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Key Sales Points

* Comprises of five essays that deconstruct Bacon’s imagination in ways
that offer revealing insights into the main and his work

* Discusses and discloses previously hidden meanings in Bacon’s work by
exploring the artist’s non-conscious mental process

* Published under the aegis of the Estate of Francis Bacon
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Sexuality as Chiasmus between the Human Situation and the Nervous System
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Bacon was interested in capturing this point of division in his father, it would follow
that he would gravitate towards the image of the lost child. And it is exactly this
motif that we find in the two images that, apart from the Velazquez, were to ‘haunt’
Bacon more than any others. First of all, the scene of the screaming nurse from
Eisenstein’s ‘Battleship Potemkin’, in which the baby in the pram falls away from her,
followed by the image of a man striking a blow with a sword. When Bacon travelled
to Berlin after he left Ireland at seventeen in the wake of his brother’s death, it
was not just the decadence and sexual commerce that left its mark on him, but the
isolated image from this film.

And secondly, Poussin’s The Massacre of the Innocents in which a soldier strikes a

child as he presses his foot into its neck, and the mother desperately tries to stop him.

Bacon became mesmerised by this painting after he saw it at Chantilly, directly after
his stay in Berlin, and it contains what Bacon would call ‘probably the best human
cry in painting’. The echo of ‘innocent’ from The Massacre of the I cents to the
Vel azquez Portrait of Pope Innocent X can’t be mere accident. It isn’t just in the image
itself that we need to look for clues to help understand the effect of the Velazquez
portrait : there is a link to the Poussin in language, through the word ‘innocent’.
Bacon painted versions of the Potemkin image, and it has often been pointed
out that the scream of the Screaming Popes is in fact the scream of the Potemkin
nurse, a still of which Bacon kept on the wall of his studio. The figure with the first
real scream, the 1952 Study of a Head, both wears the pince-nez from Potemkin

.ightfoot and has a strangely feminine appearance. And just as the pince-nez ramify
in Bacon’s art, so do the wheels of the nurse’s pram: the tubular structures may

of course derive from Bacon’s furniture designs and any number of sources, but it
would be difficult to deny the ubiquity of pram imagery, from the 1945 Figure in a
Landscape, the 1946 Painting to Pope I and the 1971 remake of Painting. We could also
of course wonder why he had been originally drawn to that style of curved steel so
soon after his Berlin and Paris adventure.

Ve can note here that both images, the Poussin and the Potemkin, involve
exactly the same elements: a woman screaming, a doomed child and a military man
striking a blow. And Poussin’s child is not simply doomed, he is very graphically
gasping for breath, a detail which becomes all the more impnrl.ml when we remember
that Edward Bacon was to die of a respiratory illness or, in the family mytholog
of an asthma attack. It is also surely no accident that one memory from the Berlin
trip that Bacon would repeat was grasping the swan’s neck that formed the corners
of the breakfast trolley at the Hotel Adlon, a feature of not only the Poussin image
but the 1944 Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifizion.The world is just a
dung heap’, Bacon would say, ‘it’s made up of compost of the millions and millions
who have died and are blowing about. The dead are blowing in your nostrils every
hour, every second you breathe in’. Do we now have an answer to our question of why
Bacon’s Popes are screaming? Is it for the same reason that the nurse in Potemkin
is screaming, the lost child? It is indeed significant that the series of Screaming
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the stimulus; moreover, departures are resistant to adaptation, in that continual
exposure does not diminish the response obtained from the DLPFC and parietal
cortex, as repeated exposure to unusual human artefacts apparently does.

This raises a host of interesting questions. The first among them is related
to the representation of faces, bodies and objects in the brain. Whether they are
represented in discrete groupings within a larger cortical area or whether each of
these categories is separately represented, Bacon’s paintings raise the question of
a separate and privileged access to the brain’s emotional systems existing for the
representation of faces and bodies, compared to that which exists for ordinary
man-made objects. If so, it is likely that groupings or modules representing faces
and bodies have dif th the brai otional system, through
routes that remain to be determined. Equally interesting in this context is that the
representation of faces and bodies appears to be much more robust, which implies
that there is less room for experience to modify that representation in the way that
representation of human artefacts can be modified, a suggestion supported by the
experiments of Chen & Zeki (2011). This imp
are much more plastic than those of the former, making i

erent connec

es that the connections of the latter
t interesting to uncover

the different mechanisms that regulate plasticity in these different representations.

This is also likely to be reflected in the mechanisms regulating the formation

of concepts for different attributes. The enduring shock element in Bacon’s
paintings, even after repeated viewing, speaks in favour of a pronounced resistance
to modifying the concept of a face or a body; by contrast, concepts of human
artefacts are much more modifiable and less resistant to change. Hence, it follows
that the determinants of concept formation are much less plastic for faces and
bodies, the brain apparently not tolerating departures from a primitive significant
configuration for them.

Next comes the question of routing of visual signals to and from a given area
of the brain. It is important to realise that faces and bodies, whether ugly, neutral or
beautiful, are processed through common structures - the OFA, the FFA and other
areas detailed above. At some point in these pathways, a neural decision must be
taken to forward the results of the processing to one part of the emotional brain

or another. This raises the question ‘at what level, in the face and body processing
pathways, is the routing of signals to one of the destinations made?', a question

that applies equally to beautiful and ug
and how signals are not routed to the emotiona

y faces. It is also interesting to learn

ithout
eliciting a strong and detectable response, as happens with neutral faces. This of
course amounts to a neurobiological question of general interest, for all cortical
areas have multiple inputs and outputs and whether all the outputs from an area are
active when the area undertakes an operation or whether they are active only when
the area undertakes a particular operation (Zeki 1993). In our context, this can be
more precisely formulated by asking whether departures in significant configuration
in one direction activate certain outputs from the area while departures in the other
direction activate other pathways.

This also raises the question of what consti
from a given area, say the FFA, a neg
configuration. In theory at least, it should be possible to study this by using in
techniques that can determine whether the pattern of activity in a given area differs
according to departures from the essential configuration.

Hence, Bacon’s work raises a host of interesting and important problems, not
in the somewhat specific domain of the neural mechanisms regulating face and
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