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THE ARCHITECTURAL FORUM I MARCH 1968 

PUBLISHER' S NOTE 

E\·cry time we turn nrountl, so 
it ecms, we find reason to tell 
.\'OU how important Paul Grotz 
is to the Forum. This time, how­
ever, it is not us but the AI A 
\\'ho hns a medal for Paul. In 
announcing the 1968 medal win­
ne rs (page 25) we were delighted 
lo learn that Forum's managing 
editor, formerly its art director 
for 30 years, i the winner of this 
year's AI A Industrial Arts Medal. 
The citation which accompanies 
the award say : 

"It seems fitting that the art 
direct ion of lnyout, typographic 
t reatment, photography, and cover 
design for a magazine devoted to 
architecture should be recognized 
not only for excellence of design , 
but also for the magazine's close 
assoc iation with our profession." 

We, too think it fitting and arc 
grnteful to the AI A for having 
~n i d so. 

As the AI A also noted, the 
Foru m is "a magazme devoted to 
architecture." Nevertheless, the 
latest count reveals that more 
than 10,000 people, a ll nonarchi ­
tcct , subscribe to our magazine, 
de pite the fact that we have 
no ser ious subscription promotion 
pl'Ogrnm to s peak of. Actually, we 
do lit.lie more than make the 
magazi ne available when a ked. 
Ev idently these subscribers come 
lo us, full ubscription price in 
hand, because they want to read 
n mngazine l ike oms. 

So we a lso want to expre_s our 
gratitude to the-e wonderful peo­
ple \\' ho, in their O\\'n way, testify 
month ly to the award-winning 
performance of Pau l and the rest 
of his editoria l colleagues. 

-L.W.l\ !. 
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LEARNING 
FROM 
LAS VEGAS 

BY ROBERT VENTURI AND 
DENISE SCOTT BROWN 

"Sitb tance for a writer consi ls 
not merely of those 1·ealities he 
thin/cs he discovers; it con ists 
even more of those realities 
which have been made available 
to him by the litemtu1·e ancl idi­
om of his own day and by the 
images that still have vitality in 
the litemture of the past. Stylis­
tically, a writer can express his 
Jeeling about this sub tance 
either by imitation, if it sits well 
with him, or by parody, if it 
do esn't." Richard Poirier' 

Learning from the existing land-
eape is a way of being revolu­

tionary for an architect. Not the 
obvious way, which is to tear 
down Paris and begin again, as 
Le Corbusier suggested in the 
1920s, but another way which is 
more tolerant: that is to ques­
tion how we look at things. 

The Commercial Strip, the Las 
Vegas Strip in particular-it is 
the example par excellence­
challenges the architect to take a 
positive, non-chip-on-the- boulder 
view . .Architects are out of the 
habit of looking nonjudgrnentally 
ait the environment because ortho­
dox Modern architecture is pro­
gressive, if not revolutionary, 
utopian and puristic; it is dis­
satisfied with existing conditions. 
Modern architecture has been 
anything but permissive: archi­
tects have preferred to change 
the existing environment rather 
than enhance what is there. 

But to gain insight from the 
commonplace is nothing new : 
fine art often follows folk art. 
Romantic architects of the 18th 
century discovered an existing 
and conventional rustic architec­
ture. Early Modern ru·cbitems 
appropriated an existing and 
conventional industrial vocabu­
lary without much adaptation. 
Le Corbu ier loved grain eleva­
tors and team ships; the Bau­
haus looked like a factory; Mies 
refined the details of American 
steel factories for concrete build­
ings. Modern architects work 
through analogy, symbol, and im­
age-although they have gone to 
lengths to disclaim almo t all de­
terminants of their forms except 
structural necessity and the pro-

1"T. S. Eliot and the Literature of 
Waste," p. 21, The New Republic, May 
20, 1967. 

gram-and they derive insights, 
analogies, and stimulation from 
uneX'pected images. There is a 
perversity in the learning pro­
cess : we look backward at his­
tory and tradition to go for­
ward; we can also look down­
ward to go upward. 

