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STRIP TEASE  
Scott Dickensheets 

Even as New Orleans struggles to rebuild a ravaged 
historic fabric and reclalm a storied heritage from a 
floodplain, Las Vegas prepares to create a city district 
out of thin desert air. 
 
This time, though, instead of trying to repackage the 
rollicking ambience of a Bourbon Street during Mardi 
Gras, the Vegas visionaries are thinking high-rise, 
downtown urban. 
 
As is so often the case, a good-looking model really 
helped. Since last November, when MGM-Mirage 
announced that it would build the mammoth Project 
CityCenter on the Las Vegas Strip, it’s been hard to 
visualize the hotel-retail-residential development from 
the numbers (66 acres, $5 billion) used to describe it. 
How impressed were we to be? The uptempo Vegas 
real-estate scene has a way of making such numbers 
seem routine, everydayÃ‚Â—what’s $5 billion, after all, 
but a couple of Wynns Las Vegas and change? Big, 
yes, but paradigm-shifting? 
 
Then, in mid-September, in a lavish press conference at 
Bellagio and a party featuring Earth, Wind & FIre, the 
company unveiled a detailed site model, one that 
instantly snapped into focus the project’s sheer size, its 
vast, city-within-a-city ambition, its potential to shake up 
Las Vegas development. Turns out 66 acres is a lot of 
land, $5 billion does buy plenty, and the usual Las 
Vegas paradigms had better start watching their backs. 
 
To be built next to Bellagio, on the last sizeable patch of 
vacant land on the Strip, CityCenter is next-level Vegas 
big-think: instead of one hotel, threeÃ‚Â—a 4,000-
roomer complete with casino, plus a pair of 400-room 
nongaming boutique hotels. The retail component is still 
under development, but it will run to 500,000 square 
feet and feature cafes, shops, galleries and clubs in a 
pedestrian-friendly layout. Mall REIT Taubman Centers 
will act as design and development advisor and oversee 
leasing. M In addition, there will be 1,640 luxury 
condos. All told, the development is the size of Times 
Square, Rockefeller Center and SoHo taken together. 
Target completion date: November 2009.  
 
“This is unprecedented in Las Vegas, and we think it 
will be a model for development her and elsewhere for 
decades to come,” said Terry Lanni, MGM-Mirage 
chairman.  
 
To fill this tall order, MGM-Mirage has recruited what it 
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considers an architectural all-star team: Cesar Pelli and 
Associates, Rafael Vinoly, Sir Norman Foster, James 
KM Cheng, Adam Tihany, Kohn Pedersen Fox 
Associates. Within a few broad parameters, each 
designer has a free hand to work in their own style. 
(“We did throttle them back if they went too far,” Bobby 
Baldwin, chief executive officer of Mirage Resorts, told 
the New York Times.) The executive construction 
manager for the project is Tishman Construction.  
 
“I think it would be an understatement to say this is an 
architect’s dream,” said Art Gensler of Gensler, 
CityCenter’s executive architect. A schematic master 
plan was prepared by Ehrenkrantz Eckstut & Kuhn. 
 
Pelli’s hotel-casino will be the project’s centerpiece, set 
back more than 900 feet from the Strip (the deepest 
casino setback on the street). Out front, the smaller 
hotels will anchor each end of the property’s 1,200-foot 
Strip frontage. The condo stacks will rise at the rear of 
the property. Mandarin Oriental will operate one of the 
hotels; the other will be run by the Light Group, known 
for its hot nightclubs such as Light, at the Bellagio. 
 
The model is far from completeÃ‚Â—“This is a 20-
month design process,” Baldwin said, “and we’re in 
month nine”Ã‚Â—so it’s not entirely clear what many of 
the buildings will look like. But from the designs that 
were ready for show, such as Vancouver-based 
Cheng’s tall, twisting rectangle of residential units, it’s 
clear what we won’t be seeing: cartoon buildings and 
garish theme architecture. That is, Las Vegas as we 
know it. CityCenter’s prevailing aesthetic will be cool, 
modern – almost anti-Vegas. 
 
