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Praise for Francis Bacon: Anatomy of an Enigma

‘Proof again that biography thrives . . . This account of a life, as Peppiatt puts it, “filled with the extremes of human emotion and devoted to expressing them with utmost force”, is probably more readable and enjoyable than the attempts at exhaustive biography which surely lie ahead.’

Gilbert De Botton, Literary Review

‘Michael Peppiatt’s biography puts [Bacon’s] story kindly and, I think, accurately down on paper for the record. For anyone who knew Bacon, it opens floodgates that bring back teeming memories – mostly bizarre – which personify the variations of the man whom Peppiatt calls an enigma.’

Jeffrey Bernard, Sunday Times

‘Peppiatt’s conscientious detective work has thrown up some new evidence . . . Where Peppiatt is at his best, however, is in describing the work in such a way as to make you want to go and look at it, not only again, but right now.’

George Melly, Daily Telegraph

‘Michael Peppiatt’s Francis Bacon takes the lid off all the unsavoury stews in which the great man immersed himself. It is both the very candid portrait of a painter and an intimate social history of a vanished London Bohemia.’

Frederic Raphael, Sunday Times

‘Peppiatt is good on Bacon’s ill-starred lovers and their effect on his life and work . . . He sifts facts from legend in the early years to achieve the most convincing portrait yet published of this dissolute, amoral, asthmatic, immensely intelligent sprig of a well-to-do, unattractive English family living in Ireland . . . Future books on Bacon will owe him a solid debt.’

Richard Shone, Spectator

‘Michael Peppiatt . . . has two vital qualifications for the task of writing about Bacon: he knew the painter well for many years, and is a practising art critic who has clearly pondered Bacon’s work deeply.’

Martin Gayford, Sunday Telegraph

‘You never forget that you are reading not just about some Soho boho, but one of the greatest and most serious painters of the century.’

Philip Hensher, Mail on Sunday
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Preface

There is no way of telling what may yet become part of history. Perhaps the past is still essentially undiscovered!

Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, 1889

It was several hours after I had finished my call to the Clínica Ruber in Madrid that I realized it was sixteen years to the day that Francis Bacon had died there. The nun I had spoken with, who cared for Bacon to the end, must have imagined that I had deliberately chosen 28 April as a highly charged, symbolic date for our conversation. In fact, I had been trying to get through to her for months, and I had even asked a friend with far better Spanish than mine to call in advance and explain to the hospital staff why I wanted to talk to her; whenever I rang thereafter, I was told she was tending patients or otherwise unavailable. But on that particular day Sor Mercedes materialized for the first time – impelled at least in part, I imagine, by the strange, unpremeditated coincidence.

Bacon himself set great store by coincidences. For all his professed horror of ‘mysticism’ and religion, he was deeply superstitious and fascinated by paranormal phenomena. He saw coincidences as ‘luck’ or ‘chance’ if they worked in his favour, as a ‘jinx’ if they didn’t. Success, he believed, lay in ‘getting the gods on your side’, whether in painting or in any other game of chance. He often talked about how a single stroke of the loaded brush could open up the implications of a half-made image or obliterate it. Similarly, at roulette, Bacon had worked out a method of his own. Although he seemed to place bets randomly, dropping little piles of chips rapidly all over the baize, he was actually following a call that he was convinced he could hear coming from the croupiers that announced the winning numbers before the wheel stopped.

Coincidences were grist to Bacon’s mill, an integral part of the ‘compost’ on the studio floor from which his images emerged: the lover’s face distorted in a mirror, a crumpled magazine ad or Rembrandt reproduction surfacing in the jumble as he paced to and fro. Like dots waiting to be joined up into a line, they formed patterns and triggered off associations that still reverberate years later, because they never release all their secret layers of meaning.

Just before I began this preface, I found myself back for the first time in several years in what I have come to think of as Baconland: that little wedge at the apex between the Cromwell and the Brompton Road. I had set off to see a design show at the Victoria and Albert Museum, and I had thought, it’s true, that while I was there I might go and see the Constable sketches or the Muybridge photographs that Bacon liked so much, hoping I might find a last, new fact or observation that I could squeeze into this revised account of his life before I let it go. But, as I turned out of the South Kensington Tube Station, I was taken off course because I couldn’t at first find Dino’s, the old Italian café-restaurant that was one of Bacon’s standbys. When I did come across it, a couple of doors further down, I was relieved. It hadn’t changed much: a bit smarter but still recognizably a 1950s London Italian. And out of vague curiosity and a bit of nostalgia, I turned the other way, suddenly drawn towards Cromwell Place and Bacon’s first important studio.

The whole building now houses an efficient-looking arts organization and, beyond the blue plaque that commemorates his stay there, nothing of Bacon remains. But the substantial, porticoed mansions, the broad thoroughfares and hidden alleys are very much as Bacon would have known them when he first settled in the area in the late 1920s. Having arrived there as a very young man, Bacon was to remain rooted in South Kensington and Chelsea for the rest of his life, even if during one unsettled period he changed studios frequently. Just behind Cromwell Place lies Reece Mews, the cobblestoned passage where the artist spent the last thirty years of his career. Although the former coach houses have been considerably spruced up, their gleaming paintwork a far cry from the shabby, post-war look they had in Bacon’s day, little else seems to have changed. The vintage-car dealers are still there on the corner, and the surrounding landmarks would be familiar enough to anyone who had known it in the early 1960s. The Zetland Arms, most local of Bacon’s locals, continues to proclaim ‘Draught Ports, Sherries and Navy Rum’ comfortingly in gold letters along its pediment; and with the Lycée just round the corner you still hear as much French as English spoken on the streets, as well as more exotic tongues in the cosmopolitan mix that Bacon always gravitated to wherever he was.

For me, these streets release a memory of fear and excitement. I was always thrilled to go to Reece Mews, which was usually the first port of call for drinks in a trawl through restaurant, bar and club that would last until dawn. I realized even then, when I was still a student, what a privilege it was, especially when I was allowed into the studio itself, either to help Bacon rummage around to find something – a book, a letter, a hidden wad of cash – or to see a picture that had just been completed. But I was also aware that my personality, my whole sense of myself, would come under pitiless scrutiny. The sensation was no less disturbing for creeping in as corks popped and champagne flowed seductively amid boisterous toasts and genial laughter. So the sudden rush of pleasure was often deeply tinged with apprehension. You felt your usual contours dissolve, all defence mechanisms stall. The wine eased you up, but it was like barium: under Bacon’s piercing pale blue stare your whole being had been X-rayed down to the bone.

In a fit of temper, Peter Lacy had rounded on Bacon once and shouted: ‘You’ve ruined my life. You’ve ruined it completely by making me think about myself the whole time.’ In retrospect, I see what he meant clearly. Once Bacon had scrutinized you, you remained painfully aware of the subterfuges and compromises, the half-truths and less-than-bests by which, in a pact sealed over the years, you had agreed to live with yourself. There was an absoluteness about Bacon, and if you admired him and spent much time with him, you began to measure your own standards by it. The comparisons between his constant, excessive demands on himself (‘One is never hard enough on oneself,’ he used to claim) and your own rather pliant ones would be borne home in the nicest possible way, while you were lunching on oysters or broaching yet another historic claret. But once they were in they took root.

That mix of deep gratification and shrill anxiety came back to me powerfully as I hovered in Reece Mews (uneven cobblestones are very Proustian), and Bacon’s presence became palpable again. For a split second, as I looked at the plaqueless number 7, I thought he might even appear at the door, exultant and debonair, raring for a night on the town that would end with the rest of us weaving groggily in his wake.1 But of course nothing happened. The film had stopped momentarily, and now it fast-forwarded: the door was gleaming white not dingy blue, Lionel Bart no longer lived next door, Bacon had been dead for nearly twenty years and I myself was several decades older.

