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Our growing and evolving city has definitely been host to 
some of the most unique and fantastic life experiences. Lucky 
for us, there’s also been an on-going effort to improve our 
lives from a cultural and artistic standpoint. 
In the last year, two world leaders in art and music have 
staked their claims—and their futures—on Las Vegas. Here’s 
your opportunity to get to know the men behind the names, 
of two fabulous artistic endeavors for our great city.

Las  Vegas ’ Latest  art  Leaders
by cindi r. maciolek 
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In a previously underutilized space in the foyer of the “O” Theater 
in the Bellagio, now stands an energetic display of human form, 
reminiscent of Greek and Roman sculpture, but with a modern 

twist. The strength, joy, grace and power of the pieces attract the eye 
and capture the heart, in the same vein as the performers of the Cirque 
du Soleil productions. 

Richard McDonald, a master of � gurative sculpture, took a mere 
two weeks to convert the space into a showroom for his prized bronzes. 
This unique exhibit space is the result of McDonald’s relationship with 
Guy Laliberté, founder of Cirque du Soleil.

The artist was introduced to Cirque through its production of 
Dralion in 1999, when he asked � rst one, then several, performers to 
sit for him in his California studio for a series of acrobatic sculptures. 
An exclusive relationship eventually developed, and the result is the 
Bellagio experience.

“The gallery has a magical feeling that’s really penetrating, and 
folks are riveted by it,” said McDonald. “The partnership is a unique 
expression of two creative energies to generate an amazing synergy, a 
new energy. It’s inexplicable how powerful this is. It gives the public a 
much better form of entertainment.

“The challenge has always been whether quality work can be sold 
in casinos,” continued McDonald. “Yet, the gallery is doing extremely 
well. The type of players that the casinos want to attract, want this. I 
plan to o� er unique works that will only be available for purchase at 
this location. My goal is to sell the most expensive item ever sold in a 
hotel.”

And McDonald is well on his way, already selling large pieces for up 
to $350,000, plus numerous smaller ones. In addition to his sculpture, 
McDonald sells lithographs and serigraphs, all depicting the strength 
and beauty of the performing life.

Although the average price of a McDonald is $24,000, you don’t 
have to break the bank to carry home a treasure from the gallery. 
Limited editions start at $950, and books and DVDs are also for sale. 
“We wanted to appeal to all who walk through these doors, so that 
everyone can go home with something,” said McDonald.

If McDonald’s work seems familiar, you may have seen one of his 
monuments around the United States. “The Flair” was created for 
the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta, Georgia, a gift from the artist. 
Another was commissioned for the 100th U.S Open Championship at 
Pebble Beach, California. 

Looking far younger than his years, and with the energy of a 
30-year-old, McDonald exudes extreme love in creating his art. And, 
considering it can take anywhere from several months to a year or more 
to complete a piece, that’s a lot of passion. 

The patina on every piece is created in studio by McDonald or one 
of his students, adding a special touch to the work. ”Each piece is a 
legacy that can last 1,000 years,” said McDonald.

Though classically trained as an artist, McDonald is a self-taught 
sculptor. “I think one of the reasons I’m so collected is the energy I can 
project into a bronze,” said McDonald. “I just seem to be a natural at it. 
I love to work with clay. There’s something very sensual about it.” 

He considers Michelangelo, Rodin and Brancusi as his mentors. 
“The heart and soul of the work is what I strive for,” said McDonald. “To 
me, that’s the attraction. I aim for the perfection of the human form, 
and with that, any criticism goes away.”

Although McDonald uses performers from Cirque productions as 
his muses, his goal is to evoke a feeling of the shows, not to capture an 
actual moment of the performance. Needless to say, he has a long line 
of volunteers waiting to model.

Not one to keep his talents to himself, McDonald teaches a masters 
workshop annually, o� ering the opportunity for hands-on training to 
just 15 artists. The workshop runs for � ve days in his California studio.

