exhibition of Picasso’s work in Paris in 
1927: consequently, the debt to Picasso is most overt in Bacon’s early work, but it does continue to be 
in evidence throughout his career. Matisse was a less direct influence for Bacon, although a parallel 
can be found in the use of vivid colour grounds and a shallow pictorial space. Matisse and Bacon in 
many ways enjoyed he same lineage of influence: they both admired Rodin, who had in turn been 
powerfully influenced by Michelangelo; both artists made deeply eclectic use of the art of the past, 
and transcribed it into a contemporary language. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Three Studies for a Portrait of Isabel Rawsthorne 1965 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

 

The small-scale triptych of heads became an established format in the 1960s, and Bacon went on to 
produce more than forty. It is a testament to the extraordinary way that Bacon routinely combined 
imagery from the historic fine arts with popular culture that the inspiration for this format was, he 
claimed, police file photographs. Despite the distortions it is remarkable how Bacon was able to retain 
a likeness of his subject in much the same way as Picasso. The painting shows Bacon at the height of 
his powers, combining masterly technique while locking in the essence of the sitter. 
 

CHAÏM SOUTINE 
1893–1943 

Self-Portrait 1916 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Chaïm Soutine was a Russian painter of Belorussian birth, who moved in 1913 to Paris, where his 
friends in the artistic avant garde came to include Modigliani and Chagall. 
While the core of his oeuvre, and his greatest achievements, were in images of the face, one of his 
most celebrated series was based on a carcass of beef, in homage to a work on that subject by 
Rembrandt in the Louvre. The somewhat extreme treatment of features in this self-portrait bears 
comparison to Bacon’s use of thick impasto paint to model form. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Head of a Man, no. 1 1960 
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Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

In late 1959 Bacon rented a studio in St Ives, Cornwall, from the artist William Redgrave, who ran an 
art school in Porthmeor Studios. This portrait may well be based, at least in part, on Redgrave. The 
paint has been expressively manipulated and worked with brush and rag, achieving in a few gestures a 
portrait with remarkable sculptural qualities. This work makes a striking comparison to the Soutine 
Self-Portrait shown nearby, as both artists manipulate the surface to reveal their subject. 
 

ANDRÉ DERAIN 
1880–1954 

Portrait of an Unknown Man Reading a Newspaper 
(Chevalier X) 1911–1914 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

A key pioneer Modernist, French painter André Derain, rose to prominence as a leading figure in the 
Fauve movement, alongside Matisse, before coming under the influence of late Cézanne, and then the 
Cubism of Picasso and Braque. Alongside many French painters he later returned to a Classical mode 
of practice. The central placement of the subject, bold contours and shallow space of Derain’s 
simplified figure relates to Bacon’s portraits, such as Seated Figure, 1961, shown nearby. Both 
paintings explore the idea of the figure situated in a standard, comfortable domestic interior. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Seated Figure 1961 
Oil on canvas 
Tate: Presented by J. Sainsbury Ltd 1961 

Although not identified, the figure resembles Peter Lacey, who died in Tangier in 1962. 
Splashes of paint and incidental marks denote a contemporary concern with the physical act of 
painting. The figure is the most highly worked area, producing a highly textured surface in relief. The 
smearing of the paint creates distortions without loss of the actual image, providing a sense of figure 
in motion and the impression that the likeness has emerged from paint itself. 
 

JEAN AUGUSTE DOMINIQUE INGRES 
1780–1876 

Portrait of Count Nicolai Dmitrievich Gouriev 1821 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Nicolai Dmitrievich Gouriev (1792–1849) was the son of the Russian Minister of Finance and 
enjoyed a brilliant career in the Russian army and Foreign Office. The classicism of Ingres appealed 
to Bacon and he included work by Ingres in an exhibition he selected for the National Gallery, 
London, 1985. The central position of the figure against a simplified ground is a device frequently 
employed by Bacon. 
 

