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Greetings 

This month heralds a step closer to a total lifting of restrictions, thanks to a lot 
of perseverance and a bit of luck. 

May 1988 wasn’t a particularly lucky month for Lucien Freud, especially the 
27th, because that was the date that his portrait of his friend and fellow artist Francis 
Bacon was stolen by a person or persons unknown, whilst in a British Exhibition in 
Berlin. The portrait owned by the Tate Gallery, was part of a retrospective exhibition 
touring Europe. 

It is one of the art world’s great unsolved mysteries, although Bacon did 
receive a ransom demand a year later, and was on course to recover the work, only 
to have the operation scuppered by a police blunder. 

A close friend of Bacon’s, Barry Joule, revealed that the artist had received a 
police call from an associate of the Krays, (During the 60’s, Bacon has fraternised 
with gangsters, among them the Krays), demanding a ransom for the picture’s safe 
return. 

Bacon stuffed £140,000 into a satchel in readiness for the “exchange”. Joule 
wanted to inform the police, but Bacon refused as he was still feeling aggrieved by 
the 1968 drugs bust involving his lover, George Dyer. Instead, he elected to inform 
The Tate Gallery, who was the rightful owner. The two men then awaited further 
instructions for the “handover”, but none came.  

What they did notice, however, was a Ford Fiesta with three “undercover” 
police officers, with their heads buried in newspapers, parked outside the artist’s 
studio. Apparently, they couldn’t have been more obvious if they each had a blue 
light flashing on their heads! 

Convinced that the gangsters would have also spotted them, Bacon angrily 
sent the officers away. For weeks afterwards, he was in constant fear for his life, 
thinking that the Krays and associates would be “out to get me for grassing to the 
police”. 

The Bacon portrait – (actual size 7ʺx5ʺ) oil on copper, 
was one of the few Freud paintings that Bacon actually liked.  

Following the theft, Freud designed and plastered Berlin 
with 2,500 images of Bacon on “wanted” posters, complete 
with a reward; and a private donor also offered a reward of 
£100,000 for information leading to the painting’s recovery. 

Bacon died in 1992 and had resigned himself to the 
painting’s fate - “Most likely it was burnt”, he remarked.  

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https://a1000mistakes.wordpress.com/2019/07/02/great-art-lucian-freuds-portraits-of-francis-bacon-from-50s/&psig=AOvVaw39CdjAv7c1kxBcQhNuqWer&ust=1616066981953000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCPC7vuWct-8CFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE


Freud had painted the portrait in 1952 when he was 32 years old and Bacon 
was 43. He admired his sitter and intended the work as a tribute. 

Depicted in full face, which is unusual in portraiture, he has a menacing 
appearance, such as you might expect to have been transfused by his association 
with the criminal underworld. His lip has begun to curl, as if on the point of sneering. 
And his eyes hardly inspire credence with their downward look. 

It is not surprising that Freud should have been so impressed by his older 
friend. 

The dangerous lifestyle of Bacon must have seemed very glamorous, and 
whilst Freud was still trying to find his way as a painter, Bacon was at the top of his 
game, and was creating the finest paintings of his life. 

As time passed and the two artists grew older, they also grew apart. 

Freud was becoming popular, and Bacon did not like the artists whom he 
befriended to succeed, feeling, as insecure people often do, that the success of 
others somehow diminished his own achievements. 

And for his own part, Freud began to lose respect for Bacon’s output, 
regarding his later work to be a poor echoing of his best pictures. 

The friendship between the two artists was irrevocably over when Freud 
refused to loan Bacon a picture that the latter had painted, and Freud owned, for 
inclusion in a retrospective exhibition at the Tate in 1985. 

Freud’s refusal, he explained, was not malicious: he had lent the painting often 
in the past, but the Tate exhibition was to contain many works that he considered 
had little merit, and he didn’t want to court association. 

The two artists barely spoke to each other again, however, after Bacon’s death 
in 1992, Freud recounted, generously, to several obituarists. 

The portrait has never been recovered, but the Tate continues to list the 
painting in its catalogues as “not on display”. 

So if you happen upon it, there may be a decent drink on offer!     

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The next Sketching Group meetup will be 10am on 29th April at the Gates to 
Kings Park next to the Old Police Station. Everyone welcome, free of course. Stay 
as long or as short a time as you wish, but if the weathers bad we may postpone. 

 

The submission dates for the Summer Exhibition Online are 1st to 10th June, 
further information on the process will be released in the next few weeks. 

 

We are awaiting a decision by the committee of Clarborough Village Hall on 
whether our workshop booked for May 22nd can go ahead. We will advise the 
membership ASAP. 

 

Stay safe. 

 

Mick 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