An avid collector, McDonald’s personal loves include Picasso, 
Chuck Close, and American and California impressionists. “It’s amazing 
what art does to you,” said McDonald. “It’s all about emotion, adding to 
the experience of your life.”

So, how does McDonald feel about his foray into fabulous Las Vegas? 
“I’m � nding Las Vegas is a great place to work. I’m enjoying the peace 
of being here. I look forward to becoming even more involved in the 
community.”

SCULPTOR&CONDUCTOR

RICHARD MCDONALD
world-renown � gurative sculptor
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T he Las Vegas Philharmonic searched high and low for a new 
musical director and conductor, someone who could breathe 
new and lasting life into the organization. They found it in 

maestro David Itkin.
The energetic, animated, personable and passionate Itkin grew up 

in Portland, Oregon, in love with music and composition from a very 
young age. He played piano, percussion and trumpet, and dabbled in 
writing, too. And, he was already interested in conducting. 

“All kinds of music interested me as a child,” said Itkin. “I played in 
some rock bands in high school, and I was involved in musical theater 
and jazz. After that, I became interested in more serious music and 
started writing in that way. I recently came across a score to a musical I 
wrote when I was 15 years old. It’s pretty awful now, but for being 15 
and unschooled, it wasn’t that bad!

“I still write some and do a lot of arranging but it’s not my focus,” 
said Itkin. His most recent compositions include writing the � lm score 
for the movie “Sugar Creek,” which was recorded by the Arkansas 
Symphony for the � lm, released in 2007. An oratorio, Exodus, was 
released on CD in January 2008. 

Itkin feels his life can be a bit daunting at times, as he’s currently 
heading orchestras in Las Vegas, Arkansas, Abilene and the University of 
North Texas School of Music, as well as teaching and speaking, although 
he’s slowly phasing himself out of the Arkansas position. “One does not 
have a priority over the other, as they all require di� erent things,” said 
Itkin. “They are all the same priority. Each orchestra and community 
has its own needs and history.” 

Itkin was keeping tabs on Las Vegas for awhile, since he had an old 
friend who played in the orchestra. “She called me one day to say that the 
search was on,” said Itkin. “After several more conversations, we decided 
to move forward. Many times these types of positions are discovered just 

because someone who knows your work tells you about it.”
In addition to his work with the Las Vegas Philharmonic, Itkin 

spends a number of hours in the air. Over the years, his career has taken 
him to 44 states and 15 countries in Europe, Asia and the Middle East. 

Still, Itkin feels a special love for the 70 musicians that comprise the 
Philharmonic. “This is our 10th anniversary year,” said Itkin. “In a city 
where we’ve had three orchestras in 30 years, we’re at a very important 
place. We’re playing so well right now, I’m very proud of the work that 
we’ve done. We’re looking to provide something that is very unique 
to us.

“For all the di�  culties of building a strong orchestra, everyone 
works extremely hard,” continued Itkin, “harder than people who earn 
a whole lot more money.”

The Philharmonic is expanding its program this year, adding a Pops 
series. The � rst concert took place in October, featuring guest artist 
Byron Stripling and a tribute to Louis Armstrong. The second in the 
series is a Christmas Pops concert on December 13, and the last is 
March 21, 2009 with a focus on Broadway music.

“We’d been told you can’t do Pops in Las Vegas because it’s the 
entertainment capital of the world, and with all the options available 
on the Strip, no one will attend,” said Itkin. “But the point of the Pops 
series is that we’re doing something you can’t see anywhere else in 
Vegas.” Itkin proved the naysayers wrong when over 1,100 enjoyed the 
� rst Pops concert.

“I’m so privileged to do what I do for a living,” said Itkin. “I spent 
a lot of time with colleagues who all wanted to get to the same place, 
and I’m the only one who got here. I’m still amazed I get to have this 
life. Not one day or one concert goes by where I don’t think about how 
fortunate I am to get to do this. Mom always said, just bear in mind, you 
could be digging ditches. I keep that thought with me always.”

DAVID ITKIN
Music Director and Conductor, 
Las Vegas Philharmonic
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