CHAÏM SOUTINE 
1893–1943 
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Lady in Blue 1931 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

Soutine’s reputation reached its height in the late 1950s when the critic David Sylvester claimed, “no 

painter of the years between the wars has had so widespread an influence on post-war painting”. This 

painting was purchased in the 1930s from Erica Brausen, who later became Bacon’s first dealer. 

Soutine developed a highly individual style of heightened expressionism with distortion of form and 
bold colouration. This relatively polite painting from his later period demonstrates the artist could also 
produce a quieter meditative portrait but no less penetrating in its search for truth. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Head of a Woman 1960 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

This portrait is believed to be Mary Redgrave, wife of the artist William Redgrave, who rented Bacon 
a studio in St Ives in late 1959. The broad expressive brushstrokes sweep around the left eye socket 
causing the nose and mouth to undertake what Bacon described as disruption or distortion. Bacon 
believed that realism had to be reinvented, and he recalled one of Van Gogh’s letters to Theo, where 

he writes about “... the need to make changes in reality, which become lies that are truer than literal 
truth. This is the only possible way the painter can bring back the intensity of the reality which he is 
trying to capture.” 
 
 
HENRI MATISSE 
1869–1954 

Woman in Green c.1909 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

The definition of facial features and close, central placement of the figure within a shallow space 
makes a vivid comparison with Bacon’s Head of a Woman, 1960. Matisse’s use of bold colour and 
simplified form was radical in the early twentieth century, and his impact can be seen in much of 
Bacon’s work. 
 
 
FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Study of a Nude 1952–1953 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

The first work by Bacon acquired by Robert and Lisa Sainsbury, Study of a Nude was painted 
between December 1952 and January 1953. The source for the figure is the photography of Eadweard 
Muybridge. His book, The Human Figure in Motion, 1887, was one of Bacon’s principal sources of 
imagery. The muscularity of the handling of the figure also shows the direct influence of 
Michelangelo; Bacon remarked that “Michelangelo and Muybridge are mixed up in my mind 
together.” 
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HENRI MATISSE 
1869–1954 

Standing Nude (Katia) 1950 
Bronze 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Standing Nude (Katia) was created in clay in Nice in 1950 and was given to a foundry for translation 
into bronze several years later. Over time the clay dried out and the figure split around the waist. This 
unexpectedly created its own particular sculptural effect and gave rise to the work’s other title, La 
Taille Cassée (‘broken waist’). 
 

PAUL GAUGUIN 
1848–1903 

Man Picking Fruit from a Tree 1897 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

As one of the key Post-impressionist artists alongside Cézanne and Van Gogh, Paul Gauguin was 
central to the development of the Modernist painterly language. In the mid-twentieth century critical 
interest in Gauguin’s painting was high, like that of Van Gogh. The combination of his flat, colourist, 
“synthetic” approach to paint, combined with his intense and dark symbolism appealed greatly to 
Bacon. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Study for Portrait of P. L., no. 2 1957 
Oil on canvas 
Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia 

Bacon’s relationship with Peter Lacey (P. L.) was complicated and emotionally charged. He is 
portrayed in a confident, watchful pose that verges on the menacing. The head, or more specifically 
the face, is the focus, and the power and technical virtuosity of the modelling in paint is striking, 
revealing a debt to Picasso. “It’s not so much the painting that excites me,” Bacon stated, “as that the 

painting unlocks all kinds of sensation within me, which returns me to life more violently.” 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Lying Figure no. 1 1959 
Oil on canvas 
Leicester Arts & Museums Service 

This painting shares the same organisation of space and colour palette as Two Figures in a Room, 
1959, displayed in Gallery 2, but it takes inspiration from Rodin. Annotations made by Bacon 
between December 1958 and January 1959 on the endpapers of V. J. Stanek’s book, Introducing 
Monkeys, c.1957, indicate that these figures were variations on the contorted figures of Rodin: “Figure 

as Rodin figure on Sofa in centre of room with arms raised”; “use figure volante of Rodin on sofa 
arms raised”. 
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AUGUSTE RODIN 
1840–1917 

Study for the Sinner (The Repentant) 20th century 
Bronze 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

 

The model for The Sinner, as for Eternal Spring, was created by Rodin for The Gates of Hell, which 
remained unfinished. Bacon repeatedly used the reclining figure motive inspired by Rodin and 
typified in the painting nearby, Lying Figure no. 1, 1959. 
 
