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Sww bin k youthful extra imports loke flake; covering the tldewolk in front ol Jonej Hall, jtonding in for Lincoln Ctnler during the filming of lorry McMuitry's 
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| The Houston Theater District 

N 

D R E X E L T U R N E R 

IT IS A STRANGE THINCR THE LIKE OF WHICH, I THINK WILL OCCUR TO ONE 
HARDLY ANYWHERE ELSE THAN IN TEXASR TO HEAR TEAMSTERS WITH 

THEIR CA TTLE STAKED AROUND THEM ON THEPRAIRIER HUMMING 
AIRS FROM "DON CIOYANNIn. . . 

Frederick Law Olmsted, New-York Daily Times, 24 April 1854 
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When I redcnck law Olmsted, rhen a 12-
year-old jonnialisr, visited I louston on 
rIn return leg of his journey through 
Texas in spring IK54, he observed that 
the town of not yet 5,000 showed "many 
agreeable signs o f . . . wealth accumulat-
ed, in homelike, retired residences, its 
large and good hotel, its well supplied 
shops, and its shaded streets." Among its 
cultural assets he counted "several neat 
churches, a theatre (within the walls of a 
steam saw-mill), and a most remarkable 
number of showy bar-rooms and gam-
bling saloons."1 Today the prim churches 
have been reborn as suburban tabernacles 
the size of sports arenas; the showy bar-
rooms have multiplied and migrated, also 
much enlarged, to the outside-the-l.oop 
forum of Richmond Avenue; and the 
converted sawmill has given way, on the 
south side ol the downtown bend in 
Buffalo Bayou, to what is said to be the 
second greatest concentration of theater 
and performing arts seats in the United 
States - Mi,Sill In actual count. 

The Theater District is a conspicuous 
if still somewhat disjointed sign of wealth 
accumulated and invested on behalf of an 
audience no longer primarily composed of 
cattle. After a false start in 1 K90 when the 
Sweeney and Coombs Opera House (and 
nlhce huildmgl opened on the west side 
ot Courthouse Square, (he cin \ perform-
ing arts organizations have tended to 
gravitate toward the right angle in the 
bayou, which, at the rum of the century, 
also included a farmer's market, a small 

i V u 
hotel w i t h an open cou r t ya rd (the Brazos 
C o u r t ) , and several breweries ( M a g n o l i a , 
Amer ican) that f lour ished un t i l P roh ib i -
t i on in tervened. The Hous to n Symphony 
of fered its f i rst concert o n 11 June 1913 
in the or ig ina l Majest ic , later Palace, 
Theater on Texas Avenue ( M a u r a n is: 
Russell, 191 I ) , a vaudevi l le house that 
was f irst b r idged over, then eventual ly 
swa l lowed up by the expansion ot the 
Hous ton Chron ic le Bu i ld ing . In I 93 I the 
symphony moved to the budget Beaux-
Arts luxe of the a l l -purpose C i ty A u d i -
t o r i u m ( M a u r a n , Russell i v C m w c l l , 
19 ! 51, a hal l so adaptable that it was 
conver ted in to a school for the more than 
500 ch i ld ren o f servicemen stat ioned at 

C a m p Logan du r ing the First W o r l d W a r . 
In the early 1950s my parents watched 
the t ou r i ng company of South Pacific in 
un-a i r -cond i t ioned c o m f o r t in the aud i t o -
r i u m , wh i ch was also the site of Fr iday 
night wres t l ing matches. 