All those differences were very much in my mind when I came to revise and update the present biography. The account itself was already more than a dozen years old, having been first mapped out shortly after Bacon’s death. More crucially, when I began the research for it, there was very little information indeed about Bacon’s life. Although he talked freely about certain aspects of the past, Bacon had kept personal details to a strict minimum in all that was published during his lifetime (catalogue notes about him were restricted to the simple terse formula that read like a warning to anyone who wanted to know more: ‘Lives and works in London’). So there was almost no written information at all. I had a hazy outline in my mind, but it was made up of a few focal points surrounded, like stars at night, by infinite gaps. Once my own notes and memories had been absorbed into the flimsy framework, I talked to as many of Bacon’s close friends as I could and ransacked every recorded source (such as exhibition reviews) to piece together a life that would be as complete and as accurate as possible.

All these years later, the secrecy that Bacon maintained about so many sides to his life has been blown apart. Tantalizingly, he had held back or hidden so much information, while letting drop comments such as: ‘Well, there it is. It may be a profoundly vain thing to say but my life has been more curious than the times I have lived through. I think it has gone deeper than what are called the moeurs of my own times.’ 2 These remarks, just like his pictures, invited questions but withheld answers. One was left, deliberately, with the enigma. But memoirs, documents, odd discoveries and such events as the cataloguing of the entire contents found on his once fiercely protected studio floor have provided a variety of keys to a fuller understanding of a life lived to the extreme.

A case in point of the way one’s understanding of Bacon can be subtly but significantly altered is the kind of evidence provided by a chance document. Much has been made of the redoubtable Baron von Schrenck-Notzing and the photographs of mediums in various states of trance published in his treatise on the paranormal; and it is fascinating to see how Bacon incorporated, often quite literally, the ectoplasm supposed to be shown issuing from their mouths.3 But there have been other discoveries, not necessarily salvaged from the studio floor, whose implications are both more far-reaching and more subtle. Take, for instance, the story that has surfaced in a letter describing the state Peter Lacy had descended into by 1960, shortly after he and Bacon, after endless venomous fights and reconciliations, had gone their separate ways. Already drunk by mid-morning, Lacy was discovered in a bar in Algeciras mumbling half-coherently about the greatest love of his life: ‘I have never met anyone more in love than Peter Lacy,’ the author of the letter concludes, ‘or more destroyed by the breakup of that love.’4

In Bacon’s account of their love affair, frequently reiterated in slightly differing versions, Lacy always came through as hard and heartless, destroying everything in his path, and Bacon himself as the victim of his violent, sadistic behaviour – badly beaten up, his clothes and pictures razored to shreds. But the description in this letter, written by an uninvolved bystander, reveals Lacy as a completely broken man who ‘could only talk (or mumble) about Bacon and how wonderful he was, how talented, how beautiful, what an extraordinary love they had shared’. The account ends with Lacy crashing his car, then having to walk to Gibraltar to take the ferry back to his dismal existence in Morocco.

If the letter is as factual and objective as it seems, then Bacon had totally recast the reality of the greatest love affair of his life. It seems, in fact, that the real victim of the relationship was Lacy, who went on to drink himself to death. Bacon survived, and he, on the other hand, went on to commemorate the relationship, in however a distorted form, in scores of pictures. It may be that it suited Bacon creatively to take the role of victim, in helpless receipt of so much unprovoked violence – yet also in receipt of just the kind of loss, pain and humiliation from which he distilled his finest and most alarming imagery. If Bacon did indeed reinvent the reality of this relationship, would he not then have done something similar in describing the first cruel, sadistic man in his life: his father? And does this mean that his parents – brutal, embittered Eddy and selfish, superficial Winnie – might in fact have been more loving, or at least less harsh, than he ever let on in later life? A small shift in focus can lead to endless questions and reappraisals.

But if Bacon changes in the light of this kind of discovery – which has prompted and, I hope, illuminated this revised edition – then it is true to say that I, the biographer, have also changed in the intervening years. When I wrote the first account, I was still under the direct influence of Bacon’s magnetic and controlling personality. With greater hindsight, I still feel his presence but I am less in awe and more capable, I trust, of seeing him and his achievement in the round, from differing angles, and in the context of his times.

All biography is to some degree autobiography. In the present case, there was always a great deal of crossover between the two, because Bacon was vividly present in my life from our first meeting and he has had a formative influence on it ever since. During Bacon’s lifetime, I was one of the young men who helped fulfil his desire to have a son; I am now too old to have a father. In this revised edition I have attempted to put more distance between us, in the hope that the portrait of Bacon that emerges is correspondingly more independent and lifelike.

Much of what was written originally still stands. There is a circularity to the whole experience of writing about Bacon – similar to his own conversation, which would weave around a topic for hours, returning again and again with a new clarification or a changed emphasis. Or like his triptychs, where the eye moves from panel to panel, following a story that will never yield its meaning fully because it is suspended in time, with everything ending only to begin again.

I first met Francis Bacon in the summer of 1963 when I interviewed him for a special issue on Modern Art in Britain for a student magazine I was editing called Cambridge Opinion. Several other artists who particularly interested me, such as Frank Auerbach, Lucian Freud and R. B. Kitaj, also featured prominently in the issue; none of us was aware of it then, but this turned out to be the first time that the views of a group of artists later called the School of London were brought together.

Bacon was by far the best known, having just had his first retrospective exhibition at the Tate Gallery. I had heard that the easiest way to meet him was simply to wait in the French pub in Soho until he came in. I did just that, standing there for a while before I found the courage to ask a small man sitting serenely on a stool at the bar next to me whether he knew Bacon.

The small, smiling man first informed me that I had been lucky enough to meet the photographer John Deakin. Having quizzed me about my business, Deakin then announced, in arch tones that cut through the boozy talk and laughter: ‘As a rule the maestro does not give interviews to student magazines. At least not now she has become so famous.’ There was an instant commotion, and a man further down the crowded bar with an oddly wide face and a quick, attentive stare turned round saying: ‘Don’t listen to that old fool. I adore students. It’s marvellous to meet you. Now, what are you having to drink?’ Nothing could have seemed simpler and, an hour later, with Deakin in tow, our interview began over a lunch of fish and white wine round the corner at Wheeler’s.

The interview begun that day was to continue for the next thirty years. It grew into an obsession. Bacon fascinated me, not only because he opened up new worlds, but also because he seemed quite free of the constraints under which most people live their lives. I became a kind of Boswell to his Johnson, accompanying him through Soho’s private clubs, listening to him talk late into the night and meeting the people with whom he liked to let himself go. I learned a great deal about painting and about life; I also had tremendous fun. For Bacon, there was the attraction of being able to talk uninhibitedly to a young man who was a good listener and visibly under his spell. Because I spoke a number of languages, which he felt he was incapable of doing, Bacon also attributed to me an agreeable variety of talents. Sometimes, rather than follow the round of club, restaurant and casino, we met at the studio, where he liked occasionally to cook dinner. Even more occasionally, when he was pleased with the way his work had gone, he would let me see a new picture.

These were among my fondest memories of London when I went to live in Paris in 1966. I imagined I would see less of Bacon once I settled there, but Paris had always been the city where he most wanted to be recognized as an artist, and when his reputation was triumphantly confirmed by the Grand Palais retrospective of 1971 the city became his second home. I found him a small flat where he felt he would be able to paint, and from the mid-1970s I began to spend as much time with him as I would ever have done in London.

Throughout this period I noted down what Bacon told me about himself and his work. It had become second nature for both of us to fall into a conversation that moved easily from his memories to questions of aesthetics to gossip – unless Francis was too badtempered or hung over to want to say anything beyond a few bitterly reductive phrases. As our friendship deepened and my notes grew more copious, I began to consider the possibility of using them in a book. As an art critic I had written several essays about Bacon’s work; but our conversations were also highly revealing about his life. I was well aware of how carefully he guarded against the possibility that his painting might be viewed (and, he feared, interpreted and trivialized) in the light of his own biography. Yet when the book was under way and I pointed out that much of the material I had gathered from our long talks might be considered indiscreet, the prospect seemed to delight him. ‘Well, yes, of course, you must be as indiscreet as you want,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘After all, that’s what people are most interested in. The more indiscreet you are, the better the book will be.’

