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Three designs that are building the
city’s architectural momentum

by Bill Fox
photography by Jeffrey Green




rive-by blanditry kidnaps my attention as 1
drive around Las Vegas to visit its best build-

ings. The town has grown so fast that a single
recent technology, frost-resistant stucco, has
captured virrually its entire look. The rextured
buff walls and endless acreage of red rile roofs
now rival the Red Rock cliffs as geographic features of the Valley
and diminish the Strip to a thin dividing line between subdivisions.

This rapid growth, bowever, equals a
maisive inhlow ol constraction II41Il.|'|.
wihich sonner or Laler amfacTs iMCETESIig
architecture. Las Yegas i no exoepraon,
siid withim ks private, public and commer-
cial |11|||d|1||_l|l| yiou can find Hrrlljl.'r'l-hlr'
wtrvetnires thar F-ll"'-'l.dl.' [CLpOdIAcs [0 the
landecape other than shasdily manatures of
wicduerranean vidbas,

Summerlin, one of the larger and
more expensive subdivisions in the West,
hoses gated enclaves for pm::-rlr: with
enough money 1o commission genuie
architectural |n1|:||||_.,'rr|c-: Most of the
residents, baby boomers beoaght up on
Disney films, instead opr for bloated
tract homes that consume their sites.
They cloak these generic Boor plans with
details fantasized out of Todor or
Georgian or vagoely Sevillean traditions,
then cram intense and inappropriate
foliage around them. The results, which
I pass by on strects fined, absurdly, with
everything from Scotch pines 1o exone
hardwoods, are osrentanous instead ol
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impressive, their front doors smirking
with wealth, The rigorously spare
resitdence of Roger Thomas, designed
by nternationally remowned architecr
Mark Mack, 18 0 rarc exceprion

In comparisan to s negghbors, the
house is modest: a single-story asem-
hlage of rectangles containing only
4,000 square feet and sited well back
{rom the street behind seven agaves and
other and panves. |"l'l'-'i!1;;. oy Edv EL, 'm
afforded a profound reliet by encounter-
ingg A haiime that .h'rl.IJ“:-' |-"h'|'-'-1l!-’.'| in rhe
landscape. The pigment-impregnated
siucon glows in red, straw and white, a
gavory peometry, The front door, o mias-
sive steel sculprure miveted together in
the architect™s trademark pinwheel
design, is harely visible from the street.

Entering the home, the sound of
water goreets me, and | find three wings
defining a courtyard that contains bath
decorarive and functional pools. Where |
cXpECT To BOT O fourth wing at the kar
end, instead, a wall has been lifted up on

Lans Viegas Lite

its sidde to bridpe the tops of the two -
ing wings. This floating slab; pleroed by
a circwlar cutout through which o large
disk of sunlight stowly paces around the
eIy, TUFTS fhe Bdise 10TO & VArIADDN O6n
the oldest dwelling design on the planet,
a Mesopotamian pa radise garden
aligned ai ergchit anggles around the inte-
pior life. The house 18 propariioned so
perfectly inside and our thar I forger that
its walls are 20 feet high, a trait pecalear
i Mack™ houses, which are comfort-
able despite their luge dimensions, It s
a design that encourages protocol, bu
alin music and laughter; it shiclds you
from the desert and is an eoclosure |
leave with reluctanoe.

Lans

The archirect, who lives in

. Angeles, has built his reputation around

bodd hosses with memarahle palettes
and exacning finishes; his clienis tend
be people who know enough aboit
drchitecture to trust how he will resolve
their personal needs w the demands of
the sive. The house that Mack has
desipned for Thomas, one of Nevadas
more urbane citizens, is perhaps the sin
gle most successful residence in Southern
Mevada. As | deive vut of Summerhn,
I'm thinking that if it looks out of place
to soene of the neighbors, they should
consider tearmg down thetr own howsées
and starting over

In the middle of the city, but ar the
other eid of s architectural spectrum,
are many of its public buildings—
libraries, schools, conrthouses, Las



Tha ciusn, spars llnes of Rager Thamas' howis (0 Summeriin, far e
and top confer. are @ parfect complement ta the tus-and-Lang-caured
Feel af tha deswrt Soulhwnst. The Tele & Sayder Buliding, bulew and
bottam centar. slapty & Wmbiar apprepsiste-fa-ibha-land sppraach te
The greater complesitien of & commurvial Suldding,

Vegas had an undistinguished hismory of
civic construction unil the library sys-
tem commissioned notewaorthy artises
such as Aptoine Predock and Michael
Liraves i the mid-1280s o transionm
the otherwise moribund civic infrastruc-
ture into landmarks that could hald thetr
own with the escalating visual exceises
af the Strip. Unlike City Hall—the hulk-
ing martde facade of which nirms i back
to everything around it—the libraries
opened up the hocal vocabulary enough
tor the more sucoessful buildings thar
woild follow, most notably the Clark
County Government Center.

