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not req~ired along the ~trip because interaction is by car and highway.
You drwe fro~ one casmo to another even when they are adjacent be-
~ause dO~the distance between them, and an intervening service station
IS not isagreeable.

CHANGE AND PERMANENCE ON THE STRIP

T,he rab'l' 0h£obsolescence of a sign seems to be nearer to that of an
au omo 1 e t an that of a build' Th 0

'

0 b h . mg. e reason IS not physical degenera-
Ion ut w at competitors ar d . d

d be 01llg aroun you. The leasing system
operate y the sign co . d h 0 00

h . rnparues an t e possibility of total tax write-off
may ave something to do ith i Th .
parts of the Stri the si WI It. e.mas! umque, most monumental
changeable it 0 thP' algns and casino facades, are also the most

"" IS e neutr syste t I 0vi . .' ms-mo e structures behind that sur-ve a succession of facelifts d . f
din Hotel and Casi . M ish . a series 0 themes up front. The Alad-

Las Ve s's r no IS oorrs In front and Tudor behind (Fig. 13).
Th ga.g eatest growth has been since World War II (Figs 37-40)

ere are notIceable changes ev . .
neon-embossed ark in ery year: ~ew hotels and signs as well as
hind Fremont lreet ts~ru~~ures replacing on-lot parking on and be-
church and the stylisti lee agglom~rati?n of chapels in a Roman
Golden Nugget casino ~ sequ~nc~ of piers In a Gothic cathedral, the
sign on it to a totall as. evo ve over 30 years from a building with a
Hotel has engulfed a sYmSI'lgn-coveredbuilding (Fig. 41). The Stardust
. a restaurant and a s d h I 0 0ston and has unit"d the th. econ ote In Its expan-.. ... ree-prece fa ad . h 6programmed animated n c e WIt 00 feet of computer-eon.

o § THE ARCHITECTURE 0 F THE STRIP
It IShard to think of each fla b .

and this is as it should b b m oyant casmo as anything but unique,
th diff e, ecause good adv tisi h 0e I erentiation of the p d H er Ismg tee mque requiresro uct oweve th .common because they are und .h r, ese casmos have much in
perfonn similar functions; theye~:ff:rs~~e Sun, on th.e same Strip, and
mont Street-and from othe h I am other casinos-say on Fre-

A' ...r ote s that are t cast . 'typical hotel-casino campi . no caSInos (Figs. 42, 43).
enough to the highway to be s n f contains a building that is near
yet far enough back to acco iod rom .the road across the parked cars
. Th '. mmo ate dnvew 'mg. e parking In front is a token' ays, turnarounds, and park-
not obscure the building I, . .-It reassures the customer but does
bulk . ISprestIge p kO

of the parking along ,h 0d ar mg: The customer pays. The
to th hi' e Sl es of the Com I IIe ote yet stays visible fro h h. P ex, a ows direct access
back. The scales of movement m ~ e Ighway. Parking is seldom at the

an space of the highway relate to the
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distances between buildings; because they are far apart, they can be
comprehended at high speeds. Front footage on the Strip has not yet
reached the value it once had on Main Street, and parking is still an ap-
propriate filler. Big space between buildings is characteristic of the
Strip. It is significant that Fremont Street is more photogenic than the
Strip. A single postcard can carry a view of the Golden Horseshoe, the
Mint Hotel, the Golden Nugget, and the Lucky Casino. A single shot of
the Strip is less spectacular; its enormous spaces must be seen as moving
sequences (Figs. 44, 45).

The side elevation of the complex is important, because it is seen by
approaching traffic from a greater distance and for a longer time than
the facade. The rhythmic gables on the long, low, English medieval
style, half-timbered motel sides of the Aladdin read emphatically across
the parking space (Fig. 46) and through the signs and the giant statue of
the neighboring Texaco station, and contrast with the modern Near
Eastern flavor of the casino front, Casino fronts on the Strip often in-
flect in shape and ornament toward the right, to welcome right-lane
traffic. Modern styles use a porte cochere that is diagonal in plan.
Brazilianoid International styles use free forms.