The book that I intended to publish, some thirty years ago, was nevertheless not to be. As with several other projects to which Bacon initially lent his support, he drew back at the last moment, fearful – for all his recklessness – of revealing ‘too much’ about his life. Our friendship survived, and in his final years Bacon gave me his generous support and encouragement when I relaunched the magazine Art International in an attempt to revive some of the principles of the great French art magazines of the 1920s and 1930s, which both he and I admired.

Bacon also continued to talk as openly as ever about his life. In one of our last dinners together he went off into a reminiscence which suddenly filled in a few precious spaces in the patchy jigsaw of his past. ‘It might sound pretentious,’ he said, as he had said so often before, ‘but you see I have had the most extraordinary life. The life is more extraordinary than the paintings. You would have to tell the whole story, yet present it in a way that would undercut mere anecdote. There it is,’ he concluded, flashing me the briefest of smiles, ‘it would take a Proust to tell the story of my life.’

The book I have written here could not conceivably have been published during Bacon’s lifetime. It is inspired by the friendship we had and based on records of the conversations that took place over thirty years. But beyond this it forms the first comprehensive account of the artist’s life and his work, and the vital interaction between the two. Bacon was right. He did have an extraordinary, even improbable life. But the reason why we are interested in it is that he created such extraordinary pictures. The desire to know more about the background from which these images sprang is perfectly legitimate, however vigorously Bacon argued the contrary. We are confronted by a body of work that continues, like an unsolved murder, to pose the most urgent questions. It involves us intimately, challenging the sense we have of ourselves and the uneasy conscience of our age. With Bacon no longer present to decree that his work ‘says’ nothing and ‘means’ nothing, we are bound to want to explore the life out of which these images rose.

Over the past few years I have been fortunate to find a significant amount of new information about Bacon’s family and his early life. I have drawn a great deal, of course, on what Bacon himself told me about his youth, but I have discovered, not altogether to my surprise, that his version of events was often dramatically edited. New facts have also come to light about his first trip abroad, which marked him for life, defining his ambition and his belief that images could transform the way people felt and thought. In Paris he discovered Picasso and the Surrealists, and they were to remain fundamental to his inspiration and his attitudes. Bacon was nothing if not a European artist, and he was deeply attached to the notion of renewing tradition. He explored this by going as far back as Egyptian art, which he saw as an integral part of our culture. He was also deeply drawn to the most radical manifestations of what was new, whether it was Bauhaus design, Ulysses or the early masterpieces of Buñuel. Later he sustained his attachment to Paris by cultivating friendships with leading French intellectuals, notably with the writer and former Surrealist Michel Leiris.

But Bacon’s aesthetic credo, like his formative years, is only part of a formidably complex sum. Within my simultaneous account of the life and the work, I have attempted to bring back something of Bacon’s magnetic presence. He could light up the day with his wit and generosity; he could equally well plunge it into gloom; and part of the excitement of being with him lay in not knowing for long which way it would go. It was fascinating to watch such sudden changes and contradictions within one person. The man who flaunted his indiscretions publicly would also agonize about what a relative might think of his homosexuality. The painter of high tragedy was also a virtuoso of high farce, and after a tirade about the nothingness of life he would topple existential despair with one camp remark. The genial host who had spent a fortune wining and dining his friends often chose to return home by tube. Similarly, the Satanic figure in black leather who cut a swathe through Soho, pushing his luck with sadists and criminals, could also be surprised taking fruit to a sick friend in hospital.

Bacon could not be pinned down. The closer you got to him, the more likely he was to turn nasty or simply disappear – to go through a wall into a life where you could not follow. He was a past master at slipping from one situation, one social level, to another, and at being many things to many people. As he performed these feats, emerging from the underworld to charm a rich collector’s wife, or surfacing from within a boxer’s embrace to continue a discussion about Velázquez, he seemed inviolate. The enigma that he sought in his work surrounded him like a protective cloak, allowing him time and again to break the mould of accepted thought and accepted behaviour. Enigma was the source from which he drew his greatest strength and inventiveness. It was a magical gift, the secret of his genius, allowing him to live out the extreme contradictions of his nature and embed them in images of oracular power.


Part One

1909–44


1

‘The Weakling of the Family’

1909–26

No mind can engender till divided into two.

W. B. Yeats

Even though he did not often mention his childhood, Francis Bacon acknowledged that it had been central to his whole development. ‘I think artists stay much closer to their childhood than other people,’ he told me on several occasions. ‘They remain far more constant to those early sensations. Other people change completely, but artists tend to stay the way they have been from the beginning.’ When talking among friends, the picture he gave of his earliest years and his family was extremely sketchy, but what came inevitably to the fore was his parents’ lack of affection for him and his own natural waywardness. The episodes which he chose to recount were usually accompanied by a manic laughter and expansively outstretched arms that invited his listeners to share his mirth, as if the whole point of his childhood and his upbringing lay in their absurdity.

But a distinct underlying bitterness could be heard at times, with resentment welling up at particular memories. The dominant impression Bacon conveyed was that he had been ill-starred from the start by being born into a family which took no interest in him, and a social class in which he felt himself to be an outsider. This unhappy family life was to some extent tempered by its backdrop; and later on, although he was never to return there, Bacon would always speak with affection and admiration about Ireland and the Irish.

Francis Bacon was born on 28 October 1909 in a nursing home in the heart of old Georgian Dublin, at 62 Lower Baggot Street.1 His parents, Anthony Edward Mortimer Bacon (1870–1940), known as Eddy, and Christina Winifred Loxley Firth (1884–1971), known as Winnie, already had one son, Harley, born four years previously; later two daughters, Ianthe and Winifred, and one further son, Edward, were born to them. Both parents were English by origin and had no Irish blood. Eddy Bacon had been born in Adelaide, South Australia, in 1870 to an English father, Edward Bacon, formerly a captain in the Hussars, and an Australian mother, Alice Lawrence; as we shall see, Lady Charlotte Bacon, Francis Bacon’s great-grandmother, had moved with her children to Australia in the mid-1860s. The family returned to England not long after Eddy’s birth and lived in the manor house at Eywood, Herefordshire, which had belonged to the family of the Earl of Oxford; built in 1705 by the first Earl, Robert Harley, and now destroyed, Eywood had been enlarged by the neo-classical architect, Robert Smirke, and its gardens landscaped by Capability Brown. Edward Bacon, Francis’s paternal grandfather, was appointed a Justice of the Peace and Deputy Lieutenant of the county; he listed his occupation as ‘resident landowner’, maintaining a household of five children and seven servants.

Bacon’s family on his father’s side did not lack distinguished forebears. Ever since they became established in the early eighteenth century as iron-masters and colliery owners in Wales, the Bacons had claimed descent from Nicholas (c. 1540–1624), the much older half-brother of Francis, the Elizabethan statesman, philosopher and essayist (1561–1626). Eddy Bacon himself was sufficiently certain and proud of this collateral connection to have the onetime Lord Chancellor’s coat of arms on his dinner plates (though his reckless son would certainly flout the family motto, ‘Mediocria Firma’ – ‘moderation is safest’); he also mentioned that he had once owned some of Francis Bacon’s letters, which he had sold to the Duke of Portland to pay a gambling debt.2 Francis Bacon the painter made little of his family’s traditional claim. He was flattered enough by the idea of having such a famous ancestor and amused by his namesake’s well-known prodigality and homosexuality. What excited him most, however, was the notion that the philosopherstatesman might also have been ‘Shakespeare’, whose work he revered; and he was intrigued by the great essayist’s experiments with refrigeration, since inventions of all kinds fascinated him. But he tended to question the claim and to maintain that there was no definite proof of the kinship.

