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Gilles Deleuze writes “Figure is the sensible form of the sensation; it 

acts immediately upon the nervous system, which is of the flesh.”1 Sensation 
is the instinct we feel towards a painting. It is what is painted, it is both 
subject and object. It is experienced when one inhabits a painting, affecting 
the body but at the same time being affected by the body, “one through the 
other, one in the other.”2 The form the sensation takes is a deformation of the 
form of the object. This is why every sensation passes from one level to 
another. Deleuze says, the paintings of Francis Bacon “liberate the figure.”3 
His paintings act on the instincts of the person experiencing the sensations 
that are painted. They area about “rendering visible forces that are not 
themselves visible.”4 The sensation in the screaming pope isn’t in the horror 
the pope might be seeing, it is in the pope’s act of screaming, the fact that he 
“sees nothing and screams before the invisible.”5  

The instincts a person has towards Bacon’s paintings is defined by the 
sensation at that moment. The instinct allows the movement from one order 
of sensation to the next. Deleuze goes on to suggest: “The levels of 
sensation would be like…snapshots of motion.”6 But motion does not explain 
the order of sensation, rather the sensation explains the movement in 
Bacon’s painting as an action of invisible forces on the body. A more 
accurate interpretation would then be “domains of sensation that refer to the 
different sense organs.”7 With the sensation reverberating around the body 
and through the painting with a rhythm that impacts on all the organs. “The 
painter would thus make visible a kind of original unity of the sense, and 
would make a multisensible Figure appear visually.”8 
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