Service stations, motels, and other simpler types of buildings conform
in general to this system of inflection toward the highway through the
position and form of their elements. Regardless of the front, the back
of the building is styleless, because the whole is turned toward the front
and no one sees the back. The gasoline stations parade their universality
(Fig. 47). The aim is to demonstrate their similarity to the one at home
-your friendly gasoline station. But here they are not the brightest
thing in town. This galvanizes them. A motel is a motel anywhere (Fig.
48). But here the imagery is heated up by the need to compete in the
surroundings. The artistic influence has spread, and Las Vegas motels
have signs like no others. Their ardor lies somewhere between the casi-
nos and the wedding chapels. Wedding chapels, like many urban land
uses, are not form-specific (Fig. 49). They tend to be one of a succes-
sion of uses a more generalized building type (a bungalow or a store
front) may have. But a wedding-chapel style or image is maintained in
different types through the use of symbolic ornament in neon, and the
activity adapts itself to different inherited plans. Street furniture exists
on the Strip as on other city streets, yet it is hardly in evidence.

Beyond the town, the only transition between the Strip and the
Mojave Desert is a zone of rusting beer cans (Fig. 50). Within the town,
the transition is as ruthlessly sudden. Casinos whose fronts relate so sen-
sitively to the highway turn their ill-kempt backsides toward the local
environment, exposing the residual forms and spaces of mechanical
equipment and service areas.



34. The order in this landscape is not obvious.
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36. Upper Strip look ing north
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39. Las Vegas, Fremont Street, 19408

38. Las Vegas, Fremont Street, 1910

40. Las Vegas, Fremont Street, 19608
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41. Physical change in Las Vegas
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I 46. Aladdin Casino and Hotel

45. Portion of a movie
sequence traveling north
on the Strip
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THE INTERIOR OASIS

If the back of the casino is different from the front for the sake of
visual impact in the "autoscape," the inside contrasts with the outside
for other reasons. The interior sequence from the front door back pro-
gresses from gambling areas to dining, entertainment, and shopping
areas, to hotel. Those who park at the side and enter there can interrupt
the sequence. But the circulation of the whole focuses on the gambling
rooms. In a Las Vegas hotel the registration desk is invariably behind
you when you enter the lobby; before you are the gambling tables and
machines. The lobby is the gambling room. The interior space and the
patio, in their exaggerated separation from the environment, have the
quality of an oasis.

§ LAS VEGAS LIGHTING

The gambling room is always very dark; the patio, always very bright.
But both are enclosed: The former has no windows, and the latter is
open only to the sky. The combination of darkness and enclosure of
the gambling room and its subspaces makes for privacy, protection,
concentration, and control. The intricate maze under the low ceiling
never connects with outside light or outside space. This disorients the
occupant in space and time. One loses track of where one is and when
it is. Time is limitless, because the light of noon and midnight are ex-
actly the same. Space is limitless, because the artificial light obscures
rather than defines its boundaries (Fig. 51). Light is not used to define
space. Walls and ceilings do not serve as reflective surfaces for light but
~re made absorbent and dark. Space is enclosed but limitless, because
I~Sedges are dark. Light sources, chandeliers, and the gIowing,jukebo~-
~Ikegambling machines themselves are independent of walls and ceil-
mgs. The lighting is antiarchitectural. Illuminated baldacchini, more
than in all Rome, hover over tables in the limitless shadowy restaurant
at the Sahara Hotel.

The artificially lit, air-conditioned interiors complement the glare and
heat of the agoraphobic auto-scaled desert. But the interior o~ the
motel patio behind the casino is literally the oasis in a hostile envIro~-
rnent .(Fig. 52). Whether Organic Modern or N~oclas.sical Baroque, It
Contams the fundamental elements of the classic oaSIS: courts, water,
greenery, intimate scale, and enclosed space. Here they are a .swimming
pool, palms, grass, and other horticultural importations set 10 a paved
c.ourt surrounded by hotel suites, balconied or terraced on the court
sld~ for privacy. What gives poignance to the beac~ umbrell~s a~d
chaises Iongues is the vivid, recent memory of the hostile cars pojsed m
the asphalt desert beyond. The pedestrian oasis in the Las Vegas desert
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is the princely enclosure of the Alhambra, and it is the apotheosis of all
the motel courts with swimming pools more symbolic than useful, the
plain, low restaurants with exotic interiors, and the pretty shopping
malls of the American strip.