If, as seems increasingly probable, the kinship did exist, Bacon would have counted among his ancestors the distinguished artist Sir Nathaniel Bacon (1585–1627). Nephew of the philosopher Francis Bacon and a wealthy landowner, Nathaniel was widely noted in his own day for his exceptional pictorial skills, and he has come to be considered the most accomplished amateur painter of the period in England. Among the nine pictures of his to have survived, there is a striking, full-length self-portrait, in which the gentleman-artist’s sword is shown hanging beside his palette, as well as several large still lifes, notably the exuberantly sensuous Cookmaid with Still Life of Vegetables and Fruit (c. 1620–25) that belongs to Tate Britain.

Trawling through more recent generations of the family for traces of the character and qualities that set Francis Bacon apart, there is individualism and courage galore to be found in his greatgrandfather, General Anthony Bacon (1796–1864). Having left Eton to join the 10th Hussars, this colourful and determined figure fought in the Peninsular War, then distinguished himself as the youngest of Wellington’s officers at Waterloo, being wounded twice and having two horses die under him. He later formed a private army and entered the service of Don Pedro of Portugal, where he fought in the infamous siege of Oporto. Rich and profligate, General Bacon returned to England impoverished since he never received the money he had advanced to his soldiers and for a while he was imprisoned for debt. In the meantime, he had married Lady Charlotte Harley, daughter of the fifth Earl of Oxford, who had travelled to Portugal with him and whose story adds an intriguing note to Francis Bacon’s family history. Charlotte’s mother (Bacon’s great-great-grandmother) had counted among her numerous lovers Lord Byron, who grew deeply attached to Charlotte when she was a child (‘I could love her for ever if she could always be eleven years old,’ the poet told a friend). He carried a lock of her hair and dedicated Childe Harold to the beautiful young girl, whom he addressed as ‘Ianthe’. The attachment was mutual and quite possibly passionate. After her husband died, Lady Charlotte Bacon went to live for several years in Australia. She settled in Adelaide, where she created quite a stir by her beauty as well by travelling everywhere in a coach that had belonged to the poet, with his coat of arms and his motto, ‘Crede Byron’, emblazoned on its doors.

Eddy Bacon, Charlotte’s grandson, remained very conscious of his family’s history. He never forgot that Queen Victoria had offered his father the possibility of reviving the lapsed title of Lord Oxford; since the family had never recovered its fortune, Eddy’s father had declined the offer, claiming that a title would automatically double his tradesmen’s bills. But Eddy gave his first son the Oxford family name, Harley, and commemorated Byron’s homage to his grandmother by naming his elder daughter Ianthe.3

Eddy himself had come to Ireland by a circuitous route. After being educated at Wellington, a public school with strong military connections, he joined the Durham Light Infantry. As a young lieutenant, he was initially posted to Ireland, where he developed a lifelong passion for horses and hunting. Then, in 1902, as a captain in the Fourth Militia Battalion, he was shipped out to South Africa to fight in the last stages of the Boer War; he saw action for four months, much of it on horseback, and he was later awarded the Queen’s Medal with clasps. When Captain Bacon returned to England, he was stationed at the regimental depot in Newcastle-on-Tyne, where he met, and not long after married, Winnie Firth.

Francis Bacon’s own recollections of his parents’ marriage cast it in a most unflattering light. According to him, it was only when his father had first proposed to a wealthier relation of his mother’s and been rejected that he considered marrying Winnie – with a view above all to the money she would inherit from her family’s business, Firth Steel. Winnie accepted him in spite of vigorous opposition from her family. They were married in London, at St George’s, Hanover Square, in 1903; the groom was thirty-three years old and Winnie only nineteen. Eddy Bacon had resigned from the army shortly before the wedding with the rank of Honorary Major, although he continued to style himself Captain Bacon. Fifteen years as an infantry officer had fostered his innate belief in physical courage and toughness. Eddy was now a hardened veteran who had lived in the saddle, come frequently under fire and slept rough in trenches and on the veld; but the experience had scarcely equipped him for civilian life. His keen interest in horses and field sports was undiminished, however, and, encouraged by the comfortable dowry his bride had brought to the marriage, Eddy decided to try his hand at training racehorses.

The retired Captain had fond memories of Ireland from his hunting days, but above all he was aware that it would cost considerably less to set himself up there than in England. The first property the Bacon family rented in Ireland was Cannycourt House, a large, plain-fronted building with extensive stables situated near the small town of Kilcullen, in County Kildare, not far from Dublin. In the census returns for 1911, Eddy Bacon listed Cannycourt as consisting of eighteen rooms, occupied by the family and five servants, and twenty ‘out-offices and farmsteadings’ where the nine grooms lived and worked.4 But the property’s main advantage, in Captain Bacon’s eyes at least, was its proximity to the Curragh, one of the largest British Army barracks in Ireland and by extension an important centre for breeding and training horses with its own well-known racetrack.

By all accounts, life at Cannycourt House was not particularly agreeable. The house was run on military lines, with the emphasis on self-discipline, a regular routine and absolute punctuality. The children were kept to the back of the house, and they rarely saw their parents except for half an hour after tea and, occasionally, for Sunday lunch. Eddy Bacon had time on his hands and he appears to have used it chiefly to tyrannize the household. He was remembered – not only by Francis, but by most people who met him – as opinionated, quarrelsome and rancorous. As a result, he always fell out with any friends he made, a serious handicap in the sociable world of breeding, training and racing horses. Although he had been quite dashing in his youth, photographs taken of Eddy Bacon in middle age show a sturdy, upright man with a hooded, supercilious gaze and a ‘military’ moustache; the only discernible similarities with his famous son are the powerful forearms, which he holds folded over his body, and the unusually large, fleshy hands. At home he was known and feared for his outbursts of rage, which were often prompted by such minor incidents as finding his boots not polished to his liking (the offending articles would then be hurled down the stairs). The retired Captain, who seems to have exuded a sour mixture of superiority and frustration, also had a moralizing, puritanical streak which, among other things, led him to ban alcohol from the house – an enforced abstinence for which his son would take spectacular revenge. On the other hand, the teetotal father gambled a great deal, particularly on the horses – which is something, as his no less censorious son remarked, that the best trainers do not do; and Francis himself described how he would be sent down regularly to the local post office to place his father’s bets by telegram before the ‘off’ (which Francis, in unconscious self-parody, pronounced the ‘orf’).

Musing over his childhood, Francis had little but negative comments to make about his father. He considered him an intelligent man who had never developed his mind and who had wasted all his opportunities, including the money his wife had brought to the marriage. Francis also emphasized how little liking or understanding there had been between father and son, particularly during his adolescence, when he was developing inclinations and ideas that could not have been more contrary to the conventional ‘manliness’ that Captain Bacon exemplified. Yet Francis remembered thinking his father was a good-looking man, and he experienced erotic sensations about him before he was even aware what sex was.

Winnie Bacon came from a background that contrasted sharply with her husband’s. In place of fallen grandeur, with its hints of high office and lapsed titles, there was an exemplary North Country Victorian success story, characterized by hard work, shrewdness and a remarkable degree of philanthropy. Winnie’s grandfather, Thomas Firth, established a small steelworks in Sheffield in the middle of the nineteenth century which grew into one of the world’s biggest suppliers of castings for guns. Part of the fortune that his sons amassed by manufacturing cutlery as well was spent on providing Sheffield with almshouses, a public park (opened by the Prince of Wales in 1875) and Firth College, a large establishment devoted to higher education. Although money did not marry money in Winnie’s case, her mother’s sister, Eliza Highat Watson, had become the wife of Charles Mitchell, heir to a shipbuilding fortune; they lived in a vast neo-Gothic mansion called Jesmond Towers outside Newcastle, where her great-nephew Francis Bacon was to spend several holidays during the First World War. Winnie and her two brothers were brought up in an atmosphere of social ease and conventional respectability. Her father, who had been a Justice of the Peace, died at an early age having suffered, like many inhabitants of industrial Sheffield, from chronic asthma, an affliction which Francis inherited; but even during his lifetime, John Loxley Firth had been overshadowed in the family circle by Winnie’s mother, a lively, strong-willed woman who later followed her daughter to Ireland where, in addition to remarrying twice, she developed the closest of friendships with her grandson Francis.

