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The pioneering art of Christo and Jeanne-Claude 
encompasses a myriad of geographies, contexts, 
scales and materials. Their ambitious sculptural 
works transform urban and natural landscapes 
around the world, temporarily altering their 
physical form and visual appearance. While the 
artists’ works are ephemeral by nature, the life 
of each project is extended through Christo’s 
preparatory artworks.

Collaborating from 1961 until Jeanne-Claude’s 
death in 2009, Christo and Jeanne-Claude are 
celebrated for countless public projects, including 
Wrapped Coast, Sydney, Australia, 1968–69; The Pont 
Neuf Wrapped, Paris, 1975–85; Wrapped Reichstag, 
Berlin, 1971–95; The Gates, Central Park, New York 
City, 1979–2005, and most recently The Floating 
Piers, Lake Iseo, Italy, 2014–16. As the extensive date 
spans indicate, each of these projects is the result 
of a lengthy permitting and planning process and 
monumental feats of creativity and organisation.

While Christo and Jeanne-Claude are widely 
recognised for their seminal wrapped works, 
this exhibition focuses on the artists’ history 
of working with barrels. Christo began using 
this form in 1958, initially with cans and then 
moving on to disused barrels, finding them a 
suitable material due to their sculptural effect 
and low cost. Through sculptures, drawings, 
collages, photographs and models, the exhibition 
traces the barrels’ eventual use in the creation 
of the artists’ monumental mastabas, including 
The Mastaba (Project for United Arab Emirates). 

Conceived by Christo and Jeanne-Claude in 
1977, this yet-to-be-realised project represents  
a singular and steadfast vision of the artists’  
most ambitious work to date. Made from  
410,000 stacked barrels and standing 150  
metres tall, The Mastaba for Abu Dhabi would  
be the world’s largest sculpture.

The exhibition is presented in tandem with 
a temporary floating sculpture on the nearby 
Serpentine Lake, funded entirely by Christo. 
Titled The Mastaba (Project for London, Hyde Park, 
Serpentine Lake), it comprises 7,506 coloured 
barrels and is the largest yet of the artists’ 
realised barrel works. In the Galleries, the 
context for this project is explored through 
documentation of Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s 
first public sculptures in the early 1960s at 
Cologne Harbour and the Rue Visconti in Paris, 
together with several unrealised barrel projects 
at sites including the Suez Canal, Houston-
Galveston, Texas, and the Museum of Modern 
Art, New York. By bringing together material 
from the last sixty years, the exhibition places 
process and realisation on a level plane to map 
this lesser-known but equally significant body  
of work in new and unexpected ways.
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The studio has been central to the development  
of Christo’s ideas and approach to materials.  
In 1960, he began using a studio in Gentilly,  
on the outskirts of Paris, which enabled him  
to create large-scale works for the first time.  
The studio was situated next to an industrial 
yard where he could source barrels easily and  
at little or no cost. The early sculptures depicted 
by the photographs in this gallery were often 
temporary as Christo would rearrange the 
barrels into different installations. The rust  
and dirt encasing each barrel, as well as their 
original labels, hint at their previous use,  
while stacking them vertically in monolithic 
forms elevates them to a monumental and  
even architectural status. 

When Christo was invited to exhibit at Galerie 
Haro Lauhus in Cologne in 1961, he and Jeanne-
Claude collaborated on their first public and 
temporary sculptures at the nearby harbour. 
Dockside Packages comprised rolls of industrial 
paper covered with tarpaulins secured with 
ropes, and for Stacked Oil Barrels the artists 
used machinery to amass oil drums into a large-
scale structure. These works remained on view 
for two weeks and the latter was the first to 
take the shape of the mastaba, a geometric 
structure comprising a rectangular block with 
two outward-sloping sides, which would quickly 
become the long-term focus for the development  
of the artists’ use of barrels. 

