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JEAN -M IC HE L  BA S QU IA T ’ S  BE CA USE  IT  H UR T S T HE 

LU N GS ,  I NS P IR ED  B Y  L EONA RD O D A V I N CI ,  W I L L  BE  

A  LE AD IN G H I GHL I GH T  O F T HE  20 t h / 21 s t  CE NT U R Y:  

EVEN IN G SA LE  IN CL U DI N G  TH IN K I N G I TAL IA N,  

L ON D ON  ON  15  OC T OBE R 202 1  

• Jean-Michel Basquiat’s Because it Hurts the Lungs (1986, estimate: £7,000,000-

10,000,000) takes its title from a quote, extracted from Leonardo da Vinci’s 

notebook, which is included in Basquiat’s multi-media construction  

• Because it Hurts the Lungs has been exhibited in the 2004 retrospective of 

Basquiat’s work at the Museo del Palacio de Bellas Artes, Mexico City, and more 

recently in the dual exhibition Keith Haring | Jean-Michel Basquiat: Crossing 

Lines (2019-2020) at the National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 

• Christie’s 20th / 21st Century: Evening Sale Including Thinking Italian, London will 

incorporate the Hong Kong and New York sale rooms, taking place on 15 October 

2021  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Because it Hurts the Lungs (1986, estimate: £7,000,000-10,000,000) 

 
 

LONDON – Jean-Michel Basquiat’s Because it Hurts the Lungs (1986, estimate: £7,000,000-10,000,000) 
will be a leading highlight of Christie’s live and livestreamed 20th / 21st Century: Evening Sale Including 
Thinking Italian, London on 15 October 2021. Unveiled in Hong Kong on 21 September, Because it Hurts 
the Lungs is a multimedia work depicting a life-size green figure with a russet, cyclopean skull against a 
white ground. To the painted wood backdrop, Basquiat has applied sheets of his own drawings and text, 



among them a cryptic extract from the notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci that lends the work its title: “Why 
the thunderbolt kills a [man and] does not wound him, and if the man blew his nose he would not die. 
Because it hurts the lungs.” Further collage and pigment adorn two boxes that protrude from the surface, 
including a drawing of the Lester Young Quartet’s 1944 jazz record Afternoon Of A Basie-ite, Japanese 
script, snatches of dialogue from Sophocles’ Greek tragedy Ajax, and a grinning, eyeless black head 
wearing a mitre-like crown. Because it Hurts the Lungs will remain on view in Hong Kong until 24 
September before being displayed at Rockefeller Center in New York from 29 September to 3 October 
2021. The pre-sale exhibition will then take place at Christie’s King Street galleries from 9 to 15 October 
2021, coinciding with London’s Frieze Week. 
 
Katharine Arnold, Co-Head, Post-War and Contemporary Art, Christie’s Europe: “Our 20th/21st 
Century sales in 2021 have been highlighted by masterpieces by Jean-Michel Basquiat and we are 
delighted to continue this by offering our clients an exceptional painting in Because it Hurts the Lungs. 
London’s Frieze Week is an international spotlight on the city where we focus on those artists who have 
had global influence, together with those names at the forefront of contemporary culture. Jean-Michel 
Basquiat’s impact on the art world is undisputed and I feel sure this painting will resonate with our 
international collectors as we welcome many back to our saleroom in London.”       
 
Cristian Albu, Co-Head of 20th and 21st Century Art Department, Christie’s Asia Pacific: “Jean-

Michel Basquiat’s Because it Hurts the Lungs was created in that seminal year, 1986, in which he was at 

his peak. This object plays with the history of art, reflecting Basquiat’s appetite to explore those artists 

who had come before him as well as all aspects of his cultural history. His fascination with Leonardo da 

Vinci is never more evident than in Because it Hurts the Lungs and we look forward to unveiling the work 

to our clients in Hong Kong ahead of exhibitions in New York and, ultimately, London.” 

