
signs that would attract the eye at the steering wheel level 
and from afar.

In 1964, the sign designers of Ad Art of Northern Califor-
nia were the first to challenge YESCO’s dominance on the 
Strip. Charles Barnard and Paul Miller created an expansive 
but thin bursting cloud of stars that looked like a meteor 
shower against the desert night. With the street blocked 
off, hundreds of people came to watch as they erected the 
world’s tallest, and arguably Vegas’s most beautiful, neon 
sign, announcing Stardust in golden shimmering Sputnik let-
ters. Over the next decade, Ad Art, YESCO, and Federal Sign 
Co. bathed the Strip in a flourish of towering light visible 
from the moment motorists passed over the mountains on 
the highway from Los Angeles.

In 1975, the new administration that took over the Stardust 
wanted a newer, more modern sign. There was an energy  
crisis and they were hoping to hold down the high cost of 
maintaining the complex sign. The original lighting sequence 
consisted of twinkling stars, with colors and scintillating, 
chasing letters that melted across the sky. The circuitry had 
gone bad. Charles Barnard at Ad Art was crushed by the Star-
dust’s belt-tightening decision: “We couldn’t believe it when 
they called us up and said they want to take down the old let-
ters and put up Helvetica. We were heartbroken. So we did it. 
We basically screwed up our own sign.”

The carvings of the Stardust facelift—the original Sputnik 
letters—went to rest in the Boneyard. The last vestiges of the 
old Golden Nugget sign went there, too. El Rancho motel on 
the Strip went out of business, but its sign rusts unobtrusive-
ly behind the Boneyard’s chain-link fence. No one had ever 
thought to save discarded signs, no one except for smaller 
sign companies, that is, who would cannibalize jettisoned 
neon for use in maintenance and as scrap material. Charles 
Barnard recalls that in their heyday designers replacing signs 
on the Strip would joke that someone ought to make a neon 
theme park where the old signs could go to die. In 1976 YES-
CO started saving some of the signs that had been scrapped. 
Steve Weeks, who runs manufacturing at YESCO, remembers: 
“We recycled 600 tons of old signs that had  
little historical value. Sent 'em to the recycler. Now an old 
Mercedes sign might be a new Mercedes, so to speak. We 
decide by how popular they are...anything that had a little 
class to it we saved....We knew the Golden Nugget was a 
keeper….We can't seem to find the Mint anywhere.” Venturi, 
Scott Brown, and Izenour had also noted the changing face 
of the Strip. “The rate of obsolescence of a sign seems to be 
nearer to that of an automobile than that of a building. The 
reason is not physical degeneration but what competitors are 
doing around you.”3  Charles Barnard points out that in an 
environment where newer is better, it’s quite remarkable that 
the original Stardust and Frontier signs still stand, albeit as 
altered images of their original designs.

Gaming entrepreneur Steve Wynn bought the Golden Nug-
get in the mid-70s, and ten years later revamped  
its façade to look more like Beverly Hills. That sparked the 
remodeling of all of Fremont Street, intended to make it 
more family-friendly. Signs on the Strip changed too, and the 
flashy, ornate neon was traded in for the Port Cochere design 
you see at Caesar’s Palace today, built to lure gamblers  
and shoppers into the lair of the casino. In the new Vegas, 
the building doesn’t need a sign, it is the sign. The Luxor 
pyramid, Paris, the MGM Grand, the Venetian, all announce 
themselves from miles away, noticeably sans neon. The  
symbolism of these buildings bears little direct relation to 
their purpose—houses of gambling cushion casino gaming in 
familiarly romantic themes. The authors of Learning from Las 
Vegas identified two types of Vegas symbolism—the “Duck” 
phenomenon, where the building is the symbol, and the 
“Decorated Shed,” where a non-descript, functional building 
is adorned with symbols that give it meaning independent 

of the structure. The former, they dubbed in homage to 
“The Long Island Duckling Drive-Thru” restaurant, which is 
shaped like a duck. A lot like a church whose shape and size 
announce its function, the “duck” foreshadows contempo-
rary Vegas structures like the Luxor and New York, New York. 
The “Decorated Shed” they defended as “people’s  
architecture”—functional, plain—”architecture as shelter with 
symbols on it.”4  Its symbolism is the sign; this is the pre-
dominant landscape of vintage Vegas. 

