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Francis Bacon (left)
and Michael
Peppiatt in David
Hockney’s London
studio, 1975. Photo
David Hockney.

Profoundly Blotto
by David Ebony
MICHAEL PEPPIATT

Francis Bacon in Your Blood
New York and London, Bloomsbury, 2015; 416 pages, $30 hardcover.

Readers of Michael Peppiatt’s recent memoir Francis Bacon
in Your Blood may feel a bit hungover after finishing the book.
That’s because the author so vividly describes the intense, boozesoaked, all-night carousing he frequently participated in as one
of Francis Bacon’s favorite drinking buddies and a trusted friend
for nearly thirty years, from the mid-1960s until Bacon’s death
in 1992. A work with significant art historical value, illuminating some hitherto little-known aspects of the School of London
milieu, Peppiatt’s raucous book reads like a highly entertaining
picaresque novel. While it details drunken jaunts with Bacon
to seedy straight bars and queer private clubs, it also portrays
the artist as a savvy operator, gracefully maneuvering through
high-end art galleries and museums as well as many of the most
socially exclusive watering holes of London and Paris.
The author of an earlier, well-received biography of the
artist, Francis Bacon: Anatomy of an Enigma (1996), and the
curator of a number of important posthumous Bacon exhibi-

tions, including “Francis Bacon in the 1950s,” a museum show
that toured internationally in 2006 and 2007, Peppiatt has
already made a sizable contribution to Bacon lore. In recent
years, Bacon’s legend has grown in tandem with the soaring
prices of his works. His Three Studies of Lucian Freud, a 1969
triptych, became one of the world’s most expensive works of art
when it sold at auction in 2013 for $142.4 million.
In addition, a critical reassessment of Bacon’s late paintings
is currently under way. Some writers have seen Bacon’s work
produced after the mid-1970s as formulaic or rote. A number
of recent exhibitions, however, such as “Francis Bacon: Late
Paintings,” a museum-quality show at Gagosian Gallery in
New York last fall, aimed to demonstrate how Bacon in his later
years pushed his art toward a refined visual language of ever
greater psychological and sociological impact, with correspondingly greater art historical depth. Francis Bacon in Your Blood
serves to dispel many misconceptions about Bacon’s late work
and, in a sense, to “rehumanize” the man, debunking the myth
of a slightly mad, sadomasochistic personality.
The book is an unusual hybrid, both a revealing study of
a well-known artist and a candid autobiography. It traces the
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Despite the excessive drinking and frequent predawn cruising,
Bacon was extremely prolific. He rarely painted when drunk, but
with little sleep he managed to be very creative in the morning.
author’s coming of age in the art worlds of London and Paris in
the 1960s and the ’70s, with Bacon as a kind of father figure and
mentor. Peppiatt eventually emerges as a compelling character in
his own right, in some ways just as eccentric as Bacon.
The author began his career writing exhibition reviews of
contemporary art for various international publications, such as
the Financial Times, Le Monde, Art News, and Art International.
One of the most engaging parts of the book is Peppiatt’s account
of how he came to purchase Art International in 1985, and the
tumultuous time he had running the magazine as editor and
publisher, operating out of his Paris apartment. In a crisis, he
could depend on Bacon for financial support. Soon after the
artist’s death, the magazine folded.
			
WHEN THEY FIRST met, in 1963, Peppiatt was a Cambridge student and Bacon, thirty years his senior, was in the
midst of a burgeoning career—a controversial but respected
figure enjoying a great deal of art world attention, and earning
considerable sums for his art. He also attracted a growing throng
of friends, enemies, and hangers-on. Peppiatt sought out Bacon
for an interview while editing a special issue of the student
magazine Cambridge Opinion focused on the theme of “Modern
Art in Britain,” a bold topic at the time for the stuffy institution.
Approaching the assignment with some trepidation, Peppiatt tracked down Bacon at a notorious bar in London’s Soho
district called the French House. Much to his surprise, Bacon
immediately consented to the interview. Peppiatt describes how
the project dragged on for weeks as Bacon pulled Peppiatt into
his inner circle. Bacon was never equivocal about his homosexuality, but their relationship was strictly platonic. Bacon relished
the idea of having an attractive, young heterosexual friend who
was fluent in several languages, including French, as Bacon was.
He was impressed by the young man’s knowledge of art history,
and especially by his ability to consume massive quantities of
alcohol on any given night and still remain an attentive listener.
Through Bacon, Peppiatt met some of the most prominent
artists, writers, and celebrities of the day, ranging from Samuel
Beckett and Jean-Paul Sartre to Andy Warhol and Jasper Johns
to film stars Catherine Deneuve and Sophia Loren. Fortunately, Peppiatt kept a detailed journal of his evenings out on
the town with Bacon, which forms the nucleus of the book.
He manages to capture some enlightening and often hilarious
exchanges between Bacon and friends like Lucian Freud, David
Sylvester, Michel Leiris, and Marguerite Duras, as well as many
intimate, one-on-one conversations he had with Bacon over
the years. Even in a drunken stupor, Bacon would say eloquent
and profound things about art and life, the only evidence of his
inebriation being that he repeated these statements over and
over throughout the night, so by morning Peppiatt could easily
recall his comments verbatim and write them down.
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Early on in their friendship, during a late-night, champagnesodden conversation, Peppiatt ventured to ask Bacon why he
twisted and deformed his painted figures:
“I’m only trying to deform into truth,” Francis says.
“After all, photography has done so much, and how
are you to make a portrait nowadays unless you bring
what’s called the facts of someone’s appearance more
directly and more violently back on to the nervous
system? You have to deform appearance into image.
There it is. If I didn’t have to live, I wouldn’t let any
of this out.”
Despite the excessive drinking and frequent predawn cruising, Bacon was extremely prolific in the last decades of his life.
He rarely painted when drunk, but with little sleep he managed
to be very creative in the morning, even after an all-night bender.
“The worse the hangover, the more my mind seems to crackle
with energy,” the artist explained.
When it finally appeared, the Cambridge Opinion’s
“Modern Art in Britain” issue caused something of a national
stir. By that time, Peppiatt was a permanent fixture in Bacon’s
entourage. He was one of the few invited to the artist’s tiny,
ramshackle home and studio at 7 Reece Mews. Despite the
fact that Bacon owned a number of more spacious properties
in London and Paris, he felt comfortable living and working
only in this hovel.
Peppiatt recalls the place as “a kind of mad, visual treasure
chamber,” heaped full of torn photos, clippings, layers of
debris, slashed canvases, dried paintbrushes, and crusty, paintsplattered clothes. Soon after the Irish-born artist’s death, a
team of archaeologists dismantled the squalid studio bit by bit
and reassembled it in the Hugh Lane municipal art gallery in
Dublin, where it is now on permanent display.
As Peppiatt’s friendship with Bacon strengthened, he decided
to continue the informal interviews, and they met on a regular
basis for drinks and conversation. “In a sense, I realize, interviewing him has become quite central to my life,” Peppiatt writes,
“It’s become personally important to me, almost as if by finding
out more about Francis’s life and his painting, I will have a better
chance of finding myself and what I want to do with my life.”
Peppiatt inevitably established close friendships with Bacon’s
lovers, including the hapless George Dyer, a former thief and
vagrant, who became the subject of many classic Bacon works.
Some of the most riveting pages of the book record the circumstances of Dyer’s death in 1972, when, during the night of the formal vernissage of Bacon’s retrospective at the Grand Palais in Paris,
he committed suicide in the hotel room he and Bacon shared.
Throughout the book, Peppiatt is never judgmental about
Bacon’s choice of paramours or pickups. His own private life
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was at times in horrific disarray, making Bacon’s lifestyle
seem tame by comparison. At one period, for example, Peppiatt spent a great deal of time and effort creating elaborate
schemes to keep his pregnant mistress a secret from his then
live-in girlfriend.
In the end, the relevance of Francis Bacon in Your Blood
may reach well beyond the art world. Peppiatt often mentions Proust’s monumental Remembrance of Things Past as a
major source of inspiration for himself as well as for Bacon.
But the aspiration of this Bacon-centered reminiscence is