§ ARCHITECTURAL MONUMENTALITY AND THE
BIG, LOW SPACE

Th,e c.asin~ in Las Vegas is big, low space. It is the archetype for all
pubhc mtenor spaces whose heights are diminished for reasons of
budget and. air conditioning. (The low, one-way-mirrored ceilings also
permit outside observation of the gambling rooms.) In the past, volume
was governed. by structural. span; height was relatively easy to achieve.
Today, span ,IS ~asy t~achieve, and volume is governed by mechanical
and econonuc Iimitations on height. But railroad stations restaurants
and shopping arcade~ o~ly ten feet high reflect as well a ~hanging atti:
tUd.e to monu.mentahty In our environment. In the past, big spans with
their concomitant heights were an ingredient of architectural monu-
mentality (Fig. 53). But our monuments are not the occasional tour
de force of an Astrodome, a Lincoln Center, or a subsidized airport.
The~e merely prove that big, high spaces do not automatically make
archltectural ~onu~enta1ity. We have replaced the monumental space
of Pennsylva~Ia Station by a subway above ground, and that of Grand
Central Terminal remains . I th h . " , ,

. , main y roug Its maglllficent conversion toan advertISIng vehicle Thu I hi .
I" . s, we rare y ac reve architectural monumen-ta Ity when we try' our m d kill

' ' oney an s do not go into the traditionalmonumentahty that ex d h . . .
al " " p resse co esion of the community through big-

sc. eiliunified, symbolic, architectural elements. Perhaps we should ad.
mfit h. our cathedrals are the chapels without the nave and that apart
rom t eaters and ball parks th ional ' .
. f ' e occasion communal space that is bigISa space or crowds of anony . d i id al
t i . h h mous In IVI U s without explicit connec-IOn Wit eac other The b i I f
alcoves combine bein. t ig, ow mazes 0 the dark restaurant with
casino. The lightin i;t~egeth~r and yet separate as does the Las Vegas I
I Th g casino achieves a new monumentality for theow space. e Controlled so f if..
the d k I urces 0 art! iciai and colored light withinar enc osures expand a d if h
cal limits You are I "n hum y t e space by obscuring its physi-
"ghts of the city at ~~g~t~ger In t e bounded piazza but in the twinkling

§ LAS VEGAS STYLES
The Las Vegas casino is a comb' , f

of Caesars Palace-one f th matlOn, arm. The complex program
banqueting rooms, nigh~clUbe gra~dest-:-In~ludes gambling, dining and

s an audltona, stores, and a complete
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hotel. It is also a combination of styles. The front colonnade is San
Pietro-Bernini in plan but Yamasaki in vocabulary and scale (Figs. 54,55);
the blue and gold mosaic work is Early Christian tomb of Galla
Placidia. (The Baroque symmetry of its prototype precludes an inflec-
tion toward the right in this facade.] Beyond and above is a slab in Gio
Ponti Pirelli-Baroque, and beyond that, in tum, a low wing in Neo-
classical Motel Moderne. Economics has vanquished symmetry in a re-
cent addition. But the new slab and the various styles are integrated by
a ubiquity of Ed Stone screens. The landscaping is also eclectic. Within
the Piazza San Pietro is the token parking lot. Among the parked cars
rise fjve fountains rather than the two of Carlo Maderno: Villa d'Este
cypresses further punctuate the parking environment. Gian de
Bologna's Rape of the Sabine Women and statues of Venus and David,
with slight anatomical exaggerations, grace the area around the porte
cochere. Almost bisecting a Venus is an Avis, a sign identifying No. 2's
offices on the "premises (Figs. 56-58). .

