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Foley's Deportment Store, 110 Main Slreel, 
Kenneth Froniheim, orthilecl, 1947. The nrch i te f iu r . i l . inJ indust r ia l design 

of the raid-20th century const i tutes .1 
v i r t ua l narrat ive <>i cu l tu ra l exuber-

ance and an unequaled fa i th in science, 
engineer ing, a iu l technology. In par t , this 
fa i th was rhe result of effective indust r ia l 
practices developed d u r i n g W o r l d War II 
and appl ied to the p roduc t i on o f con -
sumer goods and cons t ruc t ion after the 
war. l in t industry was not complete ly 
removed f r o m Amer i can craf t t rad i t ions 
and sensibi l i t ies, the mark of the human 
hand was evident in we ld ing , r ive t ing, 
and f in ish ing. H i s s i n g .u i toniohi les and 
toys, Furniture and b u i l d i n p w i t h slight 
imperfect ions tha i make them fami l ia r 
even today. Fxper imcn ta t i on w i t h f o r m . 

V i n c e n t P . H a u s e r 

an exploration of its relationship to func-
tion, and the use of new, engineered 
materials such as aluminum and thermo-
plastics are hallmarks of this period. 

As 1 looked up from the sidewalk along 
Lunar Avenue |iist west ot Travis Street, I 
realized that rhe difficult charm of down-
town Houston had begun to have its ct 
feci on me. I laving worked my way past 
postmodern towers, shiny bank buildings, 
and parking garages along Louisiana and 
Smith streets, I approached the heart of 
i louston's mid-century .igaiw. l-'okVs 
Department Store. Along with a handful 
of other buildings constructed from the 
late 1940s through the 1960s, Foley's 
frames a conceptual view ot an excep-
tionally robust epoch in Houston's archi-
tectural and cultural history. 

Foley's is the result of a collabora-
tion between the I louston architect 
Kenneth I ran/.hcim and the industrial 
designers Raymond l.oewy and William 
T. SnaithJ Snaith directed the interior 
space-planning design, including an early 
version of just-in-time delivery, in which 
goods How from the delivery dock via 
mechanized conveyors to the sales floor. 
Furniture and appliances, stocked at a 
remote warehouse, were shipped after the 
customer selected merchandise troin the 
floor samples, saving valuable downtown 
space for sales rather than storage. Today 
little ot l.new\ M\I.\ Snaith's interior 
remains, with the notable exception ot 
the escalators. Trimmed 111 a continuous 

plaster soitit concealing a strip of white 
neon, wrapped with an aluminum baud. 
and punctuated at each floor level by a 
square, modernistic clock face, the escala-
tors are easily identifiable from most ol 
the sales Hour. 

On the exterior, a gigantic window-
less block of orange Kasota stone and 
brick rests on a thin awning that lunks 
squeezed out above the street-level store-
front like the first layer of icing on a very 
large cake. This creates a visual tension 
that leads the eye directly to the window 
displays, transforming the pedestrian into 
a window shopper and, hopefully, the 
window shopper into a buyer. The solid-
box construction of Foley's, an innova-
tive approach in 1947, allowed interior 
merchandising demands to control the 
design of rhe building, expressing tunc 
tiniial need in a direct, minimalisi way. 
I Ins solution was made possible, of 
course, by mechanical engineering ad-
vances that provided year-round climate 
control for the entire building. 

Fhe expanding postwar economy 
nl the United States seeded a corporate 
culture that rebuilt and reinterpreted the 
skyscraper, One result ot this dynamic 
was the demand for ever-growing tlnnr 
plates and larger column-free spans. 
Structural engineering expertise made 
these new floor plates possible, and 
changing st\les of corporate management 
made such expansive spaces desirable. 
Fhe plan of the 192V Gulf Building 
(Allied (',. Finn, Kenneth Fran/hcim, 
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and J. E. R. Carpcntei i 
u as inline-need as much 
by limitations in struc-
tural and mechanical 
engineering as by man-
agement that believed 
in the compositional 
importance oi a tradi-
tional square tower. By 
contrast, the 1956 
hank of the Southwest 
budding (Kenneth I'ranzhcim), now 
bank One, "Texas represents the full-
block development type that character-
ized the 19Mis. 

