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Medical Towers Garage, 1709 Dryden Strael, Golemon & Rolle and Skidmore, Owings, & Merrill, 1956. 

The Surprising Beauty of the Parking Garage 

BY W I L L I A M F. S T E R N 

Photography by Paul Hester 

USUALLY WE EXPERIENCE parking garages while 
driving up or down a continuous ramp 
searching for the nearest unoccupied 
parking space. These utilitarian struc-
tures, formulaic in plan and a modern 
convenience for our mobile society, can 
he frustrating as they force us upwards, 
story after story, in our quest to park. 
I'hough the interioi spaces of parking 
garages tend to he hanal and confusing, 
their exteriors have from time to rime 
been treated with a surprising degree of 
clarity and ingenuity. In fact, a number 
of Houston parking garages qualify as 
worthy works of architecture. In those 
exceptional instances the architects and 
owners have recognized the impact of 
these structures nor only on adjacent 
buildings, hut also on the streets with 
which rhey align. 

Some of I louston's better-designed 
garage structures have been fully inte-
grated with the buildings or develop-
ments they serve, in a way that purposely 

hides their function. Such is the case 
with the St. Luke's Tower parking garage, 
an integral part of the building masked 
from the street by the same curtain 
wall system that dads the towers. The 
Chase Tower garage downtown has been 
designed as a compatible free-standing 
addition to the tower across the street, 
expressed in the same gray granite clad-
ding and dark glass. Withour signage to 
indicate its entrance, one might assume 
that the Chase garage is another hand-
somely designed office building. 

Other downtown garage buildings do 
not so intentionally mask their intended 
use. Along the east side of Mi lam Street 
between McKinney and Polk the street 
facade is composed of a series of inde-
pendently designed parking structures 
that include the garage for Foley's 
department store, an early rendition of 
a parking structure built as an exposed 
concrete frame with brick spandrels 
separating the levels. And at 700 Lecland 
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Fannin Hokombe Building Garage, 6900 Fannin. Hyatt Regency Garage. 1200 Louisiana Sheet, JV III Architects. 1972. 
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Sl. Luke's Medical Tower Garage. 6674 Fannin Street. Cesar Pel li & Associates and Kendall/Healan Associates, 1991. Left loiegmgnd Smith Tower Garage, 6900 Fannin, Llayd Jones Fillpat 8 Associates, 1989 Right foreground: Scurloclc Tower Garage, 
6560 Fannin, S.I. Morris Associates, I960 

stands a full-block parking garage with 
an elegant filigree of lightweight perfo-
rated metal panels subtly screening the 
cars within. 

The downtown Hyatt Regency's 
attached parking garage, a massive brick 
block with rows of narrow slits for ven-
ti lation, succeeds because it has been 
designed to complete the overall composi-
tion of the hotel complex. This is also the 
case with the 1957 Medical Towers build-
ing in the Texas Medical Center, where 
the garage structure, horizontally com-
posed, forms a base for the tower slab, 
not unlike the compositional arrangement 
of Lever I louse in New York. At ground 
level, with its facade recessed from the 
garage above, the function is given over 
to shops and restaurants, which lessen 
the weightiness of the multi-level garage 
structure above. 

Retail space as a component of a 
garage structure is best represented at the 
Post Oak Central complex north of the 

Cialleria. Built as a phased development 
of retail space and office towers, garage 
buildings surround the towers on three 
sides as a continuous shopping arcade 
with parking above. The extruded linear 
quality of the parking structures balances 
the verticality of the office towers, giv-
ing form and containment to the space at 
street level. The cladding on phase two 
and three garages mimics the curtain wall 
system of the towers with black alumi-
num panels separated by silvery horizon-
tal screens as a complement to the black 
spandrel panels and silver mirrored glass 
of the adjacent towers. 

Where the garage structures at Post 
Oak Central are expressed as architecture 
on a par with the office towers, the park-
mi; garages tor Callerias I and 2 make no 
such pretension. Clearly conceived as part 
of an overall urban design for this mega-
development, the long expanse of garage 
laces the service road of West Alabama 
and is partially screened from view by a 

dense line of live oaks. A simple system 
ol concrete columns painted white sup 
ports parking trays contained by inexpen-
sive pre-cast concrete panels separated by 
dark voids for ventilation. 

In other instances, parking structures 
stand out as distinct works of architecture. 
Such is the case with the Museum of l ine 
Arts, Houston's garage east of Fannin. 
In both its composition and scale, this 
garage presents a more compelling rela-
tionship to the surrounding streets than 
the adjacent limestone-clad Heck building. 
Particularly when viewed from the cor-
ner of Binz and Fannin, the mass of the 
parking garage breaks down into an 
abstract arrangement of blocks clad with 
a combination of tightly detailed bronze 
panels at street level and precast concrete-
panels above. The designers have also 
imaginatively joined the spacious parking 
trays with one of the museum's primary 
entrance lobbies. 

For the high-rise campus headquarters 

of BMC Software on Beltway 8, north 
of Westheimer, the parking is contained 
within a series of five-story free-standing 
structures. These box-like concrete garag-
es contrast with the glass- and metal-clad 
towers and are arranged to reinforce the 
site and landscape design. But the beauty 
of these parking structures is derived from 
an imaginative patterning of hollowcd-out 
concrete blocks, set between the frames ol 
the concrete structure. The arrangement 
of voids and solids produces an elegant 
facade that expresses the garage's struc-
tural and ventilation requirements. 

A city evolves as an aggregate of 
its buildings. Though a building can be 
admired as an individual work of archi-
tecture, its ultimate success also depends 
on its relationship to adjacent buildings 
and streets. The garage structures featured 
on these pages distinguish themselves not 
onb as resolved works of architecture, 
but also as buildings that elevate the very 
form of city and place. • 
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Top left: Gollcrin 1 Garnge 5015 Westheimer 
Road, Hculim £ Taylor 1970 

Top right: BMC Software GarogeTwo, 2101 
City West Boulevard, Keating, Mann, kmigon, 
Roltet, 1993. 

Bottom left. Foley's Garage, 1100 Main Street. 
Kennelh Frunzheim, 1947. 

Bottom right: Four Oaks Place Garage, 1300-
1400 Post Oak Boulevard, Cesar Pelli & Associ-
ates and Melton Henry Architects, 1983 3 
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Top left: Humble (ExxonMobil) Garage, 700 Leland, 
Welion Bcckei & Associates with Golemon & Rolle and 
George & Abel Pierce, 1963. 

Top right: Chose (enter Gorage, 601 Travis Street, I M. 
Pei £ Partners and 3D/lnlernational. 1982 

Bottom lelt: PDSI Oak Central Garage, 1980-2000 Post 
Oak Boulevard, Johnson/Burgee with Richard Fitzgerald 
& Partners, 1978. 

Bottom right: Ameiicana Boilding Garage, 811 Dallas, 
Lloyd S Morgan, 1960. Relating by Kirk & Associates, 
2000. 
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Top led: The Museum ul Fine Am. Houstor Garage, 
100 Hui; Rafael Moneo and Kendall/Healan 

Associates, 2000. 

Cenler leh: Dresser Tower Garage, 601 Jefferson. 
Neuhai , 8 Taylor 19/3 

Cenler right 1500 Lausiana Garage. Cesar Pelli & 
Associates and Kcndnll/Heolon Assoiintes. 7002 

Boitnm lelt: Park Towers Garage, 1233 1333 West 
Loop. HoH Blockslono Strode. 1974. 

Bottom right: Highland Village Garage, 4000 
Westheimer, Morris Architects, Inc., 7007 