The contorted naked figure is a powerful presence in Bacon’s work, and he conflated the works of 
Rodin and Michelangelo with contemporary photographs of wrestlers and gymnasts. From these 
sources Bacon painted enigmatic and disturbing images of raw physicality, pleasure and pain. 
 

AUGUSTE RODIN 
1840–1917 

Eternal Spring c.1906 
Marble 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

One of the major themes in Rodin’s oeuvre was love, often represented - in the most fundamental and 
sensual way - by naked human figures intertwined in passion. He produced numerous variations on 
the theme, many of these emanating from studies made for a complex major commission to create the 
doorways for what is now the Museum of Decorative Arts in Paris. This became The Gates of Hell, 
one of his greatest, but ultimately unfinished works. Both works here were connected to this larger 
commission. The idea of naked lovers in complex, passionate embrace, appealed greatly to Bacon. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Studies for the Human Body 1970 
Oil on canvas 
Private collection, courtesy Ordovas 

This work dates from a period recognised as a high point in Bacon’s work in the large-scale triptych 
format. While the bold expanse of a single colour recalls the so-called great decorations of Matisse, 
such as the Nymph and the Satyr, 1909, located nearby, the three truncated and distorted naked figures 
recall more sculptural concerns and the treatment of bodies in the work of Rodin. During this period 
Bacon expressed his desire to work in sculpture, although, he said, “I haven’t done it yet because each 
time I want to do it I get the feeling that perhaps I could do it better in painting.” 
 

BACCIO BANDINELLI 
1493–1560 

Sleeping Hercules 16th century 
Marble 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

This small, irregular bas-relief in marble shows Hercules asleep. Alongside him are the hero’s main 

attributes: his club and lion skin. The relief is attributed to the Florentine 
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Baccio Bandinelli, a rival of Michelangelo, and the slightly exaggerated muscular form is 
characteristic of Bandinelli’s work. The sensuous contorted forms of the Renaissance Mannerists were 
a key source for Bacon. 
 

HENRI MATISSE 
1869–1954 

Nymph and Satyr 1908–1909 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

As one of the greatest painters of the century, who dealt with a number of the themes that were central 
also to Bacon, Matisse was perhaps subliminally influential on Bacon’s mature oeuvre. The use of flat 
expanses of colour, powerfully simplified and distorted form, aggressively direct draftsmanship, and 
focus on the body in interior space were the central elements of commonality. Nymph and Satyr was 
commissioned by Sergey Shchukin, the famous Russian collector. The expressionistic brightness of 
tone is characteristic of Matisse’s work, but more unusual is the overt, almost menacing, sensuality. 
 

GIAN LORENZO BERNINI 
1598–1680 

Torso of Neptune c.1620 
Terracotta 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Gian Lorenzo Bernini was the dominant sculptor of seventeenth-century Rome. He explored through 
terracotta modelli the composition of his figures and drapery with astonishing skill. Bacon would have 
been attracted not only by the extreme sensuality of these male figures, but also their fragmentary 
condition. A painter of movement as much as of form, Bacon was sensitive to the contrived and 
dramatic poses of these figures exemplifying the art of the Italian Baroque. 
 