If you want the old Vegas, the Sputnik letters and scin-
tillating, chasing lamps, you’ll still find some of them on 
Fremont Street. Aladdin’s original lamp has been refurbished 
by YESCO and is now mounted in front of the construction 
site of the Neon-o-polis shopping center, soon to open down-
town. But the Boneyard is being dismantled. YESCO donated 
its defunct signs to an organization that had long coveted 
them. It has its own dusty lot on the northeast  
corner of McWilliams and Las Vegas Boulevard in which to 
house them. The Las Vegas Neon Museum has been rehab-
bing salvaged signs, and randomly populating Fremont 
Street with them since 1996. They are creating a “Living 
Neon Museum,” a bit like the theme park Charles Barnard 
and his fellow designers joked about during the golden age 
of construction on the Strip. Signs that once announced the 
decadence and debauchery of grand casinos to the adven-
ture-seekers of the night now announce, well, themselves to 
tourists in search of the lore and nostalgia of old Vegas. 

Steve Weeks at YESCO feels little nostalgia for the golden 
days. “There's always gonna be one time that you come to 
Vegas when you really discover the town, and then you always 
want it to look the way it did that time.” But the face of the 
town is ever-changing, and high culture is the latest arrival. 
The Bellagio Hotel Casino—understated in its neon, over-stat-
ed in size and price—features a gallery where you can marvel 
at the art collection of Steve Martin, his prized Francis Bacon 
and a portrait of Martin by Eric Fischl. Soon there will even be 
something for serious museum goers in Vegas—the Koolhaas-
designed Guggenheim at the Venetian Resort Hotel Casino 
opened its doors in October with an exhibit featuring motorcy-
cles. The Living Neon Museum lacks the high-brow appeal of 
the Guggenheim, and is quite different from the 1976 Smithso-
nian exhibit. The latter existed contemporaneously in a place 
far removed from the Strip and its neon. The Neon Museum 
exists at another time in the same place where the signs once 
stood with great purpose. As Steven Izenour put it,  “the sign 
is the ultimate artifact of impermanence. There is a delicate 
line crossed when you put them in a museum—ordinary in one 
life, extra-ordinary in another.”5

(Dedicated to Steven Izenour, who passed away unexpectedly in late August.)

1. Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996 [1972]), p. 34.
2. Chasing and scintillating were technical terms for animated light movements that simu-
lated the trail of a shooting star or the sparkling of glitter. 
3. Learning from Las Vegas, op. cit., p. 34. 
4. Ibid., p. 90.
5. From  a personal interview with Steven Izenour.

colors / inDigo
FranceS ricHarD

I’m just a soul who’s bluer than blue can be
When I get that mood indigo
Duke Ellington

The blues are a swath of the emotional/visible spectrum, 
and indigo weights its heavy end. Pure indigo is a darkness 
with hints of reddish purple, ashen black, burnt green; a 
saturated, inky, night-and-ocean tone. Its affective nature is 
not unchangeable: Indigo buntings are jaunty little birds, and 
Timex watches with Indiglo™ lighted faces glow a comfy,  opposite above: Las Vegas’s welcome sign, late 1950s. Courtsey VSBA