Recent remodeling efforts .u the Kink 
of the Southwest Building, motivated by 
the attempt ol Aetna Realty Investors to 
reposition the building in the real estate 
market, illustrate some of the issues 
encountered in the rehabilitation ot a 
1950s office rower. Fortunately, in this 
case the design of the floor plate is a 
desirable one in today's complex real 
estate market. Compared to many of the 
towers oi the I'JSOs that employed a very 
deep floor plate to accommodate large, 
multi-floor tenants, the bank of the 
Southwest building is well suited to 
smaller tenants. I he dimensions of the 
tower and the ratio ol the length to the 
width make desirable interior spaces 
available to more tenants, prom an 
investment perspective, this flexibility 
makes the building attractive not only 
as an individual property, but also as pan 
of a larger real estate portfolio for Aetna, 
providing investment diversity, a shock 
absorber ot sorts in the real estate mar-
ket, which, in this case, determined the 
scope ol the rehabilitation effort. 

The reconstructed tunnel level at the 
bank ol the Southwest was designed by 
detisler Cv Associates in 199.1 and re-
named Mid City Shops. It adds the retail 
identity needed for tenant recruiting as 
well as providing economically desirable 
activity in one of the earliest sections ol 
I louston's downtown tunnel system. The 
redesign features column cladding that 
alludes to the colorful anodi/ed alu-
minum tumblers popular in the I 950s. 
The color and shape of the columns, the 
quality of their construction and Imish, 
and the design of the patterned ter ra /w 
floor appropriately interpret symbols of 
the 1950s m M\ energetic way. 

The redesign of the mam floor and 
the exterior granite base of the building 
In Morns Architects is less compatible 
with the spirit of the original design. The 
recladding ol the base in a postmodern 
style diminishes the visual weiglu ol the 

Bonk of the Southwest Building, 910 Trovii Street, Kenneth Fromheim, architect, 1956, 
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Promotional brochure (over for Sonk of (he Souihwesl, 1955. The dnign ol the building and Ihe name ol the bonk changed 
before construction was completed. 

base. Such a muddying of the intent of 
original composition wil l likely rev in as 
other buildings from this period are re-
modeled, unless we work a bit harder to 
understand the value of the original. 

There are several aspects ot the bank 
ol the Southwest building design that are 
historically interesting. One is the pa it it i 
pation of Florence Knoll as rhe designer 
f.l tin hank interiors. \ second is the dele 
tion of a notable sculpture that was to 
have been placed above the Travis Street 
entrance facade. The siark base of the 
building was intended to feature a giant 
bas relief by Will iam /orach — a partial-
ly clad woman, symbolizing Texas's post-
war rise, executed in cast aluminum, one 
ot the richest and most extravagant mate 
rials ot the day. 1 he installation became 
embroiled in controversy related to the 
reported blacklisting of the sculptor and 
never came to fruition. Such a sculpture 
would have qualitatively changed the 
building's scale .u\A enlivened a rclanvclv 
featureless composition. The sculpture's 
importance to the composition suggests 
a passing of the baton from the bas relief 
tradition ot the heroic buildings of 
lexas's centennial era to those ol the 
modern period. If the original design 
had been realized during the recent 
remodeling, the- texture and si/e oi the 
aluminum sculpture, placed in partial 
relief over the entrance, would have 
been a stunning addition. 

Ihe original interior banking lobby, 
designed by Knoll with her associate 
h>scph \ \ lu ted, ( mil.l ine .1 .1 coo], nurse 
tun-like space. A sweeping wall of teak 
behind a bank of teller windows, the 
huge kul ino Iamayo mural, Americas, 
and the taut, floating ceiling plane depict-
ed m a 1956 issue of Architectural Forum 
presented a thoroughly modern banking 
hall,- The tradition of incorporating sig-
nificant art in major corporate public 
spaces represented the bank's participa-
tion in the social contract. Combined with 
the integration ot architectural and engi-
neering design, public art and its impor-
tance to the architecture represented the 
best design ot tins period, hi the same 
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Bank of the Southwell, drawing of interior, 1955 advertisement. 

waj that engineering advances took form 
as steel columns or air conditioning, engi-
neering-process design influenced the 
floor plan direct I v. 