The symphony next moved to the air-
cond i t i oned M u s i c H a l l (A l f red C. F inn , 
1937) , a Publ ic W o r k s A d m i n i s t r a t i o n 
project w i t h a face on ly a commissar 
cou ld love. Bui l t in tandem w i t h the 
Sam Flouston Co l i seum, it shared a con -
nect ing proscen ium w i t h the Col iseum 
as a concession to theatr ica l Ca lv in i sm. 
The Mus ic H a l l was remodeled in 1955 
w i t h the add i t i on o f a fan-shaped lobby , 
wedge-shaped aux i l i a ry seating areas on 
either side, and a one-way stage by 
I l e rmon L loyd and W , B. M o r g a n . So 
i m p r o v e d , it persisted as the c i ty 's venue 
ot choice or defaul t t h rough most of my 
c h i l d h o o d . M y parents eventual ly took 
me there t o see a road company per for-
mance o f M y Idtr l.itdy comple te w i t h 
revo lv ing sets; on other n ights , Leopo ld 
S tokowsk i presided over the I lous ton 
Symphony in his post-Phi ladelphia d i m i n -
uendo. Nex t d o o r , the Col iseum served 
up rodeos, revivals, wres t l ing matches, 
a n d , on the Four th o f July 1962 — as 
T o m Wo l fe relates in The Right Stuff— 
30 barbecued animals to the seven 
M e r c u r y astronauts and a thunder ing 
horde o f " 5 , 0 0 0 businessmen, pol i t ic ians 
and their belter halves, fresh f rom the 
hor rors of d o w n t o w n in J u l y . " ' A lso o n 
the menu was the I.in danc ing ot sexage-

ii.u i.m .Sally Rand, then regular ly engaged 
in s t retch ing the envelope ot occupat iona l 
age d i sc r im ina t ion at the Stork C l u b on 
I e \as Avenue. 

T h e l.OOO-seat Jesse H . (ones H a l l , 
sin i t -homed n a t n i i i e fo rmer site of the 
C i t \ A u d i t o r i u m in t raver t ine-c lad splen-
do r b y Caud i l l Row le t i Scott, replaced 
lire Mus ic I la l l as the c i ty 's premiere 
venue in 1966. The cons t ruc t ion cost of 
$6.6 m i l l i on was con t r ibu ted by Hous to n 
E n d o w m e n t Inc., the ph i l an th rop ic heir 
to Jones's fo r tune , wh i ch included con -
siderable real estate hold ings in the 
immediate v ic in i ty . Jones H a l l took in the 
Hous to n Symphony , the Hous to n Grand 
Opera (wh ich had produced its inaugura l 

season in the Mus ic H a l l in 1955) , the 
I lous ton Ballet Founda t i on , and the 
Society for the Per fo rming Ar ts (SPA), 
a n o n p r o f i t presenter f o rmed t o f i l l the 
gap left by the death o f the impresar ia 
Edna B. Saunders, w h o for many years 
was Hous ton 's answer ( te lephonical ly as 
we l l as f igurat ive ly) t o Sol 1 l u r o k . 

The func t iona l character ist ics o f 
Jones I la l l were determined by the 
theater consu l tant George Iz.enour; its 
design, otherwise the w o r k of Char les E. 
Lawrence o f Caud i l l Row le t t Scott, was 
schemat ical ly no t un l i ke Le Corhus ier 's 
hal l for the Palace o f Assembly at 
Chand iga rh (1956) . The ex ter io r also 
displayed an inadvertent 19.50s I ta l ian 
i i n n lass.ii .il : i t ioual is l finesse, .is com 
par ison w i t h Giuseppe Vacarro 's T o w n 
Center Savings Bank for the t o w n of 
Lugo (1935) discloses. L ike its con tempo -
rary , the As t rodome, Jones H a l l was a 
var iab le -conf igura t ion nove l ty , a l though , 
un l ike the Dome , va r ia t ion was achieved 
by " s t o p p i n g d o w n " the size o f the 
in ter io r to a mere !,S()() seals tor greater 
u i t i m a o h\ means i 'I an elaborate!* 
coun te rwe igh ted , t hough rarely used, 
movable ce l l ing. 

As .in accessory to Jones ] la l l and the 
aesthetical ly chal lenged A lber t T h o m a s 
Conven t i on Center one b lock west 
i t . l iu l i l l Rowle t t Scott, 196S), the ci ty 
also bu i l i a three- level, 1,750-car under-
g r o u n d pa rk ing garage lodged beneath 
the convent ion center and a residual one-
block " p l a z a " separat ing Jones H a l l and 

Mnjeslk Thtol! r Mouron I Russell, architects, 1911. 

