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“Billions of dollars from the worlds financial markets have been
fashioned into … a combination of space and form … in light and
dark …[that] is one of the largest private investments in public art
anywhere” 
Hal Rothman, Neon Metropolis

“These new ‘knights of purity’ advance onto the scene … brandish-
ing as banners the fragments of a utopia that they themselves cannot
confront head-on.”
Manfredo Tafuri, L’architecture dans la boudoir

Introduction

Since the 1972 publication of Learning from Las Vegas, by Venturi,
Scott Brown and Izenour, for whom “Las Vegas represents the rejec-
tion of modernism”1 the city has been thought of, and discussed as,
a phenomenon of postmodernism. It is, however, more useful now,
to reconsider Las Vegas as one of the great cities of modernity. In
this city, modernist standards such as the assemblage, the ready-
made, the collage and the Gesamtkunstwerk have been, and contin-
ue to be, reworked through the logic of an architecture of consump-
tion. By pursuing an understanding of Las Vegas within a broad
modernist history it becomes possible to discuss this city in terms of
the other spatial leisure and communications projects of modernity
(which can only be touched upon in this paper) such as the utopian
Soviet projects around the Constructivists, Constant’s New Babylon,
or any number of projects around the Archigram group.2
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This paper is particularly interested in the new forms of public
space and civic infrastructure emerging along the Strip. Simultan-
eously, 19th, 20th and 21st century urban demands around public
transport, the civic environment, and the communications infrastruc-
ture are being articulated and realised in this city. They are develop-
ing in non-typical ways: public transport is emerging in the form of
trams between casinos whilst a highly developed audio-visual com-
munications infrastructure is being prototyped along the Strip in the
form of casino advertising and effects, servicing a leisure industry
rather different to that of most cities. This paper primarily explores
the contemporary development of pedestrian space on the Strip and
the effects produced by the deployment of the modernist device of
the ready-made.

Public Private Pedestrianship

The status of the pedestrian and of the pavement, or sidewalk (as I
shall refer to it from now on), is currently undergoing expansion
and transformation in Las Vegas. There are a number of distinct
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Fig. 1: Nikolai Sokolov, VKhUTEMAS
resort hotel project, 1928

Fig. 2: Konstantin Melnikov, Green City
plan, 1929



components to this tendency. Firstly there is the emergence of a new
typology of casino resort, which developed in response to the inte-
gration of the entertainment-experience economy into the more tra-
ditional gambling revenues of the resorts. Typically this resort type
features an ante space, a casino-interface, which sits between the
casino gaming space and the Strip itself. These interface environ-
ments take the form of themed spectacles, or architainments, that
engage the public through what has been coined curb-appeal, in
some kind of space. Increasingly these interfaces are used to test new
relationships between the resort, the public, and the Strip, in order
to attract new customers into the casinos. Behind this interface is a
big, low box containing the casino and associated functions. On top
of this is situated the hotel tower. In a form by now typical of Las
Vegas resorts the hotel tower takes the figure of three radial spokes.3

The development of this new generation of casino-resort themed
around public spectacles was initiated primarily by Steve Wynn with
the building of the Mirage (opened 1989) and Treasure Island
(opened 1993). Both provided free public entertainment on the Strip
and as such raised the status of both the pedestrian, who was now
an experiencing and experienced consumer, and the sidewalks, which
were now sites of consumption. Following Wynn’s experiments with
public spectacles the sidewalks of the Strip, which barely existed a
decade earlier, were rapidly becoming formal devices that allowed
the resorts to test the limits of privatised public space. As historian
Hal Rothman states: “During the ‘Mirage’ phase, the ante went up,
and with it the need for a greater image control. Managing image
meant control of access, which in turn guaranteed struggles about
what was public, and what was private space.”4

In order to study the development of the urban ready-made in
Las Vegas I want to look at a particular building ensemble along the
Strip: the Mirage/Treasure Island/Venetian cluster. This group clearly
shows the first fifteen years of mega-resort development. In particu-
lar we can see the interdevelopment of thematic architainment and
the privatisation and commodification of the public space of the
sidewalk. This interdevelopment itself takes place within the general
pursuit of the fully immersive, experiential environment – perhaps
the dominant cultural paradigm of recent years. The Mirage, the first
example of the new resorts where we can see all the main features of
the new type in fully developed form, projects a complex collage of
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Fig. 3: The Mirage, 1989. A pedestrian sidewalk follows the automobile entrance,
with arcadian fragment to the left, behind a fence.