Architects who can accept the 
lessons of primitive vernacular 
architecture, so easy to take in 
an exhibit like "Architecture 
Without Architects,'' and of in­
du trial, vernacular architecture, 
so easy to adapt to an electronic 
and space vernacular as elabo­
rate neo-Brutalist or neo-Con­
structivist mcgastructure , do not 
ca ily acknowledge the validi­
ty of the commercial vernacular. 
Creating the new for the artist 
may mean choosing the old or 
the existing. Pop artists have re­
learned thi . Our acknowledging 
existing, co=ercial architecture 
at the scale of the highway is 
within this tradition. 

Modern architecture has not 
so much excluded the commercial 
vernacular as it has tried to take 
it over by inventing and enforc­
ing a vernacular of its own, im­
proved and universal. It has re­
jected the combination of fine art 
and crude art. The Italian land­
scape has always harmonized the 
vulgar and the Vitruvian: the 
contorni around the duomo, the 
potiere's laundry across the pa­
drone's portone, Supercortemag­
giore against the Romanesque 
apse. Naked children have never 
played in our fountains and I. 
M. Pei will never be happy on 
Route 66. 

Architecture as space 

Architects have been bewitched 
by a single element of the Italian 
landscape : the piazza. Its tra­
ditional, pedestrian-scaled and 
intricately enclosed space is 
easier to take than the spatial 
sprawl of Route 66 and Los An­
geles. Architects have been 
brought up on Space, and en­
closed space is the easiest to 
handle. During the last 40 years, 
theorists of Modern architecture 
(Wright and Le Corbusier some­
times excepted) have focused on 
space as the essential ingredient 
which separates architecture 
f1'om p ainting, sculpture, and 
literature. Their definitions glory 

in the uniqueness of the medium, 
and although sculpture and 
painting may sometimes be al­
lowed spatial characteristics, 
sculptural or pictorial architec­
ture is unacceptable. That is be­
cause space is acred. 

Purist architecture was partly 
a reaction against 19th-century 
ecleciici m. Gothic churche , 
Renaissance banks and Jacobean 
manors were frankly picturesque. 
The mixing of styles meant the 
mixing of media. Dressed in his­
torical styles, buildings evoked 
explicit associations and Roman­
tic allusions to the past to con­
\·ey literary, ecclesiastical, na­
tional, or progra=atic symbol­
ism. Definitions of architecture 
as space and form at the service 
of program and structure were 
not enough. The overlapping of 
discipline may have diluted the 
architecture, but it enriched the 
meaning. 

Modern architects abandoned 
a tradition of iconology in which 
painting, culpture, and graphics 
were combined with architecture. 
The delicate hieroglyphics on a 
bold pylon, the archetypal in­
scriptions on a Roman archi­
trave, the mosaic processions in 
Sant' .Apollinare, the ubiquitous 
tatoos over a Giotto chapel, the 
enshrined hierarchies around a 
Gothic portal, even the illusion­
i tic frescoes in a Venetian villa 
all contain messages beyond their 
ornamental contribution to archi­
tectural space. The integration 
of the arts in Modern architec­
ture bas always been called a 
good thing. But one didn't paint 
on Mies. Painted panels were 
floated independently of the 
. tructure by means of shadow 
joints; sculpture was in or near 
but seldom on the building. Ob­
jects of art were used to reinforce 

Mr. Venturi is the Phi ladelph ia-based 
architect whose recent book, Com­
plexity and Contradiction In Architec­
ture, created a good deal of contro­
versy at the time of its publication 
(see review in June ' 67 issue). Denise 
Scott Brown, who took most of the 
photographs accompanying this ar­
ticle including the one on our cover, 
is a teacher in architecture and urban 
design, and an earlier contributor to 
the Forum. She is also Mrs. Venturi . 
This article in expanded form will be 
published as a book by A1fierl , Venice. 
A second article, dealing specifically 
with some of Mr. Venturi's work, will 
appear in The Forum next month. 
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architectural space at the ex­
pense of their own content. The 
Kolbe in the Barcelona Pavilion 
was a foil to the directed spaces: 
the message was mainly architec­
tural. The diminutive signs in 
most modern buildings contained 
only the mo t necessary mes­
sages, like "Ladies," minor ac­
rcnt begrudgingly applied. 