City Auditorium, Mauran, Russell I Crowtll, architects, 1913. 
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Son Houston Coliseum and Music Hall Alfred C Finn, ordiilecl, 
1937. 

that doub led in i ts p romote rs ' dreams 
as the N a t i o n a l Space Ha l l o f Fame. 
N o t on ly was the conven t ion center t oo 
smal l to be v iable the day it opened, it 
was sut l ic ient ly hemmed in to preclude 
expans ion except by spann ing Buf fa lo 
Bayou , as the farmer 's market that once 
occupied par t o f its sire had managed to 
do . A lber t T h o m a s was vacated upon 
comp le t i on o f the George R. B rown 
Conven t i on Center on the east side o f 
d o w n t o w n in 1987, on ly later to become 
the un l i ke ly object o f one o f the most 
costly preservat ion efforts ever con tem-
plated w i t h i n the ci ty l im i ts . 

the conven t ion center. Jones 1 la l l Plaza 
(also designed by CRS) featured an a w k 
w a r d t runcated py ram id moun ted on 
some sides by backward -s lop ing steps and 
topped w i t h lo l l ipop-s ized trees in a no t 
very conv inc ing a t tempt to disguise t w o 
double- lane entrance ramps to the pa rk i ng 
be low. T h e convent ion center fo l l owed a 
foo tpr in t p romulga ted by the economet r i -
cians o l the now-de func t Stanford 
Research Inst i tu te in 1962 as part o f a 
comprehensive p lan to r the I lous ton Civic-
Center. It spread over three c i ty b locks at 
a cost o f %\l m i l l i on w i t h the grace o f a 
cenl ipodnl box-cu lver t , enveloping more < ^ ^ 
than 200 ,000 square feet ot clear-spanned 
exh ib i t i on space together w i t h a lobby 

The Al ley Thea t re , a smal l but accom-
pl ished repertory company fo rmed in 
1947, for years made do in a conver ted 
electr ic- fan factory on Berry Street across 
f rom a p ink- tab lec lorhed t ra t to r ia cal led 
Por to f i no , an early and symbio t i ca l l y 
pos i t ioned outpost o f valet pa r k i ng in the 
City. In I96S the A l i o moved d o w n t o w n 
in to s t r i k ing it imp robab l y castellated 
new quarters designed by U l r i ch Franzen 
on the no r th side o f Jones I la l l Plaza. 
T w o - t h i r d s o f the %~S m i l l i on cons t ruc t ion 
cost o l the new bu i l d ing was prov ided 
by the Ford Founda t i on as par t of a pro-
g ram to aid and abet the p ro l i f e ra t i on o f 
regional theater; the site — three-quarters 
of i b lock — was donated by I lous ton 
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Savings Bonk for the Town Center, Lugo, Italy, Giuseppe 
VcKoiro. OKliitKl. 1935. 

Smashing pumpkin: Cecilia Bartoli gets out of the house in the title role of iff Cenerenfoto, video-fed 10 Nov 
Aubry Architects, 1987. 

iber 1995 lo spectators in Roy C. Fish Ploio in front of Gus S. Worlhom Theater Center, Morris 

Jesse H. Jones Hall. Caudill Rowlell Si oil, architects, 1966, 

Cutaway drawing of Jones Hall showing adjustable ceiling from 
George C. Iienour, Theater 1ethnology, McGraw-Hill, 1988. 

Map af Theater District. 

1 Worthom Theater Center 
7 Alley Theater 
3 Jones Hall 
4 Jones Hall Plata 
5 Boyou Plo« 
6 Music Hall 
7 Coliseum 

F n d o w m c n t . The Al ley 's inner wo rk ings 
were , as in the case o f its ne ighbor , 
[imes 11.ill. masterminded h\ < icorge 
l/.enour. Its special features inc luded a 
l i gh t ing system con t ro l l ed by an ana log 
d ig i ta l compute r using "s tap led cards 
rather than the hole-punch va r i t ey " and 
e c o n o m i c a l l y accommoda t i ng chairs 
spec i.illv designed m the I lectrn-
Mechaniea l l a b o r a t o r y of the Yale 
School o l D r a m a . The MOO-wat mf l 
theater was conceived as a "mu l t i - space 
stage w i t h ca l iper l ike extensions 
ing the sides o f the fan-shaped scati jrg 
area, a per ipheral detai l appropr ia ted by 
N ina Vance, the Al lev 's loundcr and 
d i rector , f r o m the runways <>t ] a pa nest? 
N o h d r a m a . ' When plans were first pub 
l ished, the bu i l d ing was described as 
" p r o g r a m m e d t o at t ract pedestrians dur -
ing non-theater hours . A n arcade runn ing 
th rough the bu i l d ing w i l l house stores, an 
inexpensive restaurant , and a cafe. T h e 
large-scale elements o f the bu i l d i ng | i .e. , 
the castle tur rers | hav ing been placed o n 
the side o f the f reeway, serve to at t ract 
the a t tent ion o f the approach ing motor is t 
I r om a considerable distance. In a d d i t i o n , 
a dr ive- in box of f ice has been p rov ided . " - ' 

