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Anyone who’s visited Macau knows cloning the Las 
Vegas model of casinos and celebrity escapades doesn’t 
exactly fly in this part of the world. For Mainland 
Chinese, who account for fifty percent of arrivals to 
the former Portuguese enclave, scrunching the life out 
of their cards on the baccarat tables seems to be their 
main source of entertainment. Throw in a massage 
and a bowl of noodles and you’ve got yourself a very 
different breed of high-rollers, with a risk appetite 
bordering on suicidal. 

But what about the other fifty percent of not-so-diehard 
gamblers who want to also party, shop, wine and 
dine… who aren’t so interested in tripling their stakes by 
gambling their life savings away? Well, smack across 
the street from The Venetian is the second property to 
plant itself on the Cotai strip, the City of Dreams – with 
a plethora of promises and the potential (as the cliché 
goes) to make dreams come true. Owners Lawrence 
Ho and Australia’s richest man James Packer, who 
unveiled the property in June this year, are punting 
not only on how well they understand the mentality of 
Chinese gamblers, but also on the accuracy of their 

incorporates the theme of flowing water, reflecting the 
concept of good luck in Chinese culture. That theme is 
clearly embedded in the architecture as well. 

The towers seem to float on a sheet of water, surrounded 
by numerous pools and water features, with each 
property focussed on the aquatic, as well as its 
designated clientele. At the Hard Rock, the element 
of fun is unmistakable, and it’s an element, says 
Architectonica, which has been worked into the hotel’s 
architecture. This glass cylinder tower forms a series 
of curved octagons that cantilever beyond its skin. The 
bands gradually rotate, creating a spiralling effect that 
gives the impression of cascading water. The wavy 
circular motion also conjures images of undulating 
discs, creating a helix. Some might even go so far as to 
say the building also looks like a stack of vinyl records 
– another playful element that adds to its overall drama 
and the hotel’s party-time personality.

The soft oval shape of the Crowne is being pitched as a 
model of sophistication and caters to the more mature 
big spender. The rooms boast panoramic views which 
curve; some of the suites even offer 180-degree views. 
Billed as the preeminent component of the hotel-casino 
resort, this curvaceous structure has elongated vertical 
fins stretching upward. The fins break at the base of the 
structure, giving the illusion of disappearing into the 
water. The glass facade (the material is used on all the 
towers, to tie them together) gives the effect of a tropical 
downpour.

The rectilinear shape of the Grand Hyatt may seem odd 
next to its siblings, but the suggested flow of water on 
this particular form is surprisingly distinct. Architectonica 
has injected sinuous waves, curving the horizontal edges 
of one tower as they rise to create a sense of vertical 
movement, while imbuing its twin with the opposite 
effect. At times the design seems to elude its rectilinear-
ness, while its wide and shallow front view surprises 
us with a slender (and quite sensuous) blade-like side 
profile. The Bubble (a concept created by Jerde) and the 
Podium also flow, curve and overlap to convey the site’s 
water theme.

Although each of the towers carries a distinct identity, 
Architectonica ensures their composition shares similar 
features, uniting them as a family. Unlike most Las 
Vegas hotels, which normally consist of one sprawling 
building with a 3,000-room Y-shaped floor plan and 
a large casino at the base, City of Dreams, despite its 
moniker, tries not to disorient its guests or leave you 
in some dream-like state. All the hotels have their own 
entrance and must be accessed from the street. Each 
hotel has something different to offer, and all of them 
are connected through the Boulevard. This allows guests 
to experience all the three highlights within the property, 
its theatre, the landscaped gardens as well as the retail 
environment.

response in catering to a market segment that has to 
date been underserved by their competitor on the strip 
(not to mention any names, of course). So here is an 
all-encompassing establishment purpose-built not only 
for the high life, but also excitement, entertainment and 
leisure. The property aims to fill gaps in the market 
where others have not, by catering to corporations 
and families, as well as a younger, twenty-something 
crowd that’s more into fun and frolic than into focussed 
gambling. As Melco CEO Lawrence Ho puts it, “If 
you are a younger, hipper, cooler crowd and you 
like to party or you like music, then Hard Rock is our 
solution.” That hotel seems to be the tycoon’s favourite, 
according to the master planners and project architects 
at Architectonica, who say Ho’s response to their initial 
design was a bit like “love at first sight”.

The City of Dreams resort comprises four towers – the 
Crowne, Hard Rock and two Grand Hyatts – rising out 
of a 420,000sq ft casino podium. Also part of the mix 
is 175,000sq ft of retail space, over 20 restaurants 
and bars, and the Bubble, a dramatic audiovisual 
multimedia experience. Every aspect of this project 
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That a project of this size should involve an overwhelming number of 
engineers, hotel operators and other skilled personnel brings to mind the 
Taj Mahal (no, not the Las Vegas version, but the Indian original). hinge 
unravels the making of Macau’s latest wonder…

Originally commissioned to provide architectural services for the 
podium’s shell and core, Hong Kong-based MAP was also commissioned 
to design the retail street areas (the Boulevard) and parts of the Hard 
Rock Hotel, which also involved, say Executive Architects Leigh & 
Orange, The Gettys Group for the hotel’s typical floors and The Paul 
Steelman Design Group for the hotel casino.

The concept for the Boulevard took its inspiration from Christo and 
Jeanne-Claude’s wrapping of the Pont Neuf in Paris in 1995. Folded-
glass-reinforced gypsum was used to form panelled walls and create 
a theatrical backdrop that would complement other retail attractions 
and act as a backdrop foil that allows individual shops and restaurants 
facilities to stand out. Due to the large size of the retail areas within the 
complex, a series of gateways have been evenly distributed throughout 
The Boulevard. These include the entrance to City of Dreams, which leads 
to attractions such as the Virtual Aquarium feature wall.
 
MAP’s design for the public areas of the Hard Rock Hotel covered the 
main lobby and lounge bar. The designers decided to focus on the 
vertical volume of the space so as to engage and excite visitors. 

A fritted backlit glass entrance into the main lobby provides the 
dramatic yet informal atmosphere required of the space, while the 
double volume over the bar and lobby lounge makes way for a striking 
backdrop feature wall that engages with the bridge link above. Another 
impressive geometric motif has been built just above the pair of 
escalators at the rear end of The Boulevard.

For the Rock Star suites, MAP opted for a series of flowing spaces 
that to outline bedroom, bathroom, living room and lobby. Their 
custom-made furnishings are luxurious, and a perfect fit for its 
would-be patrons.  

According to Architectonica, the ‘fantasy’ associated with the City 
of Dreams isn’t so much in its architecture but in the multi-facetted 
experience the casino resort offers. People approach the place with 
different goals and, uh, dreams, and the resort strives to cater to all 
of them. The architecture aims to reflect this menu of desires, and 
to create an environment that hopes to change the travel patterns 
of tourists by attracting different segments of the market. With the 
restrictions placed by the Chinese government on Mainland tourists, 
the City of Dreams seem to have ticked all the correct boxes by 
shying away from building a cookiecutter hotel-casino-resort. As the 
world tries to climb out of the trenches created by the current financial 
tsunami, here’s hoping it’s only a matter of time before this resort 
is able to make its own dreams – particularly the dreams of its 
owners – come true.
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