This flamboyant and forceful grandmother was the one relative about whom Bacon spoke with unreserved warmth and admiration. She had taken, as her second husband, a leading Master of Foxhounds (who rode with the Galway Blazers) called Walter Bell; but his cruelty to animals and to his own children, which included horsewhipping them, led her to divorce him. She then married Kerry Supple, who was appointed Chief of Police for County Kildare, a post that made the couple particularly vulnerable to attack during the Troubles; and they lived in a large, attractive house she had bought, called Farmleigh, near Abbeyleix. Granny Supple, as she was known in the family, patently disliked Captain Bacon, which may be one reason why Francis felt especially drawn to her. The freedom with which she conducted her life, marrying three times and entertaining on a lavish scale in grand country houses, impressed him, particularly in view of the social constraints of the time and the rigours of his own upbringing. ‘She had this marvellous ease and vitality,’ Bacon recalled affectionately. ‘And she was all the more remarkable if you think of what life was like in Ireland then. She loved having lots of people around her all the time, and she gave these parties that attracted a great deal of attention. There was one I remember that the Aga Khan came to, and that did strike local people as very exotic.’ As well as being an accomplished hostess, Granny Supple showed a remarkable gift for needlepoint: she had such an instinctive sense of form, proportion and colour that she made large compositions directly in crewel, without referring to a preparatory sketch or a pattern. Francis sometimes stayed for long periods at his grandmother’s house and they grew particularly close. ‘My grandmother and I used to tell each other everything,’ Bacon would say with satisfaction. ‘I was a kind of confidant for her, I suppose, and I used to take her to the hunt balls and all those other things that went on when I was an adolescent. I never knew what to do when we got there, of course. She went off dancing, and I just stood around and looked ridiculous, I suppose, because I was so shy at that time.’

In Francis’s memory, his own mother was something of a pale reflection of this expansive, gregarious woman. Photographs of Winnie around the time of her marriage to Eddy Bacon show an unusually pretty, dark-haired young woman with an open face, well-defined features and an air of knowing her own mind. She was renowned for her composure, fixing her friends with her cool blue eyes and making remarks like: ‘If you go away for a month, my dear, don’t be surprised when you come back to find another woman in your husband’s bed.’ Practical and not given to shows of emotion, she remained superbly unflustered whenever Eddy raged around the house, which she kept in immaculate order, making sure that unlikely nooks and crannies, including the tops of doors, got dusted regularly. Although he felt instinctively more at ease with his mother, Francis was scarcely less critical of her attitude towards him as a child than he was of the Captain’s wrathful, censorious ways. He liked the fact that she was much more easy-going than his army-schooled father and enjoyed entertaining, but he resented the way her own pleasures always appeared to take precedence over his needs as a small, unusually demanding and sensitive son. After his father’s death, when his mother had remarried and settled in South Africa, Bacon’s relationship with her improved considerably; he took pride in the fact that she had remade her life, and when, as a successful artist, he went out to visit her, he realized that some of the bitterness he felt about her and his childhood had faded away.

For a shy, delicate daydreamer of a boy, certainly, there was little comfort in the strict daily round of the Bacon household and the immediate outer world of horse-racing and hunting. Because of his asthma and other recurrent ailments, Francis was considered from early on the sickly child of the Bacon family – the ‘weakling’, as he himself put it. Neither this nor his interest in clothes and dressing up did anything to endear him to his physically robust, military father, who insisted on putting his sissy son astride a pony and sending him off to hunt at every opportunity. Any prolonged contact with horses or dogs – his father was very keen on red setters – triggered off an asthma attack so severe that Francis would lie in bed for days, blue in the face, struggling for each breath. It can never have occurred to Eddy and Winnie, as they watched their son being given liberal amounts of morphine or inhaling a bowl of burning stramonium to ease his bronchial spasms, that Francis would turn out to be exceptionally resilient as an adult, as well as the only one of their three sons to live beyond the age of thirty.

The lack of parental affection was to some extent made up for by a person whom Bacon mentioned rarely in later life but to whom he remained deeply attached: the family nurse, a Cornish woman called Jessie Lightfoot, who was thirty-nine years old when Francis was born and who later went to live with him – in a ménage of poignant eccentricity – for the last twelve years of her life while he was attempting to establish himself as a painter in London.5 Jessie’s role, as we shall see, included vetting Francis’s casual lovers and helping him run illegal roulette parties. Bacon’s grief at the death of this unlikely companion was so extreme that one close friend, the painter and writer Michael Wishart, wondered whether Jessie Lightfoot had not in fact been the artist’s mother.

Disaster was the leitmotif of nearly every memory Bacon chose to bring up when he talked about his childhood. To be sure, it struck the Bacon family on several occasions. Their youngest son, Edward, suffered from a weak chest like Francis, but he was not endowed with the same resilience, and he died as an adolescent in 1927. Edward’s lack of robustness, curiously, does not seem to have alienated his father, who showed rare affection for his youngest boy. Captain Bacon had set his heart on Edward’s going into the army, thereby continuing the family tradition, and he was devastated by his early death. Francis remembered the loss as the only time he had seen his father express real emotion by breaking into tears; nevertheless, once the son’s death had been announced, no one in the family mentioned it again. As Francis’s cousin Pamela Matthews (née Firth) recalled: ‘Those things were heard and never discussed. You were just supposed to get on with your life.’6 Francis himself was convinced he knew why Edward had died. ‘Edward had started going to the same school as I did, Dean Close in Cheltenham, and they asked for him to be taken away because he had been going with other boys. And then he developed tuberculosis, which as you know can be an emotional thing. There was no cure for the disease then, and he died.’

Captain Bacon’s intolerance was by no means reserved for Francis. Harley, the eldest son, also crossed his father by becoming attached to the daughter of a hotel owner on the island of Anglesey, where the family had gone on holiday. ‘My father thought it was quite impossible that my brother should be going with someone of that class,’ Bacon said, with evident disdain at his father’s meddling. ‘So he sent Harley off to a job in South Africa – before I was old enough to have got to know him. My brother worked there for a bit, then he went up to Northern Rhodesia and joined the police force. He was out somewhere with them while the Zambezi was in flood and he got lockjaw. They couldn’t get him to a hospital in time and he died.’ It is interesting to note that, although Bacon gave such occasional details about his background in an offhand manner, some of them marked him for life. He kept photographs of patients dying of lockjaw, or tetanus, in his studio, incorporating the extreme muscular spasms and unnatural positions the disease induces into his studies of the human figure.

Spurred no doubt by the feeling that their family had once been held in high respect in England, the Bacons were colonialists to the core. Captain Bacon’s military service in South Africa set a pattern for the whole family: his eldest son and both his daughters moved to what was then Rhodesia; and after his death in 1940, his wife began a new life by remarrying and settling in the South African town of Louis Trichardt. The older daughter, Ianthe, who had been born twelve years after Francis, married a South African farmer and brought up a family on a vast citrus farm beside the Limpopo, in the southernmost part of Zimbabwe. After her husband’s death, she settled in South Africa. Of all the children, only Francis did not follow the family pattern, in this as in so many other respects.

Bacon’s earliest memory went back to the eve of the First World War. He was marching up and down an avenue bordered by cypress trees, exulting in the magic conferred on him by his elder brother’s bicycling cape. Disguise and concealment were frequent sources of delight. He remembered vividly hiding behind trees with two little girls because they thought Reggie, an older boy they had met at children’s parties, was after them. ‘“He’s coming, he’s coming,” we used to tell each other,’ Bacon recalled. ‘He never came, naturally, and in a way we knew perfectly well he wouldn’t, but for some ridiculous reason we used to love hiding there and pretending he might find us. Of course, being older, he was far too important to be bothered with us.’