Fig. 4: The Mirage, 1989.
A piece of utopia that has
done something wrong?



paradise. It is assembled from fragments of several Western art tradi-
tions: the arcadian, the picturesque and the exotic. It presents an
image of a fully serviced landscape, which starts as a spectacle on
the strip and continues up to the edge of the casino space. The
Mirage was the first resort development to suggest that there might
be a unique experience to be had as a consumer on foot. The side-
walk is owned (a point I will return to) and developed by the resort
as part of the experience on offer. A waterfall regularly transforms
itself into a volcano as the sidewalks attempt to sweep the resulting
crowds into the casino. 

It is however an image that is ultimately unsatisfying. At no
point can the visitor actually inhabit the image; at no point is it pos-
sible to step into the landscape. The closest the visitor can come to
full immersion is through media: in the tourists’ photograph or
video they will appear to be within the image. It is always actually
experienced however, as standing on the edge. This experiential
impoverishment is intensified by the misplacing of the automobile
entrance, which cuts up the external landscape, and reinforced by
the impression that here were bits of utopia that had done some-
thing wrong, and had to be put behind bars.5
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Fig. 5 and 6: Treasure Island, 1993.
The sidewalk itself begins to be devel-
oped thematically



Although the theming of Treasure Island is coded to attract a
lower market it takes on a number of lessons learned from the
Mirage. Firstly the automobile entrance is spatially separated from
the Strip-front. Secondly the sidewalk is itself articulated as a the-
matic element for the first time. The sidewalk turns into a wooden
footbridge which branches and leads into the resort, whilst acting as
a viewing platform for the regular theatrical production that takes
place ‘for free’ across the front of the building. Crucially the subject
of the theming of the building is itself other buildings (in this case a
port town). Thus, one of the key failures of the Mirage, the relative
uninhabitability of the image, begins to be broken down. If it is ulti-
mately impossible to cross programme a casino resort and a tropical
arcadia, not least because even as images they embody fundamental-
ly incompatible property relations, it would prove easier to sample
and occupy existing urban form. 
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Fig.7: The Venetian 1999:
View from the gallery,
showing pedestrian
entrance, with Mirage
landscape opposite.

Fig.8: The Venetian 1999:
Interior view of the Grand
Canal Shoppes



In the Venetian, opened opposite the Mirage/Treasure Island
complex in1999, we can see this tendency to use ready-mades of
urban form fully developed. The fact that it is hilariously unlike
being in Venice, Italy, is unimportant. Here the sidewalk as a whole
becomes the dominant thematic element. There are surprisingly large
amounts of relatively unprogrammed, and to some extent public
space, produced through the fragmented figures of bridges, piazzas,
galleries and arcades. These allow the visitor to more fully inhabit
and immerse themselves in the image. This directly reinforces the
internal sidewalk space of the Grand Canal Shoppes arcades, a vari-
ant of the Forum shopping type, developed at Caesars Palace in
response to the opening of the Mirage. This was already a highly
successful formula, for the immersive reasons already elaborated: by
occupying the implied retail spaces of a ready-made urban form with
actual retail outlets it was possible to get reality to stand in for itself
in the image.

Examples of this tendency to use ready-made urban form as
commodified public space can now be found all along the Strip. In
order to understand exactly why this formal device has been so suc-
cessful in developing an experiential sidewalk infrastructure it is nec-
essary to take into account the relationships between the resort de-
velopers and the three public bodies that operate in Las Vegas: the
State of Nevada, the Clark County Commission, and Las Vegas City
Council.