The agglomeration of Caesars Palace and of the Strip as a whole ap.
preaches the spirit if not the style of the late Roman Forum with its
eclectic accumulations. But the sign of Caesars Palace with its Classical,
plastic columns is more Etruscan in feeling than Roman (Figs. 59, 60).
Although not so high as the Dunes Hotel sign next door or the
Sh.elI sign on the other side, its base is enriched by Roman centurions,
(Fig. 61) lacquered like Oldenburg hamburgers, who peer over the acres
of cars and across their desert empire to the mountains beyond. Their
statuesque escorts, carrying trays of fruit, suggest the festivities within
and ~re a background for the family snapshots of Middle Westerners.
MasSIVeMiesian light boxes announce square, expensive entertainers
such as Jack Benny in 1930s·style marquee lettering appropriate for
Benny if not for the Roman architrave it almost ornaments. The light
boxes.are not in the architrave; they are located off-center on the col-
Umns III order to inflect toward the highway and the parking.

§ LAS VEGAS SIGNS

. Signs inflect toward the highway even more than buildings. The big
s~gn-independent of the building and more or less sculptural or picto-
n,al-inflects by its position, perpendicular to and at the edge of the
highway, by its scale and sometimes by its shape. The sign of the
AI'dd·' h

. III Hotel and Casino seems to bow toward the highway throug
the mflection in its shape (Fig. 62). It also is three dimensional, and
parts f " . . . 1

a It revolve. The sign at the Dunes Hotel ISmore chaste: It ISon y
two. dimensional, and its back echoes its front, but it is an erection 22
~tones high that pulsates at night (Fig. 63). The sign for The Mint Hotel
n Route 91 at Fremont Street inflects toward the Casino sev~ral



INCLUSION AND THE DIFFICULT ORDER

blocks away. Signs in Las Vegas use mixed media-words pictures and
I ' ,scu pt.ure-to persuade and inform. A sign is, contradictorily, for day

and mght: The same sl?"nworks as polychrome sculpture in the sun and
as black silhouette against the sun; at night it is a source of light. It re-
volve~ by day and becomes a play of lights at night (Figs. 64-67). It
can tams .scal~s for close-up and for distance (Fig. 68). Las Vegas has the
10ngest.sIgn III the worl~, ~he Thunderbird, and the highest, the Dunes.
S?me.slgns are hardly distinguishable at a distance from the occasional
high-rn- hotels along the Strip. The sign of the Pioneer Club on Fre-
mont Street talks. Its ~o",,:boy, 60 feet high, says "Howdy Pardner"
eve'v ~O s~c~nds. The bIg sign at the Aladdin Hotel has spawned a little
sign w.lth s~~l1llarproportions to mark the entrance to the parking. "But
such signs! says Tom W If "Th >
. .' 0 e. ey soar m shapes before which the ex-rstrng vocabulary of art hi t > h I IIS ory IS e p ess. I can only attempt to supplynameS-Boomerang M d PI> >
AI t S > I a ern, a ette CUlvlhnear Flash Gordon Ming-

er prra , McDonald's H b P b ' . " ..
Miami Beach Kidne "3 B ~m. urger ara ~la, Mint Casino Elliptical,
Street wh I b >ldY' u.Ildmgs are also SIgnS. At night on Fremont

, 0 e UI lngs are ilium> t db>I h ina e u t not through reflection fromspot Ig ts; they are made i t f >
tubes. Amid the diversit n 0 sour~:s 0 hght by closely spaced neon
like Iri dl b . y, the familiar Shell and Gulf signs stand outnen y eacons In a fa ei I dB>
three times hi h . t h r 19n an. u t III Las Vegas they reach
the competitiogn t:0 t ~ air than at your local service station to meet

a e casmos.