There was also the thrill of lying in bed, a small boy in an Irish country house, listening to the sound of bugles and hearing British cavalry from the Curragh on manoeuvres in the woods outside. It would not have been difficult for an imaginative child to visualize the splendidly uniformed men as they wheeled their horses round and crashed past each other in the dark; on one occasion that remained alive in Bacon’s mind, a cavalry detachment rode up and down the driveway to Cannycourt before fanning out on a practice mission. The landscape surrounding the Curragh, a huge, level expanse of grassland echoing with the sound of rehearsed hostilities, was one that continued to exercise the painter’s imagination. ‘I was brought up for much of my childhood on the edge of very flat marshlands full of snipe and plover,’ he recalled when describing his early life. ‘That’s the kind of country I find exciting.’7

Once Germany had occupied ‘little’ Belgium and war had been declared in August 1914, Captain Bacon longed to serve his country yet again. At forty-four he was too old for active service and his irascible temperament was too well remembered by former fellow-officers for his name to be put forward for any special duties. When he was offered a job at the Record Office for the Territorial Forces, he accepted, if only because he was offered nothing else. The family was accordingly transported to London, where they lived for most of the war in Westbourne Terrace, a long, lugubrious stretch of porticoed houses near Paddington Station. Francis was barely five years old when this, the first of many Bacon family migrations, took place, and he had correspondingly few memories of the period. Nevertheless, it was his first contact with a big city – the only environment he would tolerate from the moment he was free to choose his own mode of life. The great iron-and-glass barrel vaults of Paddington Station constantly disgorged new arrivals into the capital, and the whole area, with its rented flats, small hotels and boarding houses, reeked of transience and anonymity. After the muddy paddock and the smell of horses and dogs, which never failed to set off his asthma attacks, the small boy breathed in the stale city air voluptuously. The taste for maximum concentrations of humanity, where the flow of life and the variety of passion were greatest, was never to leave him.

The only place nearby that could in any way recall the green pastures of County Kildare was Hyde Park, where Nanny Lightfoot often took the little boy for his daily walk. What struck Francis there was not the sweep of well-kept tree and lawn but the men with watering cans who walked up and down spraying everything in sight with a phosphorescent liquid that glowed at night, in the hope that it would trick the Zeppelins into dropping their bombs out of harm’s way on the grass. ‘Of course,’ Bacon would add, sardonically amused at the memory, ‘it never worked for a moment.’ What struck him vividly, however, were the blackouts, when the streets and houses stood in gloom and searchlights raked the night sky for the Zeppelins’ stealthy approach. The sight of their monstrous bulk, floating high and silent above the city, terrified Londoners as much as the whine of their falling bombs. For a withdrawn child with a morbid imagination lying in the dark, the suspended threat of death and destruction was to become a lasting reality.

During her extended stay in England through the war, Francis’s mother made a point of renewing her contacts with her own family and organizing visits to see them in various parts of the country. There were numerous opportunities to leave the noise and grime of Paddington behind, since her grandmother, who was part French and whose husband had been a Northumberland colliery-owner, had seven children, and her own mother three, which created a complex network of relatives with comfortable houses to which she could take her growing family to stay. One of the Bacons’ escapes from wartime London was to Jesmond Towers, the home of Francis’s great-aunt, Eliza Mitchell, a lady of considerable wealth who thought nothing of renting Bamburgh, the huge, ancient castle in Northumbria, as a summer retreat, or refacing the whole interior of her Mayfair house in black marble. A mass of pinnacles and battlements, Eliza Mitchell’s country seat just outside Newcastle had never been a graceful or distinguished building (it has since become a school); but it did contain, as its prime feature, a huge top-lit room built specially as a picture gallery. Taking advantage of the family fortune, Charles Mitchell had himself trained as a painter in Paris and became a fairly successful artist, exhibiting at the Royal Academy and the Grosvenor Gallery towards the end of the nineteenth century. He had also formed a large collection of works by fashionable artists of the day, from William Etty and Lord Leighton to their counterparts in France. Although Mitchell was dead by the time Francis first visited Jesmond Towers, the collection still adorned the panelled gallery which – in size, if not in quality – resembled the West Gallery at the Frick Collection in New York; and whatever the little boy’s reaction to the rows of academic nudes, portraits and pastoral scenes (representing just about everything Bacon came to loathe most in art), he would have been impressed by the central role accorded to painting inside his great-aunt’s palatial residence.

Towards the end of the war, the Record Office informed Captain Bacon that his services would no longer be required. The family then moved back with all four children to rural Ireland, where Eddy resumed his faltering career as a horse-trainer, finding suitable stables and a new team of grooms. But although the countryside seemed as pleasant and undemanding as ever, it proved no more peaceful than war-torn London had been. Throughout the rest of Bacon’s boyhood, Ireland was the scene of increasing social and political unrest as the movement for independence from Britain, represented by Sinn Féin, gathered strength. The Bacons themselves were English and Protestant, as was their nurse, Jessie Lightfoot; but all their domestic staff and seven of their nine grooms were Irish-born and Catholic. Although political tensions do not seem to have developed within the Bacon household itself, they became an increasingly menacing feature of everyday life in Ireland. Once the Irish Republican Army was formed in 1919, guerrilla warfare broke out. As Bacon went through boyhood, the ‘rebels’ posed an ever-greater threat to landowners, particularly those, like the Bacons, living on isolated estates. The growing number of attacks on British military barracks were accompanied by raids on large private houses, which were pillaged and frequently burned to the ground.

The atmosphere of threat and violence, the fear of the sniper in the woods and the hidden bomb, made an indelible impression on Francis and shaped his early awareness of the outside world; later in life, when asked about the violence in his paintings, he would often recall the tensions that had plagued Ireland throughout his childhood. Francis had been above all conscious that his family represented the ‘enemy’, and he was forever being cautioned by his father not to talk to strangers and to keep an eye out for anyone roaming in the fields around the stables and the outbuildings. Francis’s mother was convinced that their head groom had joined the IRA, but the fact that he was fond of the Bacon children had spared them all from attack; nevertheless, at home she made a point of never sitting with her back to the windows. Eddy Bacon, for his part, was particularly concerned that his horses might be stolen and used by the IRA or that his children would give away some useful information. ‘If they come tonight,’ he would admonish them, ‘say nothing.’

Once the Bacon family was fully re-established, Francis was sent to live for extended periods with his maternal grandmother and her husband, who as a chief of police was a prime target for Republican attack. Farmleigh, their house near Abbeyleix, had to be sandbagged against possible raids. The sensation of living in a place that might come under fire at any moment of the day or night haunted Francis, who would have been barely ten years old at the time. Nevertheless (or possibly because of the fear he had felt there), Bacon remained unusually fond of the house, frequently referring to the beautiful curved rooms at the back which overlooked the garden; and he even accepted – in a rare admission of a direct influence – that the memory of those rooms may have been at the origin of the curved backgrounds which occur in so many of his compositions. He also recalled the feeling of unreality he had experienced as a boy when the family car swerved off the road and bumped across fields to avoid the ditches that had been dug and camouflaged to trap motorists (those rich enough to possess a motor car being almost by definition the Protestant overlords).

Whenever the IRA passed through a particular area, they left telltale green, white and gold pennants fluttering in the trees; and Bacon remembered thinking how pretty they looked, however sinister their message. Drawn from all over the country, IRA members were known to be well armed, with some of them carrying the latest German-made rifles. Occasionally the generalized threat erupted into a specific act of aggression. One incident that became engraved on Bacon’s memory took place at night when he was driving home with his grandfather Supple. Their car got stuck in the well-named Bog of Allen, a site much favoured by the rebels because it served as a natural trap for vehicles. As the lean, tough-looking police officer and the frightened boy abandoned the car, the darkness came alive with flashing lights and wild hallooings that relayed the accident from one rebel group to another. Fortunately, the two were able to find their way to a big house nearby whose owners, guns in hand, cross-examined them before giving them refuge.