Constructed of red sandstone and onga-
nfeed in o semicircle that faces Red Rock
Lanyom, the Government Cenrer i the
antithests of City Hall, and | feel welcomisd
45 | walk out into the public amphitheater
at wi coender, Chifset feft behbind ss stuge is
the hundred-fooe-high Coanty Room, an
arriym 80 feer in drameter that was inspired
by both Anssar architeotuee and Mowses
Tank in the Valley of Fire. A low pyramid
behind me howses the cafereria and achos
the footprint of Lone Mountain. I'm
embraced o back by o curved ancade that
eompletes the spiral design of the atrium,
a motf echoed i the potroglyphs scartened
ahout the walls,

Marooned i the abandoned rail yard
herweed casinos, commerces] screems and
Interstate 15, the center commanads ¥ OMEF
curbosity wihien frst seen, and ir has sus
tained my interest during repeat visirs.
The Domingo Cambeiro design is asym-

metrical and detafled enough 1o provide
a continual sense of discovery, And
where City Hall presents government as
a cold modernist machine, the county
complex feels as if you are entering a civ-
ilization rooted in deep time and large
space, a perfect foil fo the Ewro-inspired
freney of the Strip,

By now it shouold be clear thar I'm
dc!iuing e hesit !‘hllump mi Las "l.l'rﬁm. |'_|5.'
hiw well they openly address thewr situa-
tiees i the desert with o distincrive sivle,
ncl matier the source of inspiration. Thene's
nothing wrong, per se, with Tudor man-
siong and Mediterranean villas, Iv's jast
that the former make more sense when
their surroundings are the forsst from
which they denve their tmbers, and the
Latter when they are sineted in o landscape
balanced by a large blue expanse of water
from which cool brerees arrive. This isn't
[ust a rmatver of vimeals, bt of ccomamic
and environmental common sense. And
where better to find a commiercial |'11||Mirlp:
thar reflects this philosophy than the
ofhices of o bocal architecturn] practice.

The groweh of Las Viepas has marmseed
somse off the healthiest arohitecneral firms
ini the comntry. Taoe & Soyder, one of the
largest in town, employs 60 poople whio
work 0 a bullding designed by one of the
principals, Windom Kinsey, Iis architeens
are responsible for many of the betrer
desgns in Las Vegas, including the new
tecmnal ai the airport, Horeon High
Schood and the community college build-
INESs Gin Went Charlestoi H-ulllr-\.'.] rd.
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They're good enough, in o, © reverse
the traditional fow of design insparation
from Loa Angeles, having been comimis-
sioned recenthy (o do 3 signatore buildimg
ar Cal Stave-Los Angeles, the first Las
Vegas anchitectural Hrm o work in the
muovie mgjabopolis,

The Tate & Snyder buibding, builr in
Gireen Yalley in 1994 and expanded nwo
years apn, shares with the Mark Mack
house a functional geometey not obvious
from the outside, but immedistely appar-
ent as | enter, What appears from r|'|i_-
parking lot to be a simple one-stor
building—albeit one dressed in deser-
inflected colors akin to Mack's, and
with minimalist windows—drops dra-
matically out from the merzaning level of
ifS FOCEPENM Grea (0T 4 TWo-§Tory. open
studio, Exposed structural steel and
mechanicals, embellished with carefully
detailed railings and models: of various
projects, provide an instant work plan
for the buildimg. Walking into this work-
place, vou know instinctively where
f'u't'r_lrlilll'l.g i% and how ideas flow From
the conference room o the work floar
and copying machines.

This 15 complemented by the hand-
soime crgancer g of the sovith wall, where
fomur rows of cighr-deep cubicles are raked
our ower the downhill side of the site. The
rrg:tlu.nn' of the wall reinforces our sense
of the buildimg as o design factory while
helping o regulate the interior light and
remperature with a passive solar system.

Crwibinpred om Pape 98
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buying art
Corntimnred frewms Page 39

powy, likes 1o see @ thied down, “with
monthly payments for aix months or so.”

And why is art so damn expensive?

As Beckmann points our, whar we
think of as "ant™—a panting, a2 sculp-
ture—is really the end product of what
art fruly is: a creanive process between
artist, materials and ideas. s hard 1o
pait 4 price tag o thar sort of thing.

=1 usually base it on whar U've sold
similar picoes for in the past,”™ he says.

He also factors in paris and labor,

rescarch time and his own educated
sense of what cach plece is worth,
“Wie'll 1ell ehe arisi il we think its ton
much or mo lntle,” Stanford says. “But
we can't ask him to change his prices.”

How much does the gallery tack on?

According o Maly, a piece you buy
from Art Encounter for S50 probalsly
cont him $250 o £300, The gallerys cut
varies at Smallworks. “The last few
shows we've done we haven't made any-
where near S0 percent,” Stanford says.
He declimed vo sdentify a specific markup,
becise there nn't a specibic nurl-_'up. “fi
varics on almost evervibing,™ he savs,

A nonprofit gallery typcally kecps
ewen bowd, 20 percent O Lo,

Can | try to haggle "em down a little?
You can try all you want., Juse don't
expoct it by work., =We as a gallery are
pretry much ser,” savs Maly, “We rem
the spaces to the arvists and they ser the
prices. o it's preery moch as marked,”
b clee expect it to work., “Sore, we'll
negodiate,” Stanford says. “Same thimgs
we cain hagple on better than others;
some things we can't. Bur we're nor
offended if people want o mlk price.”