closer to that of George Orwell’s 1933 tale of a luckless
writer, Down and Out in Paris and London, which Peppiatt
also cites as an influence. A few lines from Orwell’s book
would have made an appropriate epigraph to this volume:
“As for the wine, I sucked it all down in one draught, and
it seemed to go straight into my veins and flow around my
body like new blood. Ah, that made a difference!”1
1. George Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and New York, New York, Harcourt,
1933/1961, p. 86.
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Francis Bacon:
Late Paintings
Words like “calm” and “contemplative” are rarely used
to describe the paintings of
Francis Bacon. Yet the
portraits and landscapes he
made during the last twenty
years of his life, shown in a
2015 Gagosian exhibition in
New York, forgo the harsh
brushstrokes and disturbing emotions found in his
midcentury studies of twisted
nudes and “screaming” popes.
This catalogue, which accompanied the show, includes an
essay on Bacon’s relationship
to Henry Moore by Richard
Calvocoressi, former director
of the Scottish Gallery of
Modern Art.
New York, Gagosian/Rizzoli, 2015; 208
pages, illustrated, $100 hardcover.
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MARTIN HARRISON, ed.

Francis Bacon:
Catalogue Raisonné
British curator Martin Harrison compiled this five-volume
catalogue raisonné over the
course of ten years. The
resultant tome—luxuriously
clothbound and exceptionally
pricey—contains eight hundred
color reproductions from all
stages of the influential artist’s
career. Numerous previously
unpublished works, handwritten notes, and examples
of eclectic furniture design
provide an unusual look at the
artist’s life and oeuvre. The
publication coincides with
a traveling show opening at
Tate Liverpool and two Bacon
exhibitions curated by Harrison, at the Grimaldi Forum in
Monaco and the Guggenheim
Museum in Bilbao.
London, Estate of Francis Bacon, 2016;
1,556 pages, 800 color illustrations, $1,500
hardcover.

MICHAEL JUUL HOLM,
ANDERS KOLD, and
STEPHEN MCCOUBREY,
eds.

Lucian Freud:
A Closer Look
A notorious womanizer,
Lucian Freud is, not surprisingly, best known for his
female nudes. This catalogue,
published on the occasion of
an exhibition of Freud’s works
on paper produced since 1982,
centers on etchings borrowed
from the corporate UBS Art
Collection. These works, which
often depict the same models
featured in his paintings, were
created through a lengthy
process that includes metal
scoring, wax application, and
acid baths. One set of the
book’s illustrations documents
ten stages of making a single
print.
Humlebæk, Denmark, Louisiana Museum
of Modern Art, 2016; 112 pages, 63
illustrations, $35 hardcover.

CATHERINE LAMPERT

Frank Auerbach:
Speaking and
Painting
Curator and historian
Catherine Lampert, who
began sitting weekly for Frank
Auberbach’s portraits in the
late 1970s and more recently
curated a show of his work
at Tate Britain, here offers
a deeply personal chronicle
of the artist’s life and career.
Anecdotes drawn from Lampert’s private conversations
with the artist, along with previously published interviews,
detail Auerbach’s flight from
the Nazis to Britain at age
seven as well as his friendships
with peers like Leon Kossoff,
Lucian Freud, and Francis
Bacon.
New York, Thames & Hudson, 2015; 240
pages, 100 illustrations, $40 hardcover.
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