An awareness of life as a perpetual hunt – the stalker and his prey, the aggressor and his victim – was to be fundamental to Bacon. It was implicit in all his images, not only in the obvious example of his coupled figures lying entwined as if in mortal combat but in the more general context of the observer and the observed. Danger, of course, sharpens the senses, and being routinely on the lookout and, in imagination at least, spied on by an unseen enemy provided the most vivid framework for the young boy’s fantasy. Later on, Bacon put into his paintings certain figures called ‘attendants’, whose only apparent function is to watch; their motive could equally well be sexual excitement or – like the hidden snipers – the desire to destroy. The sense of being under threat made a great impression on a mind which, by its very nature, hungered for strong sensations. Even at that tender age, Bacon must have instinctively sought them out and dwelt on them, since it is clear that his actual experience of war was no different and no more traumatic than that of countless other young people of the time.

The privileged aspects of Bacon’s childhood – large estates, family retainers – and the ruling-class assumptions that came with them rather belie the description Bacon himself gave of his origins when he was first officially questioned about them, shortly before his first retrospective exhibition at the Tate Gallery in 1962. ‘I had no upbringing at all,’ he told Sir John Rothenstein, then the Director of the Tate and the organizer of the exhibition. ‘I used simply to work on my father’s farm near Dublin. I read almost nothing as a child – as for pictures, I was hardly aware they existed.’8 This concept of the untutored lad, coming straight from the wilds of Ireland to produce a body of inexplicable, haunting images, is one that Bacon fostered throughout his life. To be thought of as a totally natural, uncultivated talent apparently suited Bacon’s purpose, no doubt allowing him both more freedom and a greater claim to absolute originality; and for that reason, perhaps, the fragmentary information he himself offered about his early years presented them as disaster-ridden and dangerous, with little comfort and no culture. During his lifetime, he also vigorously discouraged any attempt to look closely into his background, with the result that very little was known about it at the time of his death.

What makes Bacon’s childhood exceptional, and exceptionally interesting, is the fact that we tend to see it through his eyes – in his occasional recorded references to it, and above all through his painting. A distant, rather brutal father, a somewhat cold, self-centred mother, chronic asthma and an early death in the family, to say nothing of the tensions of war, are certainly not obvious ingredients for a happy childhood. But nor, in all probability, was it as desolate and harsh an upbringing as Bacon made out or his work leads us to imagine. The artist’s temperament was fuelled by a need for high drama and extremity to feed his painting, and it infused and coloured everything that came within his orbit.

From time to time, Bacon referred to specific incidents of cruelty that had impressed themselves on his mind. His grandmother’s second husband (who filled in the interlude before the Chief of Police arrived) was remembered for his sadistic tastes. He was particularly cruel to cats, cutting off their claws and tossing them to the Leix Hounds to stimulate their taste for blood; and when deep in his cups, he enjoyed stringing them up, then lurching round the house in so threatening a manner that his wife would scurry into a cupboard to get out of his way. At one point Bacon also referred, somewhat melodramatically, to the screams of Irish prisoners that he thought he could hear as their British captors laid into them with a cat-o’-nine-tails. But whether or not he actually heard the screams, he was aware of the atrocities being perpetrated by both sides and in retrospect he fancied he could all but see what he called ‘the shadow of the hangman’s noose’ falling across the fields where he played.

More disturbing, because the cruelty was so specific and was suffered by Bacon personally, is the story published after his death about his father arranging to have his small son regularly horsewhipped by the young and mostly unmarried grooms.9 No reason for the punishment was given in this posthumous – and possibly exaggerated – account, but presumably it reflected the father’s desire to ‘make a man’ of his sickly boy, just as he forced him to join a fox-hunt in spite of the fact that horses and hounds triggered off the child’s asthma. This illness undoubtedly strengthened Bacon’s resolve, once he had grown up, to keep as far away as possible from any kind of animal and, with some rare exceptions, to shun the countryside entirely.

Bacon’s lifelong asthma is an important key to his childhood and to his adult sensibility. Asthma ran in the family, and in later life Bacon frequently toyed with the idea of living for part of the year in a dry climate, like his maternal grandfather, John Loxley Firth, who had tried to relieve his own asthma by spending the worst of the British winter in Egypt (a fact which his grandson remembered because the location sounded so alluring). For an asthmatic the simple process of breathing is a struggle; each attack is an ordeal to be overcome, and during Bacon’s childhood little existed to loosen the constrictions safely. Nevertheless, asthmatics generally acknowledge that their condition sharpens the will to live, making mere existence – what Bacon used to call ‘conscious life’ – a pleasure in itself, since it has been so arduous to achieve.10 The asthmatic tends as a result to have a special fund of optimism, simply in order to surmount a new attack; and once the attack has passed, the optimism does indeed seem justified. Bacon himself referred all the time to his ‘optimistic nervous system’ (while qualifying it as ‘optimism about nothing’ and maintaining an unrelievedly pessimistic view of life), and this attitude can be understood more fully in the context of his permanent struggle with asthma.

If this early ordeal gives the asthmatic unusual resilience and reserves of stoicism, it also tends to form a character that appears aloof from the daily miseries of living. An unfeeling superiority or ruthlessness certainly characterized much of Bacon’s behaviour in later life, to the extent that many people who came into contact with him failed to see the instinctive compassion and the sometimes startling generosity with which he responded to those whom he liked or in some way felt responsible for.

The other, even more dominant factor in the boy’s life, especially as he approached adolescence, was the growing awareness of his homosexuality. Its importance to Bacon’s development, to his later life and to his vision as a painter cannot be overstated: one might indeed argue that, along with his dedicated ambition as an artist, his sexuality was the most important element in his life. Bacon would refer to himself as ‘completely homosexual’, someone for whom no doubt or wavering had ever existed. He himself recounted one banal youthful attempt at heterosexuality – with a prostitute who apparently ate chips while her client attempted intercourse; and he is reputed to have had sex, once and unsatisfactorily, with one of his favourite female friends and models, Isabel Rawsthorne.11

These, however, were the exceptions that proved the absolute, homosexual rule. ‘From as far back as I can remember I used to trail about after the grooms at home,’ Bacon would say. ‘I just liked to be near them.’ That these grooms, with whom he admitted to having sex in his early teens, were also the ones who horsewhipped him is a tempting conjecture in the light of Bacon’s sadomasochism and the tangibly violent sexuality that suffuses so much of his imagery. If indeed his father, to whom he was sexually drawn, ordered and witnessed the floggings carried out by the grooms, themselves a source of erotic excitement, then the complexity of emotion – of pain, thrill and humiliation – is sufficiently extreme to make any later violence, in life or on the canvas, almost too easy to explain.

Frankness about himself and his ‘tastes’ was a constant in Bacon’s conversation. But although he accepted his homosexuality fully and made no attempt to disguise it, he openly regretted it on occasion. ‘Being a homosexual is a defect,’ was the way he put it in certain moods. ‘It’s like having a limp.’ At other times, he would be aggressively defiant about it, insistently claiming: ‘Well, there it is. I’ve always preferred the arsehole to the cunt.’ Whether his earliest initiation to sex came from the stable boys or from encounters at boarding school is not clear; but from around the age of fifteen, Bacon would certainly have been more accurately aware of the nature of his sexuality than most of his contemporaries. His early schooling had been chaotic and intermittent, first because of his asthma and general sickliness, as well as a certain indifference on the part of his parents, whose restless, often apparently unmotivated shifts from house to house, between Ireland and England, exacerbated the situation; and second because Francis repeatedly ran away from the schools he had been sent to. ‘I just couldn’t seem to stay,’ was his disarming summary of the situation; and he seemed to imply that his parents were not much concerned whether he received a proper education or not.

In the event, for long periods of his childhood, Francis was simply left to his own devices: as long as he avoided his father, he could wander about the large country houses and extensive grounds at will. If he was not trailing after the grooms or spending time with his complicit grandmother, he was often to be found daydreaming – an activity which remained with him all his life and which (as with the Surrealists who were so central to his development) enabled him to conjure up and ‘work’ on the images he wanted to create. But the daydreaming was regularly interrupted. At one point, in Victorian fashion, his patchy and neglected education was entrusted for a while to a local clergyman, whose interest lay as much in horses as in the classics and who left no discernible trace on Bacon’s formative years.

