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INTRODUCTION


While working on the ‘Bacon/Giacometti’ exhibition that was shown at the Fondation Beyeler in Basel through the summer of 2018, I did extensive research into the relationship between the two artists, who did not get to know each other well until less than a year before Giacometti’s death. As I explored the occasions when the two of them met and spent time together in every available detail, I began to feel I could actually hear them talking…


This ‘Dialogue’ between Francis Bacon and Alberto Giacometti has in fact been turning slowly in my mind ever since Bacon told me repeatedly about his encounters with Giacometti while the latter was in London to supervise the preparations for his major retrospective at the Tate in 1965. I had met Bacon two years previously to interview him for a student magazine I was editing, and I continued to see him frequently in the years that followed. Bacon had been deeply impressed both by Giacometti’s work and by his arduous existence in a tumble-down studio behind Montparnasse which never changed, despite the sculptor’s growing fame.


I didn’t hear Giacometti’s version of their long, animated discussions (one of them lasting through the night), but I had been in thrall to Giacometti both as a man and as an artist ever since Bacon suggested I should go and make myself known to him when I left London to live in Paris. Holding Bacon’s letter of introduction in my hand, I paid my first visit to Giacometti’s studio in Alésia in January 1966, quite unaware that the sculptor had just died in a hospital near his birthplace in Switzerland. The story might have ended there. The sense that I had missed a unique opportunity, however, made me all the more eager to get to know Giacometti’s work and his world intimately. As a result, I met most of his inner circle, from his brother, Diego, and his widow, Annette, to the poets and writers who had been close to him. Once I had read all the interviews he had given and listened to him talking on tape, I could hear and reproduce Giacometti’s gravelly voice almost as faithfully as Bacon’s more sardonic tones. So, while this ‘Dialogue’ remains a fiction, it is a fiction deeply rooted in fact.
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BACON/GIACOMETTI: A DIALOGUE





London, 1965


Giacometti is in London to oversee the hang of his big exhibition at the Tate. He has been aware of Bacon and his work for some time, but the two men have grown closer because they have several friends in common, the writer Michel Leiris, the critic David Sylvester and, above all, the artist’s model Isabel Rawsthorne, a striking beauty with whom Giacometti had an anguished (and possibly unconsummated) affair. Both artists have made memorable portraits of her.


Bacon himself has had a retrospective show at the Tate a couple of years earlier, and since the exhibition travelled to several European museums, he is becoming a name to reckon with both at home and abroad. Still, eight years younger than Giacometti, he is considerably less well-known than the Swiss-born sculptor whose prodigious talents are admired throughout the international art world. Giacometti, however, is already in poor health, and will die the following year.


Isabel has organised a couple of dinners in London for Giacometti and Bacon to get to know each other better. Bacon has long admired Giacometti’s work, especially his drawings, which he believes are more concentrated and evocative than his sculpture. Struck though he is by the force of Bacon’s images, Giacometti remains unconvinced by the English painter’s practice of ‘attacking’ the canvas without any preparatory drawing, since he himself draws constantly every day and makes it the basis of everything he creates.
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