The Art of Negotiation
AN INTERVIEW WITH CHRISTO AND JEANNE-CLAUDE

Christo and Jeanne-Claude's works include Wrapped Reichstag,
Wrapped Coast, The Pont Neuf Wrapped, The Gates, The Umbrellas,
Running Fence, and Valley Curtain, among many others. They are currently
at work on two projects, Over the River andThe Mastaba. In 2008, they were
awarded the Great NegotiatorAward by the Program on Negotiations at the
HarvardUniversity Law School.
FLETCHER FORUM: The Great Negotiator Award is customarily given to

diplomats, politicians, and businesspeople, not artists, so we are particularly
interestedin speakingwith you aboutyour experiences as internationalnegotiators to see how it compares with other types of internationalnegotiations.But
before we get to the questions aboutyour negotiationprocess, let's begin with a
few questions to introduceyou to readers who may not be familiar with your
work. First of all, where do your ideas come from? Do you find inspiration in
current events or things happeningaroundthe world?
CHRISTO: Over the River, WrappedReichstag, The PontNeuf Wrapped, each

of our works is different, and each has its own story. It is not secret but
personal.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: Personalin that it relates to our heart and our head.
CHRISTO: And because they are our projects, they are works of art that

we like to do. To understand our works, you should read our works. If you
really read our projects and try to see what's there, you see that our works
have many, many different things that normal painting or sculpture does
not have. For example, when we wrapped the Reichstag, the New York
Times sent two writers to Berlin: the first writer wasn't an art critic but
it was Paul Goldberger, the architecture critic, because to him Wrapped
Reichstagwas like building a building.
Now, if you are familiar with how architects or urban planners work,
they work very differently than painters or sculptors. They have lawyers,
they have a battery of people-people who need to help them get permits
and make contracts, for example, and we have that exact same thing.
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We have spent $6 million on Over the River, and we don't yet have the
permits... . Every square meter of land is owned by somebody-here in
the U.S., 20 percent of the land is owned by the government-and each
time we do a temporary work we must borrow that land and we need to
pay rent. We paid $3 million rent to the city of New York to use Central
Park for three months for The Gates.
And each time it's different. For Over the River, we are dealing with
private owners, different agencies, the federal government in Washington,
D.C., the Secretary of the Interior, the President, congressional delegations... . Now, we, Jeanne-Claude and myself, we do not know what the
project is, but it will be revealed to us through the permitting process.

OVER THE RIVER, Projectfor the Arkansas River, State of Colorado.
Collage 2007: 8.5 x 11 ". Pencil, enamelpaint,photograph by Wolfgang Volz, wax crayon,
fabric sample, topographic map and tape. © Christo2007

When the project started I had only an idea of it, and each work of art is
unique and usually has its own strategies. For the permits, the government
agencies go by the precedents, but when they go to the books no one has
ever asked to do what we do. When someone wants to build a skyscraper or
building, they can fit that within the variety of requests they've received.
But since our works have no precedent, we need to hire different kinds of
people and articulate our ideas to people who can deliver the appropriate
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OVER THE RIVER, Projectfor the Arkansas River, State of Colorado. Collage 2007:
8.5 x 11 " Pencil,enamel paint,photograph by Wolfgang Volz, wax crayon, fabric sample,
topographicmap elevations and tape. Photo: Wolfgang Volz. C Christo 2007

permit requests. Engineers. Specialists. For Over the River, they have
produced, over two years, a 2,029-page book-two volumes, at a cost of
$1.5 million. It's a "Design and Planning Report" of what the specialists
explain as to how the project should be in order to get-and work within
the bounds of-the permits. These things we did not know when we started
the project.
FORUM: And so for every projectyou replicate this entireprocess?
CHRISTO: Exactly. And, of course, it is different each time. Each project
has different issues, a different story. One of our principles is not to do
commissions because we like to have that development, that energy, be
part of the work of art.
FORUM: Do you find that previous experiences breedfamiliarity andprepare
you for successive projects?
No. Each project has its own chemistry and is different.
Running Fence in California and Over the River in Colorado have nothing
to do with each other. As Christo said, we never do the same project twice.