“Great architects do not always design great buildings,” 
cautions Chuck Twardy, art and architecture critic for 
the Las Vegas Weekly. “In this case, I suspect what 
they've designed are great branding opportunities for 
sale potential. You can buy a piece of Norman Foster or 
Rafael Vinoly and live in it.” On the other hand, if the 
architects transcend brand-driven design, “City Center 
could be a spectacular garden of architecture 
sculptures.” 
 
In a city where most development names are calibrated 
for maximum sales-pitch effectiveness, “CityCenter” is 
meant to be pure description. Lanni grasps that while 
Las Vegas may have a downtown, it doesn’t have a 
genuine city core. Downtown Las Vegas has seen a 
surge of redevelopment projects and its arts scene is 
showing signs of life, but much of the neighborhood 
remains rundown and scary. 
 
CityCenter is the Strip’s attempt to co-opt the signifiers 
of a “downtown” experienceÃ‚Â—muscular urban 
density, strollability, showpiece architectureÃ‚Â—
without the drawbacks of shabby buildings, payday-loan 
stores and homeless people. (Little-known fact: While 
downtown is in the city of Las Vegas proper, the Strip is 
actually in unincorporated Clark County, adding to the 
sense of dissociation between the two areas.) 
 
In that sense, it significantly intensifies the urban 
sensibility that’s the latest trend in Vegas development. 
After years of gleefully indulging suburban sprawl (and 
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without actually giving it up), the Las Vegas valley has 
lately seen a spurt of high-rise condo construction, both 
around the Strip and downtown. Locals call it, with 
equal measures of hope and scorn, the 
“Manhattanization” of Las Vegas. (Hope because it 
suggests Vegas is a true big city; scorn because the 
expensive condos are mostly used as getaway homes 
for out-of-towners.) It’s a trend that, should everything 
go according to plan, will bequeath to Vegas dueling 
Trump towers, one each from Donald and Ivana. 
 
Now, whether that’s a trend that needed significant 
intensifying is just one of the many questions raised by 
Project CityCenter. What sort of impacts will this have in 
a city whose booming growthÃ‚Â—hell, whose very 
existenceÃ‚Â—defies sensible resource-management? 
The Strip is already no one’s idea of an efficient 
thoroughfare. Could a project this vast nudge the city 
beyond its (so far undiscovered) saturation point, the 
apex at which it’s overbuilt with megabuck casinos and 
swank condos? 
 
MGM-Mirage is trying to thwart resource objections by 
adhering to tougher green-construction standards and 
including such touches as rooftop gardens and 
extensive water-reclamation facilities. MGM-Mirage 
says it wants the entire project to receive LEED silver 
certification from the U.S. Green Building Council. It has 
reached a $100 million agreement with Siemens to 
construct an energy plant. 
 
As for the effects of concentrating so much traffic onto 
one property, most answers are of the “we’re working 
with transportation officials” variety. Asked about it at 
the press conference, Lanni took a reporter to the 
model, and indicated the rear entrances where 
residents will access their condos, keeping those cars 
off the Strip. MGM-Mirage is hoping a spur of the city’s 
new monorail will come down CityCenter’s side of the 
street, connecting the project to the airport. Talks are 
ongoing. 
 
Another reporter asked Lanni the inevitable saturation 
question, which is reliably raised with every wave of 
casino openings. Will this be when we finally learn how 
much is too much? “I defy that,” Lanni answered. “I 
think history defies that. People will come.” 
 
Twardy sees CityCenter potentially becoming an edge 
city in the middle of town. “The virtue of downtown 
redevelopment is that at least it's an actual downtown, 
with a mix of new and used buildings and some degree 
of mixed populations. At CityCenter, you will more than 
likely encounter only the wealthy or at least well-
offÃ‚Â—except, of course, for the workers who have to 
commute. It will be a synthetic city center in that way.” 
 
MGM-Mirage, on the other hand, is betting the opposite 
hand, and if it works, who knows what will be next. The 
company says it has another 350 acres around the Strip 
that are ripe for development. 
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