At the bank ot the Southwest. Knoll's 
industrial design aesthetic was exhibited 
in the sweeping escalators that brought 
customers up to the second floor banking 
lobby, and the l.imavo mural became 
the sign as well as the art, directing cus-
tomers upward. This clarity of linking 
space and the role of art, symbols, and 
sight lines to suggesi movement and pro-
ccssiou illustrates the application ol engi-
neering principles that infused mid ceimi 
ry culture. The industrial-inspired clarity 
ol space and simplicity of movement that 
permeated the best design of the 1950s 
has been reduced to cliche in current 
descriptions ot space: intuitive way-find-
ing, which has been applied much like a 
poultice to save otherwise banal designs. 
Unfortunately, RuHno Tamayo's mural 
was dismantled AUA sold in ihe recent 
remodeling, which eliminated the bank-
ing hall as an uneconomical redundancy.1 

In our efforts to relit the architecture of 
this period for today's needs, we might 
du well to heed one ot medicine's lunda 
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Americaii General Building (Lloyd, Mor-
gan & Jones) on Allen Parkway is a part 
of this continuum as well. The thin radia-
torlike quality of the American General 
tower places it in the same design family 
as the downtown Humble Building (Wel-
ton Becket is; Associatesl, now the Fxxon 
Building, constructed two years earlier. 
The brise-soleil, intended to shade the 
glass curtain wall from the sun, gives 
both buildings a pleasant usual lightness. 
In the case of the I lumhle building, the 
Corporate garden was moved from the 
lawn up to the Petroleum Club penthouse 
on the 42nd flour. 

With the same dramatic impact it 
had mi the day it opened, the Petroleum 
Club's two-story curtain wall frames a 
stunning view of the city. The glass n 
tends to within six inches (if the Moor, 
causing many an executive with vertigo 
to retreat more than a couple ol steps. 
I he decorations ami furnishings in the 
Petroleum t tub have survived a 35-year 
stream ol parties and lunches. Bronze 

dense, relatively small-scaled cotton and 
lumber center to the booming Space t ity 
that built the Astrodome. Older buildings 
such as the Rice Hotel, the Gulf Building, 
and the Niels Fsperson building were 
rooted to the street lit their architectural 
design and pedestrian orientation. This 
was due to the tradition ol retail use on 
the street level and the fact that the city 
block was occupied by an aggregate ot 
several buildings rather than a single 
structure. The scale ot downtown I Ions 
ton was described by this pattern of 
multi-building blocks. The integration ol 
parking garages into the design fit Foley's 
and later buildings heralded full-block 
development, the most significant change 
in the scale of Houston's urban partem 
since the late 19th century. 

lul l-block development in the T'vOs 
resulted in a vertical tower over a hori-
zontal base that covered most of the 
block, as in the case ol the bank of the 
Southwest building. Competition be-
tween the automobile and retail tor use 

Prudential Building, 1100 Hokombe Boulevard, Kenneth Fronihnim. nrchileil. 1952. 

Pel i oleum Club, Euan Building, 800 Bell Avenue, Wtilon Bedtet £ As solicit* with 
Golemon 1 Rolls and George Pierce - Abel B. Pierre, anhilecls, 196 J. 

mental principles: First, do 
no harm. 

Another example ol the 
importance ol corporate 
identity and its contribution 
to the design of highrise 
structures of this period is 
the 1SH2 Prudential Build-
ing I Kenneth Fran/hcim), 
now part of the University 
ol lexas M. I). Anderson 
1 lospital and Cancer Cen-
ter. Its dramatic skvlu 
porte cochere spatially 
acknowledges the automo-
bile as the ideal form of 

transportation and begins a sequence ol 
spaces that opens to the elevator lobby 
and the corporate garden beyond. The 
garden featured terraces that stepped 
down to an oasis, where a swimming 
pool and exotic plants once floated on a 
huge lavs n. I lie law ii and the automobile 
became literal and symbolic elements of 
the new order, connecting the corporate 
realm to the suburban castle, small 
though it might be, and to the tennis 
court atid golf course, where corporate 
play became part of real work. 

As one of the first corporate high-
rises to be built outside of downtown, 
the Prudential building anticipated the 
character ot much ol Houston's subse-
quent suburban development. The 1965 

In our efforts to refit the archi-
tecture of this period for today's 
needs, we might do well to heed 
one of medicine's fundamental 
principles: First, do no harm. 

Bonk ol the Southwest tunnel rorridor remodeled by Gentler 
I Associates, 1993. 

panels depicting the fossilized flora and 
fauna that are the source of the oil indus-
try's wealth decorate the dark-stained 
walls, |tist as stone Irie/es represented the 
cotton kingdom in Houston buildings ol 
the lS>2()x. Travertine panels set in a thin 
grid of black granite provide the back-
drop for the dining rooms ami lounges, 
where cases ol crysials and geodes frame 
banks ol executive portraits. 