JEANNE-CLAUDE:
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FORUM: Asidefrom the visual aspects ofyour work, doyou believe yourprocess

has evolved over the years?
CHRISTO: Of course, the projects of the early '60s are very different from

the ones we are doing now. Each project happens at a particular time of
our lives. That is why we always like to go back to our sites [of previous
projects], because they really are a slice of our lives.
FORUM: How do youjustif your work, especially to a skeptical localaudience?
JEANNE-CLAUDE: We never justify our work.

CHRISTO: The world tries to justify it.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: We state that what we create is not justifiable. Other

people try to justify it.
CHRISTO: And other people try to stop it.
FORUM: And that, too, is partof the projectandprocess?
CHRISTO: No, we are not masochists!

JEANNE-CLAUDE: Yes, it is part of the project-but not the aim of it.

FORUM: As/or the negotiationsthemselves, who is it doing the negotiating?Who
is negotiatingOver the River? Is it you? The project manager,JonitaDavenport?
Your lawyers?Does it depend on what is needed at thatparticularmeeting?
CHRISTO: Over the River is a federal situation, but the federal government
has leased the land to the State of Colorado, to different counties, agencies,
et cetera.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: And some companies and ranchers.

CHRISTO: Because of executive power, it was very important for us to be there
to build consensus among the Colorado Congressional Delegation. We need
them to understand the project and we want to have their support, if possible.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: A few weeks ago, our lawyers in Colorado organized

11 meetings with for us with nine Democrats and two Republicans, all
fans thankfully. And it was very important for us that there were two
Republicans so that we could say we had bilateral support.
CHRISTO: But for that meeting to happen, we needed to be there-it was
absolutely necessary that we be present. We do this all the time.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: Sometimes Jonita will say, "Clear your schedule and

do not accept any invations, because you need to be there." And sometimes
she'll say, "This is for the engineers and you don't need to come." And,
then sometimes we say, "No, no, for that, we do want to be there." And
then we would go, or we would at least discuss it with Jonita.
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FORUM: And how does thisprocess compare to leasinglandfrom 459Japanese

ricefarmers individually, asfor The Umbrellas?
CHRISTO: We

did it!

JEANNE-CLAUDE: Each one of us by drinking 6,000 cups of green tea!
CHRISTO: Unlike some artists who prefer to stay in the studio, this is

something we enjoy, but there was no other way to get their permission.
It's all part of the work of art.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: In Japan, we had no problem at all with the rice-field

farmers. It was time-consuming, but in Japan there are so many different
types of art. If you arrange flowers, that is ikebana ichibana,and it's an art.
When you rake the gravel, that is an art. How you place the rocks, that is
an art. So umbrellas? Yeah, why not? But the government of Japan....
CHRISTO: Only later did we discover why the Government ofJapan was so

difficult: it was because the umbrellas were built of aluminum. We learned
that after World War II, Japan spent a huge amount of money to build
aluminum plants, which collapsed economically, and since then aluminum
had been taken out of the construction books. You couldn't build anything
with aluminum! And so our aluminum umbrellas were not in the books,
only steel or wood or plastic-but not aluminum!
JEANNE-CLAUDE: "Aluminum" became a dirty word.