SOUTH 
GALLERY

Christo 
Oil Barrels Structures, 1961  

Partial views of Christo’s exhibition at  
the Galerie Haro Lauhus in Cologne,  

Germany, July 1961. 
Photos: Stefan Wewerka 

(left) 
Christo and Jeanne-Claude 
Dockside Package and  
Stacked Oil Barrels, 1961,  
Cologne Harbour, Germany.  
Photos: Stefan Wewerka



The term ‘mastaba’ originated around 6,000 
years ago in the ancient region of Mesopotamia, 
now Iraq. The meaning of the word in Arabic is 
‘bench’, which is echoed in its trapezoidal form: 
a solid, flat-roofed, rectangular structure with 
inward-sloping sides. It is a volume naturally 
formed by stacking cylindrical objects such  
as barrels horizontally. 

Christo explains:
The mastaba is an extraordinary form – for me, more 
beautiful than the pyramid because the pyramid has 
four sloping sides, while the mastaba has two inclined 
sides and the other two are vertical. It’s a different 
vision of height from different angles, different lines … 
It’s a movement, a burst of strength. When you’re in  
a lateral position and you look at the diagonal walls, 
you feel that the whole structure is going to explode.  
It is, above all, the result of a balance of forces.

The exhibition focuses on the trajectory of 
Christo and Jeanne-Claude's proposals for 
mastabas at a number of international sites,  
not all of which were realised, from Lake 
Michigan, the Institute of Contemporary  
Art, Philadelphia, the Museum of Modern  
Art, New York, Houston-Galveston, Texas, 
Otterlo, the Netherlands, Abu Dhabi and  
Hyde Park, London.

MASTABA

Christo 
Relief monumental pour immeuble industriel 

Drawing, 1962: 15 × 17.5 cm,  
Ink on paper 

Photo: Harry Shunk
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This series of small ink drawings on tracing 
paper from 1962 proposes a number of barrel 
installations within everyday urban contexts, 
such as a motorway, theatre, petrol station and 
a reception hall. They were made by Christo 
at the same time as he and Jeanne-Claude were 
developing their seminal work, The Iron Curtain - 
Wall of Barrels, which temporarily barricaded  
a street in Paris. Documentation of this project 
is in the central North Gallery. 

The Suez Canal
In June 1967, Christo and Jeanne-Claude proposed 
to close the inland waterway of the Suez Canal 
with a Ten Million Oil Barrels Wall. The artists 
were responding to the Six-Day War, which 
took place from 5 – 10 June 1967 and was fought 
by Israel and the neighbouring states of Egypt, 
Jordan and Syria. The project was never realised. 

Lake Michigan
An early antecedent to The London Mastaba,  
a project conceived and realised concurrent  
to this exhibition, 303 Barrels Construction  
(1967) is a proposition for a floating mastaba 

structure on the waters of Lake Michigan,  
one of the five Great Lakes of North America. 

ICA Philadelphia
The 1,240 Oil Barrels Mastaba was created in 
conjunction with Christo’s solo exhibition  
at the Institute of Contemporary Art, 
Philadelphia, from 5 October – 11 November 
1968. Although it was preceded by several  
other proposals for mastaba structures within 
museum contexts, such as documenta IV in 
Kassel and the Museum of Modern Art in  
New York, this was the first time the artists 
succeeded in realising a large-scale mastaba.  
Built from 1,240 multicoloured barrels in the 
atrium of the museum, the installation was 
almost two storeys high and filled the whole 
gallery, so that visitors could barely walk around 
the space. Included in this exhibition is a 
preliminary drawing of the ICA Philadelphia 
Mastaba together with a scale model of the 
project displayed in the next gallery.
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In 1958, Christo made his first wrapped  
works using empty paint cans from his studio,  
a selection of which are displayed in this gallery. 
These arrangements of cans anticipate the 
larger barrel sculptures and Christo’s interest  
in the cylindrical form. They also demonstrate 
how the artists’ wrapped sculptures and works 
using barrels originated together and, at this 
stage, overlapped. At the same time, Christo was 
also wrapping other objects as packages and,  
like the cans, these forms increased in scale and 
became site specific. Christo stopped wrapping 
barrels in 1962 to concentrate on the stacked  
and monumental forms that he could make  
with them. 

