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THE ‘SECRET OF LIFE’ LETTER  

TO BE SOLD AT CHRISTIE’S ON APRIL 10 
 

Remarkable Letter from Francis Crick to His Son,  

Outlining the Revolutionary Discovery of the Structure and Function of DNA   

Estimate: $1-2 million 

 
Francis Crick (right) with James D. Watson, co-discoverers of the structure and function of DNA, circa 1953 

 

New York - On April 10, Christie’s New York will offer a letter from Francis Crick, the co-discoverer of the 

structure and function of deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA), to his son, outlining the revolutionary discovery, dated 

19 March 1953 (estimate: $1-2 million).  The 7 page handwritten letter expresses Crick’s personal excitement 

of the recognition of the double helix structure of DNA.  The letter was addressed to Francis’s son, Michael 

Crick, who was twelve at the time and at a British boarding school and was instructed to “Read this carefully so 

that you understand it. When you come home we will show you the model.” 

Francis Harry Compton Crick (1916-2004) 

Francis Crick was born in Northampton, England in 1916, to a family which ran a successful shoemaking firm. 

Crick studied physics at University College in London, but his studies were interrupted by service in World War 

II.  During the war he worked as a scientist for the British Admiralty, where he contributed important work in 

connection with magnetic and acoustic mines.  Crick left the Admiralty in 1947 to study biological research at 



the Strangeways Laboratory in Cambridge. In 1949, he transferred to the Cavendish Laboratory, headed by 

Nobel Laureate Sir Lawrence Bragg.  He would join the new unit there established by the Medical Research 

Council (MRC) to study protein structure using X-rays alongside future Nobel laureates Max Perutz and John 

Kendrew.  Crick was 33 years old and still a graduate student when the young American, James D. Watson 

arrived at the Cavendish.  He and Crick believed the structure of DNA could be determined through a 

combination of data and theory, and model-building to see which structures made the most sense. Watson’s 

carefully constructed models showing the base pairs were critical, while the data they worked with included 

crucial information from Franklin’s X-ray research, which determined that DNA was helical among other 

characteristics.  In 1962, Crick, Watson and Maurice Wilkins received the Nobel Prize in medicine for their 

work at the Cavendish Laboratory and at the University of Cambridge.  In 1977, Crick became professor at the 

Salk Institute for Biological Studies in La Jolla, California, where he did brain research.  Most of his scientific 

papers are at The Wellcome Library for the History and Understanding of Medicine in London. 

 

Excerpts from the letter 

"Dear Michael,  

 

Jim Watson and I have probably made a most important discovery. We have built a model for the structure of 

de-oxy-ribose-nucleic-acid (read it carefully) called D.N.A. You may remember that the genes of the 

chromosomes – which carry the hereditary factors – are made up of protein and D.N.A.  Our structure is very 

beautiful… 

 

Now we believe that the D.N.A. is a code.  That is, the order of the bases (the letters) makes one gene different 

from another gene (just as one page of print is different from another)…  

 

In other words we think we have found the basic copying mechanism by which life comes from life.  You can 

understand that we are very excited. Read this carefully so that you understand it. When you come home we 

will show you the model.  

 

Lots of love, Daddy.” 
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Please click here for the complete eCatalogue.  
 
 
About Christie’s  
Christie’s, the world's leading art business, had global auction and private sales in 2012 that totaled £3.92 billion/$6.27 billion. 
Christie’s is a name and place that speaks of extraordinary art, unparalleled service and expertise, as well as international glamour. 
Founded in 1766 by James Christie, Christie's has since conducted the greatest and most celebrated auctions through the centuries 
providing a popular showcase for the unique and the beautiful. Christie’s offers over 450 auctions annually in over 80 categories, 
including all areas of fine and decorative arts, jewellery, photographs, collectibles, wine, and more. Prices range from $200 to over 
$100 million. Christie's also has a long and successful history conducting private sales for its clients in all categories, with emphasis 
on Post-War and Contemporary, Impressionist and Modern, Old Masters and Jewellery.  Private sales totaled £631.3 million/$1 
billion in 2012, an increase of 26% on the same period last year. 
 
Christie’s has a global presence with 53 offices in 32 countries and 10 salerooms around the world including in London, New York, 
Paris, Geneva, Milan, Amsterdam, Dubai, Zürich, and Hong Kong. More recently, Christie’s has led in growth markets such as Russia, 
China, India and the Middle East, with successful sales, exhibitions and initiatives in Moscow, Baku, Beijing, Mumbai, Delhi, Jeddah, 
Abu Dhabi, Doha and Dubai.  
 

*Estimates do not include buyer’s premium. Sales totals are hammer price plus buyer’s premium and do not reflect costs, financing 

fees or application of buyer’s or seller’s credits. 
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Images available on request  
 

Visit Christie’s Website at www.christies.com 
Complete catalogue available online at www.christies.com or via the Christie’s iPhone app 
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