Architecture as symbol 

Critics and bi torians who doc­
umented the "decline of popular 
symbols" in art, supported or­
thodox Modern architects who 
shunned symbolism of form ai:; 
an expression or reinforcement 
of content: meaning was to be 
communicated through the in­
herent, physiognomic character­
istics of form. The creation of 
architectural form was to be a 
logical process, free from images 
of past experience, determined 
solely by program and tructure, 
with an occasional assist, as Alan 
Colquhoun has suggested,' from 
intuition. 

But some recent critics have 
questioned the possible level of 
content to be derived from ab­
stract forms. And others have 
demonstrated that the function­
alists despite their protestations, 
derived a formal vocabulary of 
their own, mainly from current 
art movements and the industrial 
vernacular; latter-day followers 
like the Archigram group have 
turned, while similarly protest­
ing, to Pop Art and the space 
industry. Indeed, not only are 
we "not free from the forms of 
the past, and from the availa­
bility of these forms as typo­
logical models, but . . . if we 
a sume we are free, we have lost 
control over a very active sector 
of our imagination, and of our 
power to communicate with 
others."' However, most critics 
have slighted a continuing icon­
ology in popular co=ercial art: 
the persuasive heraldry which 
pervades our environment from 
the advertising pages of the New 
Yorker to the super-billboards 
of Houston. And their theory of 
the "debasement" of symbolic 
architecture in 19th-century ec-

'Alan Colquhoun, Typology and Design
Method," Arena, Architectural Associa­
tion Journal, June, 1967. 
'Alan Colquhoun, Ibid.; p. 14. 

lecticism bas blinded them to 
the value of the representational 
architecture along highways. 
Those who acknowledge thi 
roadside eclectici m denigrate it 
because it flaunts the clicM of 
a decade ago as well as the style 
of a century ago. But why not~ 
Time travels fast today. 

The :Miami-Beach :Modern mo­
tel on a bleak stretch of highway 
in southern Delaware reminds 
the jaded driver of the welcome 
lu."\:ury of a tropical resort, prr­
suachng him, perhap , to forgo 
the gracious plantation across the 
Virginia border called Motel 
Monticello. The real hotel in 
Miami alludes to the interna­
tional styli hness of a Brazilian 
resort, which, in turn, derives 
from the International Style of 
middle Corbu. This evolution 
from the high source through the 
middle source to the low ource 
took only 30 years. Today, the 
middle source, the neo-Ecleclic 
architecture of the 1940s and 
1950 is less intere ting than its 
commercial adaptations. Roadside 
copies of Ed Stone arc more in­
teresting titan the real Ed Stone. 

The sign for the Motel Monti­
cello, a silhouette of an enormous 
Chippendale highboy, is visible 
on the highway before the motel 
itself. This architecture of styl<'s 
and signs is antispatial; it is an 
architecture of communication 
over space; communication domi­
nates space as an element in the 
architecture and in the land­
scape. But it is for a new scalr 
of landscape. The philosophical 
as ocia,tions of the old eclecti­
cism evoked subtle and complex 
meanings to be savored in the 
docile spaces of a traditional 
landscape. The commercial per­
suasion of roadside eclectici m 
provokes bold impact in the vast 
and complex setting of a new 
landscape of big spaces, high 
speeds, and complex programs. 
Styles and signs make connec­
tions among many clements, far 
apart and seen fast. The mes­
sage is basely commercial, the 
context is basically new. 

A driver 30 years ago could 
maintain a sense of orientation 
in space. At the simple cross­
road a little sign with an arrow 
confirmed what he already knew. 
He knew where he was. Today 

the cro sroad i a cloverleaf. To 
turn left he must turn right, a 
eontrncliction poignantly evoked 
in the print by Allan D'Arc­
angelo, 1. But the driver has no 
time to ponder paradoxical 
subtleties within a dangerou , 
sinuous maze. He relies on signs 
to guide him-rnorrnous signs in 
vast . ·pacr. at high speeds. 

'rhe dominance of signs over 
space at a pedesfrian scale 
occurs in big airports. Circula­
tion in a big railroad station 
requirrtl little more than a 
simple a.."'l:ial system from taxi 
to train, by ticket window, stores, 
waiting room, and platform, 
virtually without signs. Archi­
tects object to signs in buildings : 
"if the plan is clear you can see 
where to go." But complex 
programs and settings require 
complex combinations of media 
beyond the purer architrctural 
triad of tructure, form, and 
light at the service of space. 
They suggest an architectme of 
bold communication rathrr than 
one of subtle rxpression. 