As a historically non-industrial, frontier state, Nevada has al-
ways operated a low tax policy, effectively designed to attract new
business. Indeed Nevada has a constitutional amendment forbidding
it to raise a state income tax. This effectively means that Nevada
State is financially unable to support infrastructure development.
Within the Las Vegas area the responsibility for infrastructure then
falls to the two other public bodies previously mentioned: the city
council and the county commission. Both of these also operate low
tax policies, and are similarly restricted with regard to civic develop-
ment. Instead there is a policy of encouraging property investors to
build public infrastructure in return for political support for devel-
opment.

Dialectically these new relationships (between the resorts, the
consumers, and the Strip) are reinforced and extended, both into
and out of the casinos, by the political and economic power of the
resort developers which, together with the policies of local civic bod-
ies, have had specific effects upon the responsibility for the produc-
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tion and maintenance of public space and civic infrastructure along
the Strip. The resort developers themselves are increasingly taking
responsibility for the provision, maintenance and control of side-
walks, and public transport, along the Strip.

A notice standing in the arcadian meadow of the Mirage reads:
”This sidewalk is the private property of the Mirage Casino Hotel,
upon which an easement has been granted to facilitate pedestrian
movement. Anyone found loitering or otherwise impeding pedestrian
movement upon this sidewalk is subject to arrest for trespass under
NRS…” 

Frederic Jameson has stated that “Architecture is [for Tafuri]
supreme amongst the arts simply because its Other or exterior is
coeval with History and society itself … the outer limit of some
expanded conception of the architectural vocation as including
urbanism and city planning is the economic itself, or capitalism in
the most overt and naked expression of its implacable power.”6

Economic space, although quite different from kinaesthetic space,
impinges upon the body in at least two ways. Firstly when legal and
economic boundaries are reified through, for example, boundary
walls; secondly and more subtly, through our cognitive space: when
our cognitive maps of our social (and that includes economic) cos-
mologies mentally coexist with our cognitive maps produced out of
our body space experiences. There is always necessarily some formal
correlation or resonance between the two as, to some extent at least,
Jameson argues above architecture is co-extensive with capital.

The sidewalk is a territory where the cognitive maps formed
through direct bodily experience of fields and boundaries of space,
and those formed through an understanding of capital in the form of
ownership of land-space, are particularly resonant or congruent. In
the contemporary developments of the sidewalk on the Las Vegas
Strip this condition is both intensified and confounded. When walk-
ing along the Strip now the subject feels as though in a public realm
whilst simultaneously “through devices in scale and overhead gim-
mickry, the foreground tends to expand outward, to absorb the
guest like a friendly dragon.”7

Las Vegas first accelerated the business of selling commodified
experience, or what Norman M. Klein has described as “a neurotic
struggle  to industrialise desire,”8 in the late sixties, with Caesars
Palace and Circus Circus, and the huge expansion in the use of
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theming that they announced. However, as the changes to the initial
interior design of the Circus Circus casino space proved, when a cir-
cus trapeze space above the casino space was quickly separated visu-
ally and spatially any kind of programmatic or thematic critique or
expansion of the gambling space was not viable, either during that
period or since. Nonetheless, as each of the casinos sought to differ-
entiate their particular product (i.e. the experience) from all of the
others, the environments around the actual casino spaces became the
sites of continuous thematic and programmatic experimentation
which, as we have seen, continues to this day.

Mark Gottdiener has convincingly argued that the emergence of
themed environments must be understood as a response to what he
calls “the realisation problem of capital.”9 He argues that the classi-
cal Marxist diagram of capital accumulation (M to C to M’) under-
estimates the problem of dumping commodities onto the market,
(the second half of the equation), a problem that producers must
attempt to stay in front of through an endless differentiation of
essentially identical commodities.10 He states:

“The new economic realities of a consumer oriented economy
derive from the crisis base of capitalism, that is, above all, a crisis in
the realisation of capital among highly competitive global producers.
Although most of the countries in the world possess immense pro-
ductive capacity, their development depends upon the ability of cor-
porations to sell goods and services after they are produced.
Increasingly, the problem of capital realisation is solved through the
creation of image-driven, themed environments, that are attractions
themselves but also contain outlets for the sale of commodities.”11