Christo 
Wrapped Cans, 1958 
Group of two cans, one wrapped 
Each: 13 × 10 cm 
Fabric, rope, enamel, paint and cans 
Private collection, Zurich, Switzerland 
Photo: Courtesy of the lender

Projects for the Museum of Modern Art 
In 1964 Christo and Jeanne-Claude moved from 
Paris to make New York their permanent home, 
where Christo still lives and works today.
A number of collages and a scale model displayed 
on the far side of this gallery represent one of 
several projects proposed by Christo and Jeanne-
Claude for the Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, in early 1968. In addition to the wall of 
barrels depicted here, the artists proposed to 
wrap the museum’s building and its Sculpture 
Garden and to inflate an air package in this same 
garden. Although none of these projects were 
realised by MoMA, the museum organised an 
exhibition of Christo’s preparatory drawings, 
collages and scale models, which took place in 
June 1968, titled: Christo Wraps the Museum: Scale 
Models, Photomontages and Drawings for a Non-Event.  

Houston-Galveston, Texas 
Following the successful realisation of the 1,240 
Oil Barrels Mastaba at the ICA Philadelphia, the 
artists’ desire to create even bigger mastaba 
projects grew. One of the most ambitious, large-
scale proposals ever made by Christo and Jeanne-
Claude, although never realised, is the One Million 
Stacked Oil Drums mastaba, which was planned 
to be sited near a highway between Houston and 
Galveston, Texas, an area suggested to the artists 
by collectors John and Dominique de Menil. 
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The Iron Curtain - Wall of Barrels,  
Rue Visconti, Paris 1962 
While still living in Paris and shortly after the 
completion of the temporary sculptures at 
Cologne Harbour, Christo and Jeanne-Claude 
completed a second work in a public space, on 
the Rue Visconti in Paris. On 27 June 1962, they 
blocked a narrow street with a wall of 89 barrels, 
temporarily inhibiting movement of both people 
and cars. As the project’s title – The Iron Curtain – 
suggests, it was a protest against the Berlin Wall, 
which had recently been constructed in August 
1961. The work was also set against the context 
of Algerian War protests in Paris and Christo’s 
status as a political refugee. At great risk in  
1956, while visiting relatives in Prague, Christo 
escaped to the West. Via Vienna and Geneva,  
he eventually arrived in Paris two years later. 

The blockade, which temporarily disrupted  
the city’s infrastructure, remains one of the 
few explicitly political works by the artists, 
which is matched by the guerrilla nature with 
which they realised it. After failing to receive  
an official permit to install the wall, Christo and 
Jeanne-Claude went ahead regardless. They were 
successful in appeasing the police long enough  
for the project to be documented before the  
work was dismantled. 

Barrels 
After moving to New York in 1964, Christo 
continued to make works using barrels in a 
steadily increasing scale and changing style.  
He moved away from the rusted, used barrels of 
the earlier Paris sculptures to cleaner and more 
vibrantly colourful counterparts often pre-
fabricated for each project. From wrapped and 
unaltered barrels stacked on top of one another 
in precarious balance or arranged in various 

configurations, to the immense, triangular 
formation of 28 Barrels Structure (1968), what 
emerges is a playful approach to this medium. 

The artist says:
I love the barrel as an object … They are industrial,  
they can have different colours, different varieties  
and are extremely simple … a very extraordinary 
sculptural form. 
 
Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo  
This gallery includes a series of works proposed 
and realised for the Kröller-Müller Museum, 
Otterlo, the Netherlands. In the early 1970s, 
after they failed to realise the Houston Mastaba, 
Christo and Jeanne-Claude proposed to build 
a smaller version in the site of the museum’s 
carpark. Several drawings depict the unrealised 
structure, together with a photograph of a smaller 
sculpture, 56 Oil Barrels (1966 – 67), which Christo 
originally realised in 1968 for the courtyard of  
the house of Dutch collectors Martin and Mia 
Visser in Bergeijk. Since 1977, the sculpture  
has been installed in the sculpture garden  
of the Kröller-Müller Museum. Resembling a 
skyscraper, it is one of the few early stacks that 
still exist as a permanent outdoor work.
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The Mastaba, Project for Abu Dhabi, was first 
conceived in 1977 to be situated south of the  
city of Abu Dhabi, among the desert dunes.  
If realised, it would be the largest sculpture in  
the world, at 150 metres high with a width of 
225 metres and depth of 300 metres, standing 
greater in height than the Great Pyramid of 
Giza and the Basilica of St Peter in Rome. Using 
a combination of ten colours, the sequence of 
410,000 barrels has been meticulously planned 
by the artists and would form a mosaic echoing 
the aesthetics of Islamic architecture. This 
positioning of the sculpture is closely connected  
to the changing light and shifting sand dunes  
of the desert. 

Jeanne-Claude was born in Morocco and spent  
her formative years living and studying in  
North Africa. Christo and Jeanne-Claude first 
travelled to the United Arab Emirates in  
1979. Over the years they continued to visit 
to discuss the project and form connections 
with the people and authorities of Abu Dhabi. 
The project is ongoing and is mapped through 
drawings, collages, a scale model and documentary 
photographs, which are displayed together in this 
gallery. If it is realised, The Mastaba would be the 
artists’ only permanent large-scale work and the 
result of over forty years’ commitment to their 
original vision. 



Christo 
The Mastaba of Abu Dhabi  
(Project for United Arab Emirates)  
Collage 1979: 56 × 71 cm,  
Pencil, wax crayon, photograph by Wolfgang Volz,  
Photo: Eeva-Inkeri

This room includes recent drawings made for 
the planning of The Mastaba (Project for London, 
Hyde Park, Serpentine Lake), Christo and Jeanne-
Claude’s first public sculpture in the UK and 
their largest mastaba realised to date. Christo 
only makes drawings and collages in the lead-up 
towards a work, before it is realised, and for 
this project, he has executed around fifty studies. 
As with many other works in the exhibition 
Christo often uses photographs by his long-term 
collaborator Wolfgang Volz as the basis for  
these works. 

Coinciding with the exhibition, The London 
Mastaba will float on the nearby Serpentine Lake  
in Hyde Park from 18 June to 23 September 
2018. It has been funded entirely by the artist, 
through the sale of his original works of art. 
Comprising 7,506 horizontally-stacked barrels, 
the sculpture measures 20 metres in height,  
30 metres in depth and 40 metres in length. 
The sides of the barrels, visible on the two slanted 
walls of the sculpture, are red and white, and the 
ends of the barrels, visible on the two vertical 
walls, are different hues of red, blue and mauve.  
Colour studies, along with maps, technical  
data and notations are visible in the drawings.
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Christo 
The Mastaba (Project for London, Hyde Park, Serpentine Lake) 
Collage 2018: 43.1 × 55.9 cm 
Pencil, wax crayon, enamel paint, colour photograph by  
Wolfgang Volz, map, technical data, mylar and tape 
Private Collection, Switzerland 
Photo: André Grossmann





PROGRAMMES 
& EVENTS

AN EVENING WITH CHRISTO

16 July, 7pm
Royal Geographical Society
1 Kensington Gore
London SW7 2AR

Tickets:  
£12–15, available to purchase at the Serpentine Galleries  
and via ticketweb.uk

SATURDAY TALKS

Free talks take place at 3pm on selected Saturdays to  
explore the exhibitions in greater depth. BSL interpretation  
is available on request for all our Saturday Talks. 

For more information visit:  
serpentinegalleries.org/visit/bsl-tours

7 July, 3pm:  
Melissa Blanchflower, Curator

4 August, 3pm:  
Joseph Constable, Assistant Curator

MOBILE TOURS

sgtours.org 

Discover mobile tours of the Serpentine’s summer  
exhibitions and Pavilion by visiting sgtours.org on your 
smartphone. Serpentine Mobile Tours offer visitors an  
interactive gallery experience by providing access to  
additional content, artist interviews, audio guides and 
curator tours. Supported by Bloomberg Philanthropies.

#ChristoLondon
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