The architecture of persuasion 

The cloverleaf and afrp ort 
communicate with moving crowds 
in rar or on foot, for efficiency 
and afety. But words and sym­
bol may be used in pace for 
commercial persuasion. The Mid­
dle Eru tern bazaar contains no 
sign , the strip is virtually all 
sign . In the bazaar, communica­
tion works through proximity. 
Along its narrow aisles buyers 
feel and smell the merchandise, 
and explicit oral persuasion i 
applied by the merchant. In the 
narrow streets of the medieval 
town, although signs occur, per-
uasion is mainly through the 

sight and smell of the real cakes 
through the doors and windows 
of the bakery. On Main Street, 
shop-window displays for pedes­
trians along the sidewalks, and 
exterior signs, perpendicular to 
the street for motorists, domi­
nate the scene almost equally. 

On the commercial strip the 
supennarket windows contain no 
merchandise. There may be signs 
announcing the day's bargains, 
but they are to be read by the 
pedestrians approaching from 
the parking lot. The building 
itself is set back from the high-

way and half hidden, as is mo t 
of the urban environment, by 
parked cars. The vast parking 
lot is in front, not at the rear, 
since it i a symbol as well as a 
convenience. The building is low 
because air conditioning demands 
low spaces, and mercbandi ing 
techniques discourage second 
floors; its architecture is neutral 
because it can hardly be seen 
from the road. Both merchan­
dise and architecture are di con­
nected from the road. The big 
sign leaps to connect the driver 
to the store, and down the road 
the cake mixe and detergents are 
advertised by their national 
manufacturers on enormous bill­
boards inflected toward the high­
way. The graphic sign in space 
has become the architecture of 
this landscape. Inside, the A & P 
has reverted to the bazaar except 
that graphic packaging has re­
placed the oral persua ion of 
the merchant. At another scale, 
the shopping center off the high­
way returns in its pedestrian 
malls to the medieval street. 

Historical tradition and the A & P 

The A & P parking lot is a 
current phase in the evolution 
of vast space since Versaille . 
The space which divides high-
peed highway and low, sparse 

buildings produces no enclo ure 
and little direction. To move 
through a piazza is to move be­
tween high enclosing forms. To 
move through this landscape is 
to move over vast expansive 
texture: the megatexture of the 
co=ercial landscape. The park­
ing lot is the parterre of the 
asphalt landscape. The patterns 
of parking lines give direction 
much as the paving patterns, 
curbs, borders, and tapis verts 
give direction in Versailles; 
grids of lamp posts substitute 
for obelisks and rows of urns 
and statues, as points of identity 
and continuity in the vast space. 
But it is the highway sign 
through their sculptural forms 
or pictorial silliouettes, their 
particular positions in space, 
their inflected shapes, and their 
graphic meanings which identify 
and unify the megatexture. They 
make verbal and symbolic con­
nections through space, com­
municating a complexity of 
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meanings through hundreds of 
as ociations in few seconds from 
far away. Symbol dominates 
space . .Architecture is not enough. 
Because the spatial relationships 
are made by symbols more than 
by forms, architecture in this 
landscape becomes symbol in 
space rather than form in space . 
.Architecture defines very little : 
the big ign and the little build­
ing is the rule of Route 66. 

The sign is more important 
than the architecture, 2. This is 
reflected in the proprietor's budg­
et: the sign at the front is a vul­
gar extravaganza, the building at 
the back, a mode t necessity. The 
architecture is what's cheap. 

ometimcs the building is the 
sign: the re taurant in the shape 
of a hamburger is sculptural 
symbol and architectural shelter. 
Contradiction between outside 
and inside was common in archi­
tecture before the modern move­
ment, particularly in urban and 
monumental architecture. Ba­
roque domes were symbols as 
well as spatial constrnctions, and 
they were bigger in scale and 
higher outside than inside in or­
der to dominate their urban set­
ting and communicate their 
symbolic me sage. The false 
fronts of western stores did the 
same thing. They were bigger and 
taller than the interiors they 
fronted to communicate the 
store's importance and to en-
hance the quality and unity of 
the street. But false fronts are 
of the order and scale of Main 
Street. From the desert town on 
the highway in the West of today 
we can learn new and vivid les­
sons about an impure architec­
ture of communication. The little 
low buildings, grey brown like 
the desert, separate and recede 
from the street which is now the 
highway, their false fronts disen­
gaged and turned perpendicular 
to the highway as big high signs. 
If you take the signs away there 
is no place. The desert town is 
intensified communication along 
the highway. 