The mega resort casinos are a particularly good example of this
process. The casino spaces themselves are effectively identical; the
resorts differentiate themselves through theming. The themed envi-
ronments themselves are very conservative, and in common with all
populist architectural practice and thought “display a surprisingly
limited range of symbolic motifs because they need to appeal to the
largest possible consumer market.”12
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Architectures of consumption and communication

In Learning from Las Vegas, Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour set
out an analysis of the streetscape architecture of Las Vegas as a com-
munications system. Although widely understood as an anti-space
text it is rather an anti-form treatise, interested in “symbol in space,
before form in space.” It did, in fact, usefully explore the ways that
signs were working spatially, as well as describe a number of mor-
phological conditions specific to Las Vegas: directional space, vast
space, big, low space etc. The book is of course foremost a polemic
arguing for a reinscription of iconography into architecture. Its
authors argued: “modern architects abandoned a tradition of iconol-
ogy in which painting, sculpture and graphics were combined with
architecture.”13 Typical of almost all post-modern histories of mod-
ernism the authors defined modernism extremely narrowly, their real
target being the corporate International Style, marginalizing the ten-
dencies within modernism where architects or artists were actively
incorporating signs, objects and images into the architecture.
Examples of these tendencies within modernism would include
Antonio Gaudi’s use of mosaic, Kurt Schwitter’s Merzbau and
almost all the work of the Constructivists. One significant prefigura-
tion of such a condition is Erich Mendelsohn’s department store
architecture, described by Adolf Behne as ReklameArchitektur’-
Advertising Architecture. In this work Mendelsohn poses a series of
questions, that can be asked architecturally, regarding the relative
status of commodities as being both objects and images. In so doing
there is a simultaneous questioning of the commodity status of
architecture. These questions are formulated through a development
of the building as an information surface. Incorporating store sig-
nage, lighting and commodity vitrines as a work of assemblage,
across and through persuasive form, he positions architecture as a
communicative system within communicative systems.

In Learning from Las Vegas the authors describe two different
ways in which architecture communicates, the Duck and the Deco-
rated Shed. The Duck, of course, was a rhetorical figure14 describing
an architecture that exclusively relied upon its deep formal and spa-
tial structures to communicate its use or meaning. For the authors
“the Duck... pervades modern architecture.”15 The Decorated Shed,
by contrast, describes a condition where there is no organic relation-
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ship between architecture and meaning, but rather a loose and vari-
able relationship between spatial enclosure and external signage.
Whilst accurately describing the spatio-semantic condition of much
postwar American roadside architecture, the authors rather curious-
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Fig. 11: Erich Mendelsohn,
Construction Barrier (incorporating
shops, offices and extended advertising
surfaces) for Galleries Lafayette,
Potsdamer Platz, Berlin, 1928

Fig. 10: Erich Mendelsohn, Herpich
Department Store, 1924

Fig.12: Diagrams of the Decorated
Shed (big sign, small building) and the
Duck (building as sign), taken from
Learning from Las Vegas

Fig. 13: [Zick and Sharp, The Mint,
1957. Neither the ‘Duck’, nor the
‘Decorated Shed’ figures are particular-
ly useful here (although this particular
example is taken from Freemont
Street, and not the Strip)



ly used the figure of the Decorated Shed to describe the casino archi-
tecture of the strip at that time, a condition for which it was not
particularly appropriate. 

The architectural historian Alan Hess has described the vernacu-
lar architecture of post-war Las Vegas, which typically featured a
range of complex curved and angular neo-expressionist forms, as the
‘Googie style.’16 In this architecture the relationship between the
shed and the sign is much more complex than the Decorated Shed
concept allows. The shed is highly active in the organisation of the
decoration and signage. These persuasive and engaging forms chore-
ograph dynamic relationships in space and time, between signs and
moile consumers.