During the fifties and sixties, the 
downtown changed dramatically from a 

of the base resulted in the demolition 
ol adjacent 19th-century buildings for 
garages and surface parking. As these 
smaller buildings — the visual ground 
plane of the city — were torn down, the 
design of new tower bases became more 
usually and culturally important, because 
pedestrians no longer had access to the 
traditional architectural rhythm and 
variety of activities and shops along the 
street. One big store such as Battelstein's 
(1950, Finger tx Rustay) or Foley's kept 
you moving down the street long enough 
to get you into the store entrance. Al-
though one store may have replaced per-
haps leu different shops, retail use of the 
street and an essential pedestrian charac-
ter continued. 

I lowever, in designing tile Tennccn 
building in 14fs s, Skidmore, Owings ex: 
Merril l abandoned the retail identitj ot 
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* ^ _ . Adorns Pelroleum Center, 6910 Fannin Street, Donald Barfhelme ond Hamilton Brown, arrhitctM, 1957. 

the street and replaced i t w i t h a pla/.a o f 
unspecified public space. The tower-on-a-
plaza began to supplant (he 1950s towcr-
on-a-base. Pr ior to the 1460s, the side-
wa lk space was pub l ic to one degree or 
another. bven though one might not be a 
pay ing customer, it was acceptable to 
enter a store or hank lohhv to enjoy a 
br ief respite f r o m bad weather outside. 
1 he l i nneco bu i l d ing , in tent ional ! ) oi 
nor, s t rat i f ied the publ ic realm by bu i l d -
ing a w a l l , complete w i t h lobby security, 
between one pub l ic realm and another, by 
e l im ina t i ng retai l use mi the street and 
elevat ing fo rma l concerns above pract ical 
ones, the tower embodies one of the most 
s igni f icant fai l ings of m o d e m arch i tecture. 
Despite the arch i tec tura l success of the 
tower itself, the bu i l d ing fai ls in its t reat-
ment of the pedestr ian at the g round 
plane, par t icu lar ly when compared t o ear-
lier S O M ef for ts such as the ( b a s e M a n -
hattan bank bu i l d ing in New York of 
19f>l. W i t h cars passing over the plaza to 
dr ive- in bank tel lers, the t rad i t i ona l au to -
mobi le and pedestr ian separat ion was 
compromised p roduc ing the k i n d of a n x i -
ety usual ly reserved for street crossings. 
At the street level o f the Tenneco b u i l d -
i ng , the mono l i t h i c brownness o f the 
grani te pav ing is unrel ieved and joyless 
.[ml w o r k s against the visual l ightness o i 
the tower. In this instance, the architec-
ture requires submission rather than 
o f fe r ing i nv i t a t i on . 

beyond the edges o f d o w n t o w n l i o n s 
t o n , numerous bu i ld ings f r o m the t w o 
pos t -war decades face a d is tu rb ing ly 
uncer ta in fu ture . For example , the Adams 
Petroleum O u t e r ( D o n a l d barrhe lme and 
1 l am i l t on b r o w n , 1957) located on Fan-
n in Street in the Med ica l t enter, has been 
lost a m o n g sp raw l i ng medical towers and 
skywa lks . A l o ng the G u l f f reeway , the 
Schlumherger Wel l Services I leadqi tar tcrs 
( M a c K i e & k a m r a t h ) , a l andmark o f re-
markab le design since its comp le t i on in 
I 9 v i , siis empty and f o r l o r n . In concert 
w i t h indust r ia l archi tecture nearby, the 
Schlumherger bu i l d i ng anchors this per i -
od in I louston's arch i tectura l as we l l as 
economic history. Some ou ts tand ing m i d -
century bu i ld ings already have been Inst, 
the ( i rea t Southern Li fe bu i l d i ng ( S O M ) , 
for example , was imp loded just last year."1 