opposite below: The Neon Boneyard. Photo Sara Harris





television blue. When extended with white, indigo’s intensity 
softens like beloved worn-in jeans—Levi Strauss & Co. was an 
early bulk consumer of vegetable indigo, and contemporary 
denim is dyed with a synthetic version that is as “fugitive” 
or fade-prone as its natural counterpart. But generally, indigo 
imbues things equal parts melancholia and serenity. What 
makes the color-as-idea so sensual is the Sturm und Drang 
of its lowering visual presence, encapsulated by the musical 
complexity of its name. Ellington knew the elaborate play he’d 
get by rearticulating a funky, lovelorn blues with the sophisti-
cated, liquid o’s and i's and d’s of “Mood Indigo,”—in which  
a lilting “moon” is imbricated as if behind blue-black clouds. 
Indigo stands for the dyer’s hands indelibly stained to the 
elbow and the patch of sky adjacent to starlight; the indig-
enous hues of Japanese printed cottons, Indonesian batiks, 
mussel shells, and bruises are all in the word. Hence, in  
part, the appeal of the Indigo Girls, or Joni Mitchell’s almost-
redundantly titled album Turbulent Indigo. In this allusive 
flexibility, as well as in its aural cadence, indigo implies the 
psyche, subtly indicating “in,” “I,” “ego.” In the midst of its 
clouds-and-water tonalities, it appeals to something interior, 
subconscious, and fundamentally earthy.

The history of indigo, in fact, intertwines with earth  
on a more than lyrical level, linked to the establishment of 
colonialism and the patterning of trade routes. The dye’s 
subdued allure has been seducing beauty-seekers for millen-
nia, and in exploring techniques by which to reliably create 
its particular dark blueness, industries were founded and 
international relations influenced. The story of indigo’s  
cultivation, preparation, and distribution as a tangible  
commodity reads as a primer on the development of luxury-
goods markets on a global scale. This history can be boiled 
down to two weedy-looking plants. Whenever a neutral 
substrate takes on the short-wavelength spectral reflectance 
peculiar to indigo, the active ingredient is a lustrous cop-
pery-midnight powder known as indican [C16H10N2O2]. 
Indican must be extracted via a complicated fermentation, 
aeration, and precipitation process, and it can be derived 
from some thirty different kinds of vegetation. But the most 
important of these are Indigofera tinctoria, the common 
indigo—named for India, the species’ original habitat—and 
Isatis tinctoria, also known as dyer’s woad. Woad is basically 
indigo’s poor relation, a European herb of the mustard fam-
ily producing a similar tint, but offering roughly thirty times 
less indican per comparable mass of organic material.1 Both 
types, despite the involved processes of their facture, boast 
ancient pedigrees in literature. Mentions of woad occur in 
Sumerian cuneiform, ancient Egyptian papyrus, and Caro-
lingian manuscripts; there is far-flung evidence for its use in 
classical and medieval times, from the Russian Caucasus to 
northern France; from Manchuria to western Africa. Vitruvius 
describes it in De Architectura and Chaucer in The Canterbury 
Tales, while in his treatise De Bello Gallico, Julius Caesar 
records that “All Britons paint themselves with woad, which 
grows wild and produces a blue dye. This gives them a ter-
rifying appearance in battle.” Pliny the Elder concurs: “There 
they have a plant…with which the women and daughters in 
Britain paint their bodies at certain festivities; they go naked 
and are similar to the Ethiopians in color.” Ovid reported that 
early Teutonic tribes used woad to cover graying hair. 

Indigo, meanwhile, circulated in the bazaars of ancient 
Egypt, Greece, Byzantium, and Rome; in China, Japan,  
pre-Colombian Central and South America; in Java, Ceylon, 
Persia, and of course, India—where Marco Polo observed pro-
duction methods thought to have been practiced since 2000 
B.C. After the 17th century, indigo was rarely used by artists, 
who found that Prussian blue, ultramarine, and  
azurite dispersed more easily in oil binders. But prior to that 
era, agents in the ports of Venice, Genoa, and Marseilles 
traded with Persian middlemen in Asia Minor and Hormuz, 
providing the pigment identified in blue passages from The 

Last Supper and Madonna and Child by Leonardo, in 
Rubens’s Descent from the Cross and  

Vermeer’s Christ in the House of Mary and Martha, as well as 
in other artworks of various periods from Turkey to Tibet.