This architecture both played with its desert context and devel-
oped a distinctive formal spatial vocabulary that allowed signage,
advertising and figurative iconography to be incorporated into an
abstract, kinaesthetic, spatial assemblage, creating “a multi-dimen-
sional system of signs.”17 Writing at around the same time as
Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour, Manfredo Tafuri describes a simi-
lar condition in Architecture and Utopia. Tafuri understood architec-
ture both as a communicative system and as the site of all commu-
nicative systems (as urbanism):

“Modern Urbanism, in as much as it is a utopian attempt to pre-
serve a form for the city, or, rather, to preserve a principle of form
within the dynamics of urban structures - has not been able to
realise its models. And yet within urban structures the whole contri-
bution of the historical avant-garde lives on with a particular preg-
nancy. The city as an advertising and self-advertising structure, as an
ensemble of channels of communication, becomes a sort of machine
emitting incessant messages: indeterminacy itself is given specific
form, and offered as the only determinateness possible for the city as
a whole. In this way form is given to the attempt to make the lan-
guage of development live, to make it a concrete experience of
everyday life.”18

This is a description of the city as an open set of communicating
systems or economies. We are not simply talking of objects but are
including all spatial practices, events, images, finances etc. Archi-
tecture is then seen to occupy a particular condition in that it is able
to figure these systems spatially - both as actual objects, and as
images: as cognitive maps. These maps should not be understood as
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some kind of totalising key but rather as a series of allegorical
devices in the sense understood by Benjamin and Brecht: non-repre-
sentational and fragmented. Understood as a series of cabalistic
runes these forms endlessly signify momentarily other communica-
tive systems. The utopia of it is that both the individual and the col-
lective reach a state of ecstasy where both subject and object dis-
solve in a sea of communicative spatial practices. The Deutsche
Werkbund first articulated the idea that architecture manage all the
communicative  systems (objects, graphics, movement, signage,
advertising etc) within the metropolis as a form of Gesamtkunst-
werk. As such an informational space, architecture becomes an
everyday practice that is simultaneously both autonomous and able
to figure itself as a frame to other parts of reality, to other commu-
nicative systems.

Learning from Las Vegas captures the city at a moment of transi-
tion. It describes an almost coherent and totalising signscape that
must be understood, following Tafuri, as being at the leading edge of
a general tendency in the modern metropolis. It also captured the
beginnings of a new direction in Strip architecture, initiated by
Caesars Palace. If the Decorated Shed concept wasn’t capable of
fully describing the ‘Googie Style plus signs’ architecture on the strip
it would prove completely insufficient for the emergence of theming,
which would tend towards, if anything, a ‘Decorated Duck’ concep-
tual figure.

Public Space as Public Art?

The Strip is itself famously experienced in two different environmen-
tal conditions: by day and by night. It remains most persuasive at
night. Whilst this is in no small part due to the activities that contin-
ue to figure in its self mythologizing, it is primarily to do with the
way that it is experienced as a total immersive visual field, an “elec-
tronic baroque.”19 At night the strip is experienced as a single and
huge Gesamtkunstwerk – as an assemblage of lights, signs, objects,
events and screens: the playing fields of capital. It is, I feel, similar to
what the great utopian communications schemes must have had in
mind. It offers an unexpected lesson in one of the heroic tasks of
modern architecture: to speculate upon and project images of alter-
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native spatio-social futures. These utopian images of alternative
futures can be constructed in three principle ways. Firstly, and most
obviously, through temporarily unrealisable representations, such as
drawings and texts. Secondly through temporarily realisable enclaves
of other realities, whether along the lines of Red Bologna or any
number of communal experiments. Thirdly, they can be internalised
and experienced through critical rereading of existing reality as art,
such as the Paris of the Situationists and Surrealists. When moving
along the Las Vegas Strip at night it is through this third method
that it is momentarily possible to glimpse utopian images within the
playing fields of capital. Discussing the relationship between the
politicisation of the aesthetic and the aestheticisation of the political,
David Cunningham has outlined the dilemma of utopian artistic
practice: “Art is led, by its desire to be more than mere art, to archi-
tecture, but finds it can only produce architecture as ‘art’ in a way
that furthers the construction of spectacle in ‘the service of commer-
cial capital’.”20 In looking at the current productions of Las Vegas,
the most commodified of art practices, we might (in these moments
of hopeless optimism) switch the terms and turn this formulation on
its head: spectacle is led, by its desire to be more than mere specta-
cle, to architecture, but finds it can only produce architecture as
‘spectacle’ in a way that furthers the construction of art in the serv-
ice of political utopia.