What [T | get it home and it ichs up
my house? Can | take it back?

Smalbworks: Yes, within 30 days.

Art Encounter: Buyers have =a rea-
sonable time,” 48 hours or so, Maly
sayy. “They should know thar quickly if
it's mor working.™

Sounds ke we're on our way to &
little economic impact!

Tndecd. =We've scen some signs of
improvement,” Stanford save, “Such as
sales, We'se hatl some!™ #

drive by architecture
Cowubivred from Page 58

that from the vutside. Ourside, it's a
basic tract job, one cookic-cutter house
in a neighborhood like a coukic sheet.

Inside, the walls and cabinets are
painted bright, interlocking colors. Art
hangs on the walls. The furniture 15
whacked-oiit custom stuff {a stainless-
steel table, a crazy-leaning drawer unit),
Part of the foor & simply the foundation
concrete, ssamed. Even their daugghrer’s
rooan gets in on the fun with different col-
ors splattered on the walls and ceilimgg.

Sa, wirthin this witerly convennional
shell exms an urterdy customized envi-
ronment, In o town where the howsing
choices amount o picking a varation on
the same theme wherever you go, it a
valuable reminder. It l'luinln the way o
decorating individuality in owur
CCER d-to-death suburban fastness:
Pick up a paintbrush and a bucker of,
say, red=—better yer, splamer that paint
around. Peel up some carpet, And
mayhe muring architeces will stop by
wour hiese, too.

super structures
{,:l;u.p.rﬂmp.d fﬂm‘l F;J;F i

Anchoring the east énd of this sverhang s
a red, two-story fin with o lange square
cut out of it As apposed o the remdy
nonhearing walls progecring our of orer
busilchngs around town, 8 concession b
contemporary fashion, this chement actu-
ally contains a hallway, running from
the reception desk past the conference
roodr, and a smirwell. s a functional
Focal pumiit, Aot & graruitons one,

The opposite end of the bmlding s
now balanced by an addivion, s sourh-
ern windows gridded internally with a
shade system, and ies blune west face clad
in cormuganed metal, which reflects heat
away from the building while balancing
the exterior textanes, This bs one of those
very few boildings in America actoally
improved by an addition, versues suffer-
ingz a subtraction from its original design.

All three o these are bulldings bo
whach Il resurn wath o sense of longing
fulfilled. Mone of them substiture over-
scaling for intelligence in & presompive
attempt 0 impress, 4 mistake muade as
often in New York and Los Angeles as
along the Sinp. These are structurcs
coherent in their shape and funcrion; they

Las egay Libe

utfer compelling detail wp close and serve
their purposes. humanely i an environ-
ment hostile 1o humans—<but none of
them were achieved easily, cach requining
a unigue developmental process. The
Thomas residence benefited from the
wooperative mitelligence of o client who n
himself a desigm professional, The county
complex ook years for a public commas-
sbisping body o select an architect, anoth-
er kind of acquired knowledge. And the
office hailding had o answer as a show.
place to clients as well as be a perfor-
mance space for is inhabimnm.

I would guess that Las Vegas has a
higher ratio of available funds to bulding
progects than any other city in the world as
we go into the next century, Instead of
leading the world m architecrural stage sers
catering to the lowest common denomi-
nator of media-inspired fantasies, it can
afford o become the most acsthene and
efficient desert city on the planct. Or o
these three buildings compel us 0 hope, #

show rooms
Cortfmned from Pape 53

designer Leslic Parraguirre of Colours
Ine., the smooth white adobe walls,
heart plne floor aod tongue-in-groove
Douglan fir coiling form the perfect
hackdrop for dark leather sofax, a set of
comiormable wing chairs and rich bur-
gundy, forest green and mivy rextibes.
The built-in media cabinet, fashioned
out of pine and willow twigs by a
craftsman in Utah, holids a reproduction
Frederic Remingtom bronze, A Willinm
Marthews watercolor of fen  grizeed
ranchers hangs m a niche beside the
bechive fireplace. Above, Indgepole pine
rails thar local artsans ped with rawhide
ring the room on the second floor,
which affords an excellent wiew of the
wrought-iron and mica chandelier
topped by an clk-hide wepee.

Here and there, memorabilia such as
Gary's childhood rocker, his father’
annigue rifles, friends” veed chaps, an old
branding iron and 3 Navijo blanker lend
an air of lived-in authearicity. These
objects are more than mere stage props
or musenm artifsce, however. For the
Crowes and their two young childoen,
they re tungible connections m the past.
As Susan puts i “Las Vegas used 1o be
a dusty cowboy town, 50 we waned 2
home in keeping with s hissors,™ And
thieir own. #