Las Vegas is the apotheosis of 
the desert town. Visiting Las 
Vegas in the mid-1960s was like 
vi iting Rome in the late 1940s. 
For young .Americans in the 
1940 , familiar only 'vith the 
auto-scaled, gridiron city, and 
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the antiurban theories of the pre­
vious architectural generation, 
the traditional urban spaces, the 
pedestrian scale, and the mix­
tures yet continuities of styles of 
the Italian piazzas were a sig­
ni.6.cant revelation. They redis­
covered the piazza. Two decades 
later architects are perhaps ready 
for similar lessons about large 
open space, big scale, and high 
speed. Las Vegas is to the Strip 
what Rome is to the Piazza. 

There are other parallels be­
tween Rome and Las VeO'as : 
their expansive settings in the 
Campagna and in the Mojave 
Desert, for instance, which tend 
to focus and clarify their im­
ages. Each city vividly superim­
poses elements of a suprana­
tional scale on the local fabric: 
churches in the religious capital, 
casinos and their signs in the 
entertainment capital. These 
cause violent juxtapositions of 
use and scale in both cities. 
Rome's churches, off streets and 
piazzas, are open to the public; 
the pilgrim, religious or archi­
tectural, can walk from church 
to church. The gambler or archi­
tect in Las Vegas can similarly 
take in a variety of casinos along 
the Strip. The casinos and lob­
bies of Las Vegas which are or­
namental and monumental and 
open to the promenading public 
are, a few old banks and railroad 
stations excepted, unique in 
American cities. Nolli's map of 
the mid-18th century, 3, reveals 
the sensitive and complex con­
nections between public and pri­
vate space in Rome. Private 
building is shown in gray hatch­
ing which is carved into by the 
public spaces, exterior and in­
terior. These spaces, open or 
roofed, are shown in minute de­
tail through darker poche. In­
teriors of churches read like pi­
azzas and courtyards of palaces, 
yet a variety of qualities and 
scales is articulated. Such a map 
for Las Vegas would reveal and 
clarify the public •and the pri­
vate at another scale, although 
the iconology of the signs in 
space would require other graph­
ic methods. 

A conventional map of Las 
Vegas reveals two scales of 
movement within the gridiron 
plan: that of Main Street and 

that of the Strip. The main street 
of Las Vegas is Fremont Street, 
4, and the earlier of two concen­
trations of casinos is located 
along three or four blocks of this 
street. The casino here are ba­
zaar-like in the immediacy of 
their clicking and tinkling gam­
bling machines to the sidewalk. 
The Fremont Street casinos and 
hotels focus on the railroad de­
pot at the head of the street; 
here the railroad and main street 
scales of movement connect. The 
bus depot is now the busier en­
trance to town, but the axial 
focus on the rail depot from 
Fremont Street is visual, and 
possibly symbolic. This contrasts 
with the Strip, where a second 
and later development of casinos 
extends southward to the airport, 
the jet-scale entrance to town. 

One's first introduction to Las 
Vegas architectme is a replica 
of Eero Saar:inen's T.W.A. Ter­
minal, which is the local airport 
building. Beyond this piece of 
architectural image, impressions 
are scaled to the car rented at 
the airport. Here is the unravel­
ing of the famous Strip itself, 
which, as Route 91, connects the 
airport with the downtown. 