§ INCLUSION AND THE DIFFICULT ORDER
Henri Bergson called disorder a d

order of the Strip is I n or er we cannot see. The emerging
h a camp ex order It i t th > id d ft e urban renewal' . s no e easy, ngl or er 0

project or the fashi bl " a1 d > thmegastructure It is h ona e tot esign" of e
direcn . , on t e contrary a > if > f >irecuon in architectural theorv- ' mall!. estanon 0 an opposite
acre .City, perhaps, but a kind :'r B:oa?ac~e Clty-a travesty of Broad-
predIctions for the A . I vllldlcatlOn of Frank Lloyd Wright's
th b mencan andscape Th '.. h>e ur an sprawl is of B . e CommerCial stnp Wit III

C· ,COurse roadacre C"ty >th dOff dacre Ity'S easy motival d"d .. I WI a I erence. Broa -
separate bUildi~gs at th or eril entIfled and unified its vast spaces and
b ild' e sca e of the . hu mg, without doubt ?mlllpotent automobile. Eac
Taliesin Fellowship with was to be deSIgned by the Master or by his
e ,no room for honk t k > >asy Control would be exe . d '. y- on ImprovIsations. An
s I U . rClse over Similar eI . h> >a, SOnJan vocabUlary t th . ements WIt III the unlver-

. . 0 e exclUslOn t' Igantles. But the order of th S . . ,cer am y, of commercial vul-
from the mixture of see . Ie. tnp mcludes; it includes at all levels,

mlllg y Illcongru I d f3 T ous an uses to the mixture 0
. om Wolfe, The KandY.Colored ~ .

NOOnday Press,1966), p. 8. angerme·Flake Streamline Baby (New York:
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seemingly incongruous advertising media plus a system of nee-Organic
or neo-Wrightian restaurant motifs in Walnut Formica (Fig. 69). It is
not an order dominated by the expert and made easy for the eye. The
moving eye in the moving body must work to pick out and interpret a
variety of changing, juxtaposed orders, like the shifting configurations
of a Victor Vasarely painting (Fig. 70). It is the unity that "maintains,
but only just maintains, a control over the clashing elements which
compose it. Chaos is very near; its nearness, but its avoidance, gives ...
force. "4

§ IMAGE OF LAS VEGAS, INCLUSION AND
ALLUSION IN ARCHITECTURE

Tom Wolfe used Pop prose to suggest powerful images of Las Vegas.
Hotel brochures and tourist handouts suggest others (Fig. 71). J. B.
Jackson, Robert Riley, Edward Ruscha, John Kouwenhoven, Reyner
Banham, and William Wilson have elaborated on related images. For the
architect or urban designer, comparisons of Las Vegas with others of
the world's "pleasure zones" (Fig. 72)-with Marienbad, the Alhambra,
Xanadu, and Disneyland, for instance-suggest that essential to the
imagery of pleasure-zone architecture are lightness, the quality of being
an. ?asis in a perhaps hostile context, heightened symbolism, and the
ability to engulf the visitor in a new role: for three days one may imag-
~ne oneself a centurion at Caesars Palace, a ranger at the Frontier, or a
Jetseuer at the Riviera rather than a salesperson from Des Moines, Iowa,
or an architect from Haddonfield, New Jersey.

However, there are didactic images more important than the images
of recreation for us to take home to New Jersey and Iowa: one is the
A~IS with the Venus; another, Jack Benny under a classical pediment
':'Ith Shell Oil. be~e him, or the g~sol.ine station beside t~e mul timil-
hOn-.dollar casmo.l.I.hese show the vitality that may be achieved by an
architecture of inclusion or, by contrast, the deadness that results from
too great a preoccupation with tastefulness and total desigti) The Strip
shows the value of symbolism and allusion in an architecture of vast
spac~ and speed and proves that people, even architects, have fun with
archrt~cture that reminds them of something else, perhaps of harems or
~he W~ld West in Las Vegas, perhaps of the nation's New England fore-~Iears III New Jersey. Allusion and comment, on the past or present or

b IJ on ~ur great commonplaces or old cliches, and inclusion of the every-
I ?ay III the environment sacred and profane-these are what are lacking

'n 'present-day Modern architecture. We can learn about them from Las
Vegas as have other artists from their own profane and stylistic sources.

igAugust Heckscher, The Public Happiness (New York: Atheneum Publishers,
62),p.289.