GIAN LORENZO BERNINI 
1598–1680 

Torso of Pluto 1621–1622 
Terracotta 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

 

GIAN LORENZO BERNINI 
1598–1680 

Tritons Holding Dolphins c.1652 
Terracotta 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

 

ALESSANDRO ALGARDI 
1598–1654 

Titan c.1650 
Terracotta 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 
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FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Untitled (Marching Figures) 1952 
Oil on canvas 
Private collection, courtesy The Estate of Francis 
Bacon 

This painting of a group of figures – what appears to be marching soldiers in close formation – is 
unique in Bacon’s work. The Francis Bacon Studio Archive, Hugh Lane Gallery, Dublin, contains a 
number of items relating to war and militarism, and, more specifically, to the Nazi period. Elements 
of the Nazi propaganda machine, not least the Nuremberg Rallies, held a formal interest for Bacon: 
the so-called ‘cathedral of light’ at Nuremberg was one possible source for the vertical striations or 
‘shuttering effect’ seen in the top half of this composition. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Triptych 1987 
Oil on canvas 
Private collection, courtesy The Estate of 
Francis Bacon 

The bullfight was a theme to which Bacon returned on many an occasion. He saw bullfights first-hand 
in Spain, and kept numerous images in his studio. This painting is inspired by the poem Lament for 
Ignacio Sanchez Mejias (1935), which immortalised the famous Spanish bullfighter who died in 1934, 
following a particularly bloody gouging. The wounds are present in the left and central panel, circled 
with pointing arrows; devices common to Bacon’s large triptychs. The bull appears complete with 
bloodied horn and the Eumenides, Greek gods of vengeance. 
 
BACON AND THE CRUCIFIXION 

The earliest painting by Francis Bacon in this exhibition, Crucifixion, 1933, testifies to his fascination 
with religious subjects from the very beginning of his career. Bacon’s relationship with Christian 

iconography was complex, bearing in mind his being a homosexual man raised a protestant in 
Catholic Ireland. Bacon was bold in his appropriation of powerful religious subjects and embraced 
their emotive potential. In the depiction of the Crucifixion he places himself within the tradition of the 
Masters. “Well,” he said, “there have been so very many great pictures in European art of the 
Crucifixion that it’s a magnificent armature on which you can hang all types of feelings and 
sensations.” Bacon’s first Crucifixion uses a sombre and restrained palette, a forerunner to the 
chiaroscuro used to great effect in his later work. Bacon’s painting also draws on a range of 
contemporary influences, most notably the work of Picasso, as well as the biomorphic surrealism of 
artists such as Hans Arp. 
 
TIZIANO VECELLIO, KNOWN AS TITIAN 
c.1488–1576 

Christ Bearing the Cross c.1560 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Titian was the most influential Venetian painter of the sixteenth century. In his late period Titian often 
turned to dramatic religious subjects and here he depicts the Crucifixion in an intimately close 
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composition. With remarkable skill, Titian was able to lay bare human emotion, here revealing a man 
who remains sublime even in his greatest suffering. 
 

ALONSO CANO 
1601–1667 

The Crucifixion 1636–1638 
Oil on canvas 
The State Hermitage, St Petersburg, 2014 

Alonso Cano depicts the Crucifixion in the austere manner characteristic of Spanish painting in the 
first half of the seventeenth century. The brightly lit, isolated figure of the dead Christ stands out 
against a dark ground that is accentuated by the purplish glow of the horizon. The skill with which the 
artist employed chiaroscuro, the extreme contrast of light and dark, is evident in the rendition of the 
folds of the white loincloth. 
 

FRANCIS BACON 
1909–1992 

Crucifixion 1933 
Oil on canvas 
Private collection 

Of the small number of works by Bacon that survive from the 1930s, this is by far the best known, 
owing to the fact that it was reproduced in the book Art Now by Herbert Read, published in 1933, 
where it was juxtaposed with Picasso’s 1929 work, Baigneuse. In fact there are three surviving works 
from 1933 with the title Crucifixion, and all appear to relate to works by Picasso that were illustrated 
in the journal Minotaure in 1933. Both artists were inspired by the Isenheim Altarpiece, 1512–16, by 
Matthias Grünewald. The use of Christian symbolism and the language of faith is a dominant theme in 
Bacon’s work. 
 

 