While the supports of Because it Hurts the Lungs speak to Basquiat’s streetwise ingenuity, it also relates 
to his interest in the mystical properties of the art object. His frequent figural references to saints, kings 
and messiahs were often deployed in panelled structures reminiscent of church altarpieces or domestic 
icons. These formal aspects went hand in hand with vodoun echoes of Basquiat’s own Haitian-Puerto 
Rican heritage, as well as with nods to fetish objects such as the nkisi from the Congo Basin, believed to 
be inhabited by spirits, and sometimes studded with nails or blades, that he saw in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. Complex assemblages like Because it Hurts the Lungs reflect the richness of Basquiat’s 
identity and the depths of his learning. 
 
Basquiat became increasingly fascinated by African spiritual symbolism from around 1984, when he read 
Farris Thompson’s new publication Flash of the Spirit: African & Afro-American Art & Philosophy. Major 
works from this era like Gold Griot (1984, Broad Art Foundation) and Grillo (1984, Fondation Louis Vuitton), 
whose figures refer to the storyteller-poets of West Africa, relate closely to Because it Hurts the Lungs in 
their ornate materiality.  Because it Hurts the Lungs reflects one of the most totemic influences in his library. 
While he was in hospital following a childhood car accident, Basquiat’s mother had given him a copy of 
Gray’s Anatomy and a book of Leonardo da Vinci’s drawings. He would return often to the lessons of these 
volumes in his art, with many of his figures revealing their skulls, muscles and nervous systems. As well 
as the drawings, however, Basquiat found inspiration in Leonardo’s words. The collaged sheet at the upper 
right lifts text from a page of the master’s notebooks written in 1489, in which he outlined some of the 
subjects to be treated in his forthcoming Anatomia. In Basquiat’s hands, this evocative list, including 
references to madness, hunger, poison and ‘anger when it works in the body’, becomes a poetic 
incantation, inflecting the central figure with a sensory and emotive physicality. 
 
In 1986, Basquiat was working out of a liberating loft space on Great Jones Street where his art grew in 
physical and thematic grandeur. His celebrity had hit new heights in 1985, when he was featured on the 
cover of The New York Times Magazine as the face of the era’s heady contemporary art scene. In 1986, 
he also made his first visit to Africa for a show of his work in Abidjan, Ivory Coast, and a major exhibition 
of more than 60 of his works opened at the Kestner-Gesellschaft in Hannover: Basquiat’s second survey 
at a European museum, at the age of just 25.  
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About Christie’s  
Founded in 1766, Christie’s is a world-leading art and luxury business. Renowned and trusted for its expert live and online auctions, as well as 

its bespoke private sales, Christie’s offers a full portfolio of global services to its clients, including art appraisal, art financing, international real 

estate and education.  Christie’s has a physical presence in 46 countries, throughout the Americas, Europe, Middle East, and Asia Pacific, 

with flagship international sales hubs in New York, London, Hong Kong, Paris and Geneva. It also is the only international auction house 

authorized to hold sales in mainland China (Shanghai). 
 

Christie’s auctions span more than 80 art and luxury categories, at price points ranging from $200 to over $100 million. In recent years, 

Christie’s has achieved the world record price for an artwork at auction (Leonardo da Vinci’s Salvador Mundi, 2017), for a single collection sale 

(the Collection of Peggy and David Rockefeller, 2018), and for a work by a living artist (Jeff Koons’ Rabbit, 2019). 
 

Christie’s Private Sales offers a seamless service for buying and selling art, jewellery and watches outside of the auction calendar, working 

exclusively with Christie’s specialists at a client’s individual pace.  
 

Recent innovations at Christie’s include the groundbreaking sale of the first NFT for a digital work of art ever offered at a major auction house 

(Beeple’s Everydays, March 2021), with the unprecedented acceptance of cryptocurrency as a means of payment. As an industry leader in 

digital innovation, Christie’s also continues to pioneer new technologies that are redefining the business of art, including the creation of 

viewing and bidding experiences that integrate augmented reality, global livestreaming, buy-now channels, and hybrid sales formats.   
 

Christie’s is dedicated to advancing responsible culture throughout its business and communities worldwide, including achieving sustainability 

through net zero carbon emissions by 2030, and actively using its platform in the art world to amplify under-represented voices and support 

positive change. 

 

 

Browse, bid, discover, and join us for the best of art and luxury at: www.christies.com or by downloading Christie’s apps. 

The COVID-related re-opening status of our global locations is available here 
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