The waning of indigo’s use as a fine-art pigment coincided 
with an increase in its importance as a textile dye.3  In the early 
18th century, European society was swept by a fad for Indian 
exotica (parallel to crazes for chinoiserie, or tulips), and in order 
to satisfy the accompanying lust for brilliant blue, French and 
English entrepreneurs founded hundreds of New World indigo 
plantations. Facilitated by the slave trade, dyeworks in the 
West Indies and the American Carolinas were manned by Afri-
cans from the regions of Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and Cameroon, 
who were sometimes seized specifically for their native skills 
in growing and processing indigo. (Knowledge of rice cultiva-
tion was an African intellectual property similarly capitalized 
upon; for a time, indigo rivaled rice, sugar, and tobacco as the 
primary cash crop on colonial American and Caribbean plan-
tations.) Interestingly, the growing of indigo—which, unlike 
rice, does not require standing water, and therefore does not 
breed mosquitoes—nearly eradicated both malaria and yel-
low fever, which were decimating colonists. When the “Indigo 
Craze” subsided in the 1790s, both diseases resurfaced in new 
and more virulent strains. For the next hundred years, indigo 
remained a staple commodity in the international textile trade—
the interplay of chromatics and political economy achieving a 
kind of full circle when, having lost access to American sources 
after the Revolutionary War, England imposed a plantation sys-
tem on indigo-producing villages in India. Finally, in 1897, the 
German firm Badische Anilin Soda Fabrik developed a synthetic 
substitute. Loosed from its physical roots in the dyer’s fields 
and vats, indigo migrated toward the abstract as a title-writer’s 
dream, a one-word poem.

You ain’t been blue; no, no, no.
You ain’t been blue, 
Till you’ve had that mood indigo.
Duke Ellington

1 Margaret Walch and Augustine Hope, Living Colors: The Definitive Guide to Color Palettes 
Through the Ages (SF: Chronicle Books, 1995), p. x.
2 Sociological, medical, and economic data in the following paragraphs are drawn from A. 
Shimosan, “A Devil’s Dye, Indigo: The Indian Craze and Establishment of Indigo Plantations 
in Colonial America and the West Indies—Its Technology and Slavery.” Originally published in 
Japanese in The Journal of Market History (Shijoushi Kennkyu ), vol.9, June 1991, pp.29-48. 
English summary available at: <www.kyukyo-u.ac.jp/kku/eco/teachers/shimosan/com-
hist/indigo.html>. See also: <www.geocities.com/Athens/Aegean/7023/indigo.html>.

ingestion / the Pleasures anD iDeology 
of fusion
allen S. WeiSS

One of the central and lasting tenets of the postmodern  
controversy has been the critique of instrumental and univer-
sal forms of reason. As Kenneth Frampton so succinctly put it, 
“The fundamental strategy of Critical Regionalism is to medi-
ate the impact of universal civilization with elements derived 
indirectly from the peculiarities of a particular place.”1 While 
writing specifically in terms of architecture, his remarks are 
pertinent to the entire aesthetic and cultural field, especially 
since he proposes neither a simple reversal of values nor a 
blind denunciation of “universal” civilization. Rather, such 
“universality” becomes a new sort of instrumentality, tem-
pered and enriched by all those regional accents necessitated 
by the increasingly complex and hybrid interconnections of 
a rapidly globalized society. The local as a form of resistance 
may serve as a singular line of defense against domination 
by the global. These remarks have a direct bearing, mutatis 
mutandis, on the aesthetics of gastronomy and the practice of 
cuisine, in which the operative metaphor for the most recent 
transformation of haute cuisine is “fusion.” If the simple 
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