FORUM: When you come to a conflict like that, how do you work through it
with them? How do you go about convincing someone when they disagree with
you?
CHRISTO: Helmut K6hl was completely against the Reichstag project.
He refused to see us. In all our projects we have some luck. For example,
if Michael Bloomberg had not been elected mayor of New York City, we
wouldn't have been able to do The Gates. It's the same with the Wrapped
Reichstag-if Rita Sussmuth had not been elected President of the Bundestag,
we would not have been able to do the Wrapped Reichstag. For Running
Fence, one person who helped was Ladybird Johnson.
FORUM: You have 20 projects realized, and 34 that have not been realized.
Can you talk about some that were not realized?
CHRISTO: The unrealized ones were refused! They didn't get the permit.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: Or they are no longer in our heart.
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WRAPPED REICHSTAG, Christo andJeanne-Claude,Berlin 1971-95.
Photo: Wolfgang Volz. @ Christo 1995

FORUM: You mentioned the problem

with using aluminum in Japan. What
are some ofthe otherproblemsyou have encounteredin the permittingprocessforprojects that weren't realized, or even for ones that were?
CHRISTO: The Pont Neufwas wrapped up in French politics.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: The Pont Neufis under two jurisdictions, as a national
monument, it's under federal jurisdiction, and as an artery of the city of
Paris, it falls under the jurisdiction of the mayor of Paris. Back then, French
President Franqois Mitterand and Paris's mayor, Jacques Chirac-who
wanted to replace Mitterand-didn't agree upon anything. And we needed
to receive the permit from both of them! They never agreed on anything!
CHRISTO: That was our most difficult one, because there was no reason
for it. Chirac's office gave us permission and then they said no.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: Chirac's office gave us a permit, but then they said
that the permit they had originally given us had been revoked. That's when
I said, "No problem. I'm going to call a press conference to say that the
signature of Jacques Chirac means nothing." And they said, "Then it's
war." And I said, "Yes, it's war."
CHRISTO: Because, at that point, we were already in fabrication.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: At that point, we'd already bought the fabric for the
bridge's twelve arches.
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FORUM: How do you think culture impacts the way people negotiate?

We don't talk about politics, religion, or generalities
like that, because we can't know how culture will be relevant in the year
3045. We just don't know.

JEANNE-CLAUDE:

CHRISTO: When we went to negotiate the Wrapped Reichstag,we basically

had to say three things: "That the project will be beautiful, that we will pay
for it with our money, and that all the material will be recycled... . There
will be no taxpayer money. None of the material will be wasted."
FORUM: Most of the time negotiations involve compromise. But the whole

idea of compromise seems at odds with the way you just explainedyour work,
if we understandit properly.Because it seems like your goal is to persuade the
other stakeholders to go along with your idea, to give you a permitfor it.
CHRISTO: This is why, for all our projects, we always do life-size tests.

That's not compromise, that's development.
FORUM: Right that's differentfrom a compromise, that's learning.
JEANNE-CLAUDE: Compromise, it's a good word. We never compromise.

We do mitigation, not compromise.
CHRISTO: Aha! Right now we're in the project Over the River, and we try
to soften the opposition. For example, they say, "There will be huge traffic
jams. And the average speed on the road will be slowed, so what happens
in an emergency when an ambulance needs to get through?" Okay, so we
agree to pay for three helicopters to transport people in emergencies.
Second, they say, "What about all the tourists who come to see the
project. Some of the roads are dirt, and all of the extra traffic will kick up
dust." Okay, so we agree to pay for a water truck to spray the road every
day. Then they reply, "But we have old fire trucks." So, we agree to buy
them new fire trucks. It's not blackmail, it's mitigation.
Our contractor said it will take two years before the project is
completed; we'll have to install anchors for the cables. In order to avoid
creating a traffic problem, we agree to work on only the railroad side of the
river during the summer, when people are rafting.
FORUM: So, "mitigation,"foryou, is more like "problem-solving."
JEANNE-CLAUDE: Exactly.
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FORUM: Are there any lessons learnedfromyour many years ofexperience that

you think are applicableto other types of negotiations?
The only lesson we've learned is a paradox: you cannot
rely on anybody, but if we don't rely on others, we cannot work! But we are
learning to delegate, which is hard to do.

JEANNE-CLAUDE:

FORUM:

Thankyou for speaking with us. This has been a realpleasure..
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