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 “We nearly always live through screens—a screened existence. And I sometimes think, when people say my work looks violent, that perhaps I have from time to time been able to clear away one or two of the veils or screens.”
Francis Bacon
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The concern of this essay is to introduce a few critical thoughts on the problem of essence. These are thoughts which have been elicited firstly by the reflection on the work of a genial British artist, Francis Bacon (1909-1992), and secondly by Gilles Deleuze’s concept of the head without a face which he established in his study Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation (1981). To begin with, we could say that Bacon’s art is characterised predominantly by its self-referential and non-representational character, and importantly enough also by the fact that it does anything but depict any kinds of essences. Thus, it seems that we could do away with the problem of essence right at the beginning of our short contemplation on Bacon’s paintings. However, since we have to think about the non-essence as a strikingly important feature of Bacon’s work, which we will attempt to show bellow, we cannot get rid of the essence so easily.
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In connection with Bacon’s work critics often speak about the loss of the self. What they mean is simply the non-essence of a human being present in most of Bacon’s portraits. In this short essay, we should focus exactly on this depiction of the presence of the non-essence as something which might be considered one of the most significant original outcomes of Bacon’s art: while the avant-garde art and the modern thought denied the notion of an essence and were merely capable of showing the lack of it, Francis Bacon seems to have managed to show the necessary effect of this process of the loss of essence and succeeded in picturing the presence of a non-essence. 
The best since the most appealing non-essence to be shown is, of course, the absence of the concept of the soul in an image of a human being. Bacon’s distorted animal-like heads and bodies are breathtaking as they make us doubt the existence of a man’s essence, i.e. they make us clearly realise the inevitable consequences of our denial of the concept which had been part of our thought for such a long time. Suddenly, we have to admit that indeed we have never been able to imagine a human being without a soul, without a reason, without a structure, without a face. To put it boldly, our eagerness to leave the essence aside as an anachronism coincides with our inability to think without the notion of an essence, so we end up in a paradox which is most obvious when it comes to self-reflection: on the one hand we are denying the old-fashioned essentialism, but at the same time we come to assert the naked vulnerable face of the Other.
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In observing Bacon’s pictures we are mercilessly pushed to take into account this paradox of our thought and perception. It is possible to say that in most of Bacon’s portraits we are confronted with a distorted body which is devoid of its purpose, i.e. of its masks of spirituality or humanity or kindness or anything of that sort. The observer is often provided with a great deal of violence, the most violent being the sight of impure emptiness which remains after most of the veils have been removed by the strokes of Bacon’s brush. So it is not surprising that Bacon’s pictures never confront us with the nakedness of the face or with an eye representing the depths of the soul. The face and the soul have been necessarily abandoned with the essence. Therefore, in some of Bacon’s portraits, the only appreciable trait of a human face is the animal-like rage or possibly pain which we recognize in the sight of an open mouth screaming or bleeding.
 Gilles Deleuze interpreted Bacon’s portraits as portraits “of heads and not of faces”
. For Deleuze “the face is a structured spatial organization which covers the head, while the head is an adjunct of the body, even though it is its top”
. So what Deleuze most praises about Bacon’s “project as a portraitist”
, as he put it, is Bacon’s “unmaking the face, rediscovering or pulling up the head beneath the face”
.  Nevertheless, Deleuze does not suggest that Bacon’s heads lack the spirit, he only claims that the spirit “is a spirit which is body, corporeal and vital breath, an animal spirit; it is the animal spirit of man: a pig-spirit, a buffalo-spirit, a dog-spirit, a bat-spirit...”
.
An animal-spirit which Deleuze speaks about is clearly not anything like an essence at all since it is something completely disorganized and unpredictable, something shadowy. It is undoubtedly not the soul revealed in the face. But if it is not an essence, a face, a structure, what should we imagine this corporeal spirit which is made so vividly present in most of Bacon’s work is supposed to refer to?
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Deleuze suggests that “what Bacon's painting constitutes is a zone of the indiscernible, of the undecidable, between man and animal”
, however, despite the relevance and importance of this statement, this does not provide us with any clarification of the nature of the connection between a human being and an animal-like shadow in Bacon’s pictures. Surely we can watch a “man coupled with his animal in an underlying act of bullfighting“
, i.e. a man becoming an animal, but even if we were able to cope with it, we would not understand. 
We may feel that the essence has been replaced by a mere shadow, a shadow which does not even belong to the human body as we imagine it, i.e. with its anatomy rules and bone structures. But we cannot explain the existence or the nature of that shadow. The shadow is a body and it is a spirit, the body and the spirit are one, so neither the spirit nor the body is an essence any more. Deleuze says that “man becomes animal, but he does not become so without the animal simultaneously becoming spirit, the spirit of man, the physical spirit of man”
.  

The surface of the canvas, the brushstrokes, the meat or the scream show the presence of something which we cannot grasp as easily as the loss of the self connected with the loss of essence. In interpreting Bacon’s work we are to approach a positive presence of what we get after we have suspended the concept of essence. All of a sudden, we are to move into an extremely uncomfortable position and our perspective is not one from which we could perceive to understand. We become a Baconian figure ourselves – our bones are twisted and our movements are out of control. There’s no spine to keep us safely erected.  We perceive the world as in a dream – without essence. But we are not unaware, though, we now fully realise what Bacon once said: "We are born and we die and there's nothing else. We're just part of animal life." 
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To conclude, it is quite evident that Francis Bacon’s work calls for reflection, but not for explanation. If we live in two worlds, a comprehensible one and an incomprehensible one, then Bacon has showed that it is impossible for us to escape from any of them. We understand through the lack of essence and we do-not-understand through the presence of non-essence. Bacon’s animal-like corporeal non-essential spirit belongs to neither side, but to the border between the comprehensible and incomprehensible. Furthermore, Bacon shows that a human being is not unconscious although it has an animal spirit. This is a lesson that Bacon might have learnt from Nietzsche’s Zarathustra: "Man is a rope stretched between the animal and the Superman -- a rope over an abyss...What is great in man is that he is a bridge and not a goal: what is lovable in man is that he is a transition..." 
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