What did inevitably affect the young Bacon, though he made light of it later, was the one relatively long stay – from the third term of 1924, just before his fifteenth birthday, until April 1926 – at Dean Close School in Cheltenham. The choice of this boarding school – less prestigious than Wellington, where his father had been – was dictated by the fact that his parents had momentarily settled near by in Gotherington, where they rented a property called Prescott House, which later became a club for Bugatti owners, then a hotel. This was typical of the imposing residences that his father favoured: it had been built in 1550 and enlarged during the eighteenth century, and it was famed locally because when Lord Ellenborough, once Governor-General of India, came to live in Cheltenham, he installed two ‘concubines’ there.

On arrival at Dean Close, a large, redbrick institution founded in the late nineteenth century, Francis was put into Brook House – or Ellam’s, as the house was called, after the master who ran it at the time. Bacon thought little of the teaching he received there and indeed of the school itself (‘a very minor public school’, he insisted witheringly), but this eighteen-month period nevertheless marked an important phase in his sentimental education. ‘My parents did this awful thing of putting me at Dean Close in midterm,’ he told me with undisguised gusto. ‘So I was led with them right the way down the dining hall where the whole school was sitting. And of course what’s called all conversation stopped and everybody just sat and stared at me. I felt I was finished after that and, once I was there, I just went wandering up and down the corridors, up and down the whole time, not daring to talk to anyone. Then this very nice-looking boy came up to me and said, “You can be my friend if you like.” Of course I had no idea what he really meant by being his friend. I thought, how nice to have a friend. Then this other friend – a Persian boy – came along who had “developed early”, as they say. It was all rather ridiculous, my life at school. But then, for some reason, I had always known that life was ridiculous. Even as a child, I knew it was impossible and futile, a kind of charade. I was a complete fool – I could never learn anything – but a sophisticated fool, and so I became a sort of clown and I got by because I amused the other boys. In the end I left Dean Close just before they asked to have me taken away.’

If Dean Close did not leave a favourable impression on Bacon, the reverse appears equally true. Shortly after the artist’s death, an obituary appeared in the school’s old boys’ magazine, the Old Decanian, with the following laconic tribute:

Francis Bacon’s great achievements were all products of his post-school life. He retained friendships with several of his contemporaries at school, but had no happy memories of his time here and, alas, could not be prevailed upon to return.

One of the few contemporaries to have survived and to remember Bacon recounts simply: ‘I can picture him walking round the school grounds with one other boy, and sometimes a second, both nameless to me now. He had few friends and never looked very happy or enthusiastic about anything. He made no mark at school.’12 The only other recollection by a fellow-pupil at Dean Close that it has been possible to find is much fuller, and worth quoting at length for the background it provides:

I first met Francis Bacon in the Boot Room at Dean Close School . . . Due to an interest in the Turf we soon became friends albeit he was in Ellam’s or Brook House (which I had already ‘labelled’ as Balliol College so ‘up market’ was it) whereas I was in the more earthy Neill’s or Tower House and as happy in the School as Francis made clear he was not. I stress that I neither knew nor know why a boy should have in my time been less than happy at Dean Close School. It was a Christian School run by clever Christian scholars: it was austere, yes, but harshly run – no. Francis was not in the OTC (Officers’ Training Corps) as I was happy to be; he took little or no part in games or at his desk work while efforts in School and House runs were moderate from all he told me. Put another way, he ‘didn’t fit’, as he admitted to me some years later. He was not alone in being unhappy at the School: in my wide circle of friends others were, but Francis was in Brook House, easily the most comfortable of the four.

On the Staff for Art we had the later well-known painter Adrian Daintry with whom I was to become friendly but to my certain knowledge Francis never had one lesson from him. Strange surely bearing in mind the momentous Art event to come!

As I well recall him Francis was a pleasant-mannered, fresh-faced youth always affable but clearly seeking a friend and already fit to take his place with panache at any London Dinner Party or weekend House Party.

Eventually the end of a Term came when he told me he would not return but that we must try to keep in touch especially as we were both London bound. I left in 1929 and next saw him when he became Geoffrey Gilbey’s racing secretary. Gilbey was a fine writer and a truly Christian man who may have tried to help Francis as he did me in those early years. I was often in Gilbey’s Ormonde Gate home but in 1932–33 Francis told me he was attracted to Berlin, Art, and life, so we did not meet for some years: in busy Newmarket to be exact in 1946 – fleetingly, in the main street outside the Jockey Club’s rooms there – when I had been in and out of the Royal Marines.13

After the family’s return to Ireland at the end of the First World War, Eddy Bacon had bought Farmleigh House from his mother-in-law, the grandmother with whom, of all his relatives, Francis felt the most natural affinity. Despite the fact that his father and grandmother did not get on, Bacon recalled in later years that ‘they were always exchanging houses with one another’. But the Bacons were never satisfied for long with any of their numerous addresses, however attractive they sound. ‘There was a period when they were forever vacillating between England and Ireland,’ the artist remembered, without much warmth. One further migration to England took them briefly to a house called Linton Hall, situated on the border of Gloucestershire and Herefordshire. Then they returned to Ireland and established themselves at Straffan Lodge, another agreeable mansion set in open grounds near Naas in County Kildare, not far from Dublin. Finally, well after Francis had left the family fold, they returned once again to England, settling in Bradford Peverell, near Dorchester, where they stayed until Eddy Bacon died.

Eddy Bacon’s horse-training ventures never prospered. Being self-opinionated and quick to find fault, he quarrelled with almost everybody who came close to him. His son Francis would describe him later with considerable disdain as a ‘failed horse-trainer’, who spent much of his later life in irritated idleness, obsessively twiddling the cat’s whisker on his wireless set from one far-flung, incomprehensible station to another. After the death of his favourite, youngest son, Eddy found no satisfaction in family life either. Although – and perhaps to some extent because – his wife had provided most of the means to keep the family during their wanderings from mansion to mansion, Eddy apparently showed little affection for Winnie, and the marriage never developed into a satisfactory relationship. Francis had always been something of a thorn in his father’s side. It was bad enough that he had choking fits and turned blue in the face whenever he came into contact with hounds or horses. It was worse when he began mentioning the fact that he might want to become an artist of some kind, because that, in the Captain’s mind, could only signify unmanly decadence and penury. Worse still were the rumours that Francis had been about to be expelled from Dean Close for ‘going’ with other boys. Relatives had already remarked, in all innocence, ‘how like a girl’ Francis could look. For fancy-dress parties in the family circle, he would appear as an Eton-cropped flapper, complete with backless dress, beads and a cigarette holder so long it reached to the candles in the middle of the table; Francis was superb in the role, having perfected his make-up and clothes in numerous exaggerated sketches which he gave to his mother. Disguised as a curate, his father looked on uneasily and said nothing as Francis rolled his eyes, shook his earrings and made all the women laugh. He was too bemused by the spectacle his son was making of himself to know how to react. But beneath his strong, silent bearing, suspicion and resentment were building up. And when, in the summer of 1926, Captain Bacon actually caught the effeminate, wayward sixteen-year-old with his mother’s underwear on, admiring himself in front of the mirror, his self-righteous wrath knew no bounds: Francis would have to go. He had been obliged to leave school. Now he would be ‘expelled’ from home.

Francis Bacon regularly recounted this final break with his father as if nothing could be more hilarious – a particularly absurd chapter in what he called his ‘ridiculous and ghastly’ life. But his father’s disgust and dismissal wounded him deeply, in a way that he was never able to forget. Before his life had really begun, he had been rejected by his own kin and branded as an outsider. The extreme humiliation, in someone who even as an adolescent was not unaware of his superior gifts, would find expression in an equally potent rage – which encouraged him to rebel against his father’s world (with all its claims to great ancestors) and cause a shock as sharp and enduring as the pain it had given him. Despite his sensitivity, his wayward instincts and his brilliance, the son was to prove tougher and more unrelenting than the father. Having been made an outcast, the defiant young man set himself in fearsome opposition. Nothing could have concentrated a naturally refractory temperament better: from the moment of his rejection, Francis Bacon set out to take rebellion to its furthest extreme.
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