“spatial images [raumbilder] are the dreams of society. Wherever
the hieroglyphics of these images can be deciphered, one finds the
basis of social reality”21
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Fig. 14: [Panorama of north section of the strip at night, 1984



Las Vegas has in recent years increasingly articulated itself
through Art, whether we think of Koolhaas’ Guggenheim at the
Venetian, or Steve Wynn’s art collections, initially at the Bellagio,
soon to be at the new Wynn-Las Vegas casino-resort. If it is useful,
as Rothman suggests, to more generally think of the developments
on the Strip as “one of the largest private investments in public art
anywhere,” then this public art must be occupying, or producing,
some kind of public space. However, if what exactly might consti-
tute public space is not straightforward in any situation, this is espe-
cially the case with Las Vegas. We should be careful when using the
myth of a ‘pure’ public space, remembering that private finances and
interests have a long involvement in the definition and production of
the polis. As such then, the question has been at the basis of a num-
ber of spatial struggles and developments in the city in recent years.
Some of these struggles, such as the 1993 MGM culinary workers
strike, or the attempts to stop sex workers advertising on the side-
walks, have been well documented.22 One question then would be to
ask if it is even appropriate to discuss these developments in terms
of public space? Mark Gottdiener has suggested that: 

“Public space… allows for self-realisation in the community
realm. Today, instead, as public space disappears, we have a greater
emphasis on the limited self-realisation of individuals through con-
suming… Primed at home by mass media for self-realisation through
consumption, people enter the pseudo-public space of the themed
environment without either the political or social desires that their
counterparts in earlier epochs may have had.”23

Michael Jennings articulates similar concerns about the possibili-
ty of finding any kind of ‘free’ and ‘pure’ public space within con-
sumer capitalism: 

“Commodities even in their singularity wield an extrasensory
power capable of subverting human rational and spiritual capacities.
Abstracted from their original context as a product of human
labour, such commodities take on, for Marx, a power fully analo-
gous to that of the religious fetish. When they work together in net-
works, the commodities that arise under industrial capitalism “talk
to each other,” shaping a totalising environment that has come to be
analysed under the designation of second nature. That second nature
is not nature itself, but a manmade environment that appears to be
natural while remaining wholly illusory. Humans move through such
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networks of commodities as through a phantasmagoria, unable to
exert control over themselves or over their environment.”24

Such critiques, whilst extremely useful and powerful in their
attentiveness to the closure effected by a privatised and commodified
public realm, nonetheless fail to acknowledge the possibility of
organising spatial demands – imaging those desires that capital con-
jures but cannot itself satisfy. Between the experiencing body of the
individual (constantly remapping itself cognitively to keep ‘in form’
with its environment) and the spaces and times of global capital is
the inherently mediatised field of public space. Constituted and con-
tested, through images, practices, objects, dreams and desires this
public space is the communicative environment of modernity howev-
er difficult and apparently compromised. That is to say, as our par-
ticular inheritance, within the current modalities of the military-
industrial-entertainment complex, public space is both the experi-
ence of the space of commodities, and the space of commodities as a
form of communication.25 The thesis of this paper, then, is that the
current fashion for theming resorts around other cities should actu-
ally be understood as the deployment of ready-mades of public
space. Indeed, it is the theming of the commodification of public
space as public art. 

Adrift in such an environment it is necessary now to ground an
understanding of our contemporary cultural space within a specifi-
cally historical understanding of experience. With this in mind we
might then suggest that what is needed, and what this paper
attempts to contribute to, is a general theory of ‘Critical Experien-
tialism’.

As a postscript, while we await the Greater American Socialist
Revolution, we might want to speculate on the route it will take:
The seizure of Las Vegas will no doubt be a key turning point in the
struggle...
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