Gut tura l h istory embedded in these 
mid-century bu i ld ings gives meaning that 
extends beyond br icks, mor ta r , steel, a lu -
m i n u m , and grani te. The indust r ia l design 
aesthetic, the corpora te c o m m i t m e n t to 
pub l i c a r t , and even sometimes the social 
stresses related to the con tempora ry po l i -
tics of c o m m u n i sm played i m p o r t a n t roles 

in shaping bu i ld ings ot th is per iod . I he 
s to l id beauty o f the archi tecture assumes 
a t ransparency that a l lows us to connect 
w i t h a h is tory tha t exists as a residual 
b lack -and-wh i te image and a real ist ic, 
fu l l - co lo r present. Arch i tec ture can be .is 
fe l l ing as a fami ly snapshot. Sociologist 
Dolores I layden has compe lhng ly explor-
ed the roles o f social and cu l tu ra l exper i -
ence in assessing the value o f archi tecture 
and pub l ic space in her book The Power 
of Place: Urban Landscape as Public 
History, in her descr ipt ions o l neighbor-
hoods, arch i tecture, and patterns o l use 
and hab i t a t i on , I iaydeu associates pub l ic 
history and place w i t h personal history. 
in th is way, ou r personal histories be-
come associated w i t h the cu l tu ra l land-
scape, en l iven ing it and g iv ing place and 
bui ld ings mean ing that exceeds architec-
tu ra l qua l i t y and value. As the urban 
landscape, o l wh ich archi tecture is a 
par t , changes or is lost , we lose an 
i m p o r t a n t part of ou r personal h is tory, 
as wel l as the art i facts o f the cu l tu re . 

l o successfully adapt these bu i ld ings, 
we musi look to such creat ive t h i n k i n g 
as that wh i ch has led to renovat ion o f 
t in- I le r inann Lof ts and the Rice I lo te l . 
I Vsp i tc substant ial marke t , bu i l d ing 
code, and f inance prob lems, these p ro -
jects have gone l o r w a r d in large part 
due to the tenaci ty o f ind iv idua ls w i t h 
bo th v is ion and a sense o l h istor ical con -
t inu i ty . The potent ia l fo r destruct ion or 
i r reparable a l te ra t ion of Houston 's m i d -
century landmarks is d i s tu rb ing . The i r 
beauty is s tunn ing because they fuse 
arch i tecture, engineer ing, and art in a 
way that reflects the unique par tnersh ip 
o f hand and machine that marks this 
per iod . I t is un fo r tuna te that the con t r i -
but ions of s t ruc tura l engineers and 
indust r ia l designers such as I oewy and 
Snai lh are o l ten ove r looked , given their 
remarkable con t r i bu t i on to the design. 

Wha t is not of ten apparent in pho-

tographs o l the bu i ld ings o f this per iod 
is that the detai ls and materials g i \e the 
archi tecture its visual comp lex i t y and tac-
t i le qual i ty . The causative re la t ionship o f 
f o r m and content is more readily appar-
ent in indust r ia l and product design o f 
this per iod : the O lds Rocket SS assumes 
not the fo rm of a mere au tomob i l e , bu t 
the f o rm of an au tomob i le powered by 
booster rockets. Its content , power fu l l y 
shaped by its marke t i ng , is pure rocket . 
R a y m o n d l .oewy's design o f the 1950 
Studebaker Land Cruiser sets a standard 
of func t iona l beauty that anchors it in 
n ine. The fu rn i tu re designs o f Char les 
and Ray Lames exist on the same con tu i 
n u m . The mo lded b i rch side chair o f the 
late 1940s and later mo lded polyester 
chairs are icons nt f o rm fused 
w i t h f unc t i on . 

I he industr ia l design ot th is per iod 
helps us to understand its archi tecture 
because it employs an accessible pr imer 
on design in tent ion and vocabulary that 
adds depth and tex ture to ou r discussion 
o l f o r m and o u r unders tand ing o f content 
and meaning. At the scale o f a bu i l d i ng , 
th is aesthetic is easy to miss — if it is h i d -
den a m o n g the d is t ract ions of the urban 
si ne tscape, i f we don ' t search for i t , 
or it we s imply tail l o look up. • 

I. White Locwy », perhaps ISM known ti»r Ins 
tiidusin.it design, including design) " I streamlined 
automobiles -nut trains, In- began his career designing 
window displays in New York in (In- l "h ) , .nut ,.in 
tinued to be involved m tins aspect ol design for 
mikli ol Ins career. 

1. Architectural Forwn, September 1956, p. I m. 
(, I In- l.iiii.iio mural IN currently on loan n> the 

Dallas Museum of An. 
A. or.- }8, Summer I " " " . p. S. 
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Adams Petroleum Center, entrance. Asbestos is o serious obstacle 
la refurbishing mid-century buildings. 
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American General Building (now Woillinm Tower) 
2727 Allen Poikway, lloyd, Morgan t Jones, architects, 1965. 