System and order on the Strip 

The image of the commercial 
strip is chaos. The order in this 
landscape is not obvious. The 
continuous highway itself and its 
systems for turning are abso­
lutely consistent. The median 
strip accommodates the U-turns 
necessary to a vehicular prome­
nade for ca. ino-crawlers, as well 
as left turns onto the local street 
pattern which the Strip inter­
sects. The cm·bing allows fre­
quent right turn for ca inos and 
other commercial enterprises and 
eases the difficult transitions 
from highway to parking. The 
street lights function superflu­
ously along many parts of the 
Strip which are incidentally but 
abundantly lit by signs; but their 
consistency of form and position 
and their arching shapes begin 
to identify by day a continuous 
space of the highway, 5 , and the 
constant rhythm contrasts effec­
tively with the uneven rhythms 
of the igns behind. 

This counterpoint reinforces 
the contrast between two types 
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of order on the Strip: the obvi­
ous visual order of street ele­
ments and the difficult visual or­
der of buildings and signs. The 
zone of the highway is a shared 
order. The zone off the highway 
is an individual order. The ele­
ments of the highw1ty are ci vie. 
The buildings and signs are pri­
vate. In combination they em­
brace continuity and discontinu­
ity, going and stopping, clarity 
and ambiguity, cooperation and 
competition, the community and 
rugged individualism. The sys­
tem of the highway gives order 
to the ensitive functions of exit 
and entrance, as well as to the 
image of the Strip as a sequen­
tial whole. It al o generates 
places for individual enterprise 
to grow, and controls the general 
direction of that growth. It al­
lows variety and change along 
its sides, and accommodates the 
contrapuntal, competitive order 
of the individual enterpri es. 

There is an order along the 
ides of the highway. Varieties 

of activities are juxtaposed 
on the Strip: service stations, 
minor motels and multimillion­
dollar casinos. Marriage chapels 
("credit cards accepted") con­
verted from bungalows with add­
ed neon-lined steeples are apt to 
appear anywhere toward the 
downtown end. Immediate prox­
imity of related uses, as on main 
street where you walk from one 
store to another, is not required 
along the Strip since interaction 
is by car and highway. You drive 
from one casino to another even 
when they are adjacent because 
of the distance between them, 
and an intervening service sta­
tion is not disagreeable. 

The architecture of the Strip 

A typical casino complex con­
tains a building which is near 
enough to the highway to be seen 
from the road across the parked 
cars, yet far enough back to ac­
commodate driveways, turn­
arounds, and parking. The park­
ing in front is a token: it re­
assures the customer but does 
not obscure the building. It is 
prestige parking: the customer 
pays. The bulk of the parking, 
along the sides of the complex, 
allows direct access to the hotel, 
yet stays visible from the high-

way. Parking is never at the 
back. The scales of movement 
and space of the highway deter­
mine distances between build­
ing.:;: they must be far apart to 
be comprehended at high speeds. 
Front footage on the Strip had 
not yet reached the value it once 
had on main street and parking 
is still an appropriate filler. Big 
space between buildings is char­
acteristic of the Strip. It is sig­
nificant that Fremont Street is 
more photogenic than the Strip. 
A single post card can carry a 
view of the Golden Horseshoe, 
the Nlint Hotel, the Golden Nug­
get and the Lucky Casino. A 
shot of the Strip is less pec­
tacular; its enormous spaces 
must be seen as moving sequences. 

The side elevation of the com­
plex 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 Alad­
din Casino read emphatically 
across the parking pace and 
through the igns and the giant 
statue of the neighboring Texaco 
station, 6 , and contrast with the 
modern Near-Ea tern flavor of 
the casino front. Casino fronts 
on the Strip often inflect in 
shape and ornament toward the 
right, to welcome right-lane traf­
fic. Modern styles use a porte­
cochere which is diagonal in 
plan. Brazilianoid International 
styles use free forms. Service 
stations, motels, and other sim­
pler types of buildings conform 
in general to this system of in­
flection toward the highway 
through the position and form 
of their elements. Regardless of 
the front, the back of the build­
ing is styleless because the whole 
is turned toward the front and 
no one sees the back. 

Beyond the town, the only 
transition between the Strip and 
the Mojave Desert is a zone of 
rusting beer cans, 7. Within the 
town the transition is as ruth­
lessly sudden. Casinos whose 
fronts relate so sensitively to the 
highway, turn their ill-kempt 
backsides toward the local en­
vironment, exposing the residual 
forms and spaces of mechanical 
equipment and service areas. 
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Signs inflect toward the high­
way even more than buildings. 
The big sign-independent of the 
building and more or less sculp­
tural or pictorial-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 Aladdin Casino 
seems to bow toward the high­
way through the inflection in its 
shape. It al o is three dimen-
ional and parts of it revolve. 

The sign at the Dunes, 8, is more 
chaste: it is only two dimen­
sional and its back echoes its 
front, but it is an erection 
twenty-two stories high which 
pulsates at night. The sign for 
the Mint Casino on Route 91 at 
Fremont Street inflects towards 
the Casino several blocks away. 
Signs in Las Vegas use mixed 
media-then words, pictures, and 
sculpture-to persuade and in­
form. The same sign works as 
polychrome sculpture in the sun 
and as black silhouette against 
the sun; at night it is a source of 
light. It revolves by day and 
moves by the play of light at 
uight. It contains scales for 
close up and for distance. Las 
Vegas has the longest sign in 
the world, the Thunderbird, 
and the highest, the Dunes. 
Some signs are hardly distin­
guishable at a distance from the 
occasional highrise hotels along 
the Strip. The sign of the Pio­
neer Club on Fremont Street 
talks. Its cowboy, 60 ft. high, 
says "Howdy Pardner" every 30 
seconds. The big sign at the 
Aladdin has spawned a little 
sign with similar proportions to 
mark the entrance to the park­
ing. "But such signs!" says Tom 
Wolfe. They "soar in shapes be­
fore which the existing vocabu­
lary of art history is helpless. I 
can only attempt to supply 
names - Boomerang Modern, 
Palette Curvilinear, Flash Gor­
don Ming-Alert Spiral, McDon­
ald's Hamburger Parabola, Mint 
Casino Elliptical, Miami Beach 
Kidney."' Buildings are also 
signs. At night on Fremont 
Street whole buildings are illu­
minated, but not through reflec­
tion from spotlights; they are 

'Tom Wolfe, Ths Kandy-l{olorsd Tan­
gerine F/alce Streamline Baby, Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, New York, 1965, 
Jl. 8. 

made into sources of light by 
closely-spaced neon tubes. 

Las Vegas styles 

The Las Vegas casino is a com­
bination form. The complex pro­
gram of Caesar's Palace-it is 
the newest-includes gambling, 
dining and banqueting rooms, 
night clubs and auditoria, stores, 
and a complete hotel. It is al o 
a combination of styles. The 
front colonnade, 9, i San Pietro­
Bernini in plan, but Yamasaki 
in vocabulary and scale; the blue 
and gold mosaic work is Early 
Christian, tomb of Galla Pla­
cidia. (Naturally the Baroque 
symmetry of it prototype pre­
cludes an inflection toward the 
right in this facade.) Beyond 
and above is a slab in Gio Ponti, 
Pirelli-Baroque, and beyond that, 
in turn, a lowrise in nee-Classi­
cal Motel Moderne. Each of these 
styles is integrated by a ubiquity 
of Ed Stone screens. The land­
scaping is also eclectic. Within 
the Piazza San Pietro is the 
token parking lot. Among the 
parked car rise five fountains 
rather than the two of Carlo 
Maderno, 10. Villa d'Este cy­
presses further punctuate the 
parking environment. Gian da 
Bologna's Rape of the Sabine 
Women, and various statues of 
Venus, 11, and David, with 
slight anatomical exaggerations, 
grace the area around the porte­
cochere. Almost bisecting a Venus 
is an A vis : a sign identifying 
No. 2's office on thd premises. 

The agglomeration of Caesar's 
Palace and of the Strip a 
a whole approach the spirit if 
not the style of the late Roman 
Forum with its eclectic accumu­
lations. But the sign of Caesar's 
Palace with its Classical, plastic 
columns is more Etruscan in 
feeling than Roman. Although 
not so high as the Dunes sign 
next door or the Shell sign on 
the other side, its base is en­
riched by Roman Centurians, 12, 
lacquered like Oldenburg ham­
burgers, who peer over the acres 
of cars and across their desert 
empire to the mountains beyond. 
Their statuesque escorts, carry­
ing trays of fruit, 13, suggest the 
festivities within, and are a back­
ground for the family snapshots 
of Middle Westerners. A mas-
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