T h e Al ley also inc luded a smal ler , 
>()() seal arena stage in the basemem 
repl icat ing the berry Sireel locat ion s.ins 
four-poster co lumns , where my better 
half and I watched Spald ing Gray d r i nk 
pitchers lu l l ot water wh i le d i l a t i ng on 
the t rauma of home ownersh ip . But the 
shops and eat ing places failed to mater ia l -
ize as promised . Whereas the Berry Street 
locat ion had managed a marquee of 
sorts, Franzen made no such und ign i f i ed ' 
p rov i s i on , even though Jones H a l l was 
endowed w i t h a demure back l i t s ign-
board I ' i ' D Q Bach . . . Ton i t e . . . 8 P .M. 
. . D o n ' t Fugue t ! " | . The Al ley manage-

ment soon took to s l ipcover ing the 
southeast ramparts w i t h banners advert is-
ing events {"Greater Tuna — L im i ted 
l.ngagenient — Do lph in F r i end l y " ] and 
the names and t rademarks o f pa t rons, 
corpora te and otherwise. 

By the m id -1970s , Jones H a l l cou ld 
longer satisfy the demand for per for-
nce dates generated by the symphony , 

p»jka. bal let , and SPA. A Lyr ic Theater 
b u n d a r i o n waschar te red i n break the 

seatjam, beginning w i t h a campa ign t o 
spread [l ie news that the c i ty 's theatr ica l 
resources compared un favorab ly w i t h 
those oFjs iewark, N e w Jersey, local ly 
esteemed as the bub of People Hxpress. 
Phi l ip j u l m s o i i . whose experience u n h i d 
ed the design o f she New York State 
Theater in L inco ln Center (1964) fo r the 
N e w Y o r k C i t y Opera and the N e w Y o r k 
C i ty Ballet, prepared an in i t ia l scheme j n 
1978 fo r a two- theater comp lex o n t w o 
bayou-side blocks the ci ty o w n e d touch -
ing the nor thwest corner o f Jones I b i l l 
Plaza.s His generic proposal, tentatively 
following the Alley's cue, was a jumble of 
robust, round-cornered towers with inter-
mittent boxes for lobbies and auditori-
ums. The smaller theater — included as 
a venue for "community" organizations 
to make the project more palatable to 
the City Council (which would have to 
approve the allocation of the site to the 
theater project I — was placed on the 
block tangential to Jones Hall Pla/.a. The 
larger house occupied the more distant 
block, where it had room to accommo-
date full side as well as back stages like 
those of the Metropolitan Opera i louse in 
Lincoln Center. A common lobby spanned 
Prairie Avenue — a sacrosanct outbound 
conduit to the suburbs ol near west 
Houston — while a stepped entrance 
beckoned from the complex's toehold on 

Jones Hall Plaza. The estimated cost of 
$100 million, however, precipitated a 
case of sticker shock that purportedly 
cost the architects the commission. 

As ultimately configured (and built for 
$72 million) according to the plans of 
Morris Aubry Architects, 1979-87, the 
Wortham Theater Center disposes its two 
houses, the 2,225-seal Brown I heater 
and the 1,102-scat (allien '['heater, side 
by side on the block farther from Jones 
1 lall Plaza, with the stage loading docks 
backing onto Preston Avenue along the 
north side of the block.6 The Siamese-
twin arrangement of the two houses, 
following the less exalted example of the 
Brooklyn Academy of Music, is achieved 
at the expense of a second full side stage 
and conventionally deep backstage for 
the opera house, so that, for example, 
Air Force One cannot enter stage left 
and then exit stage right for Ntxtm in 
China, but must practice the deception 
of emulating the helicopter in Miss 
Saigon. The block itself is almost com-
pletely filled by the stage and audience 
areas, causing the ceremonial entrance 
and principal lobby to be forced over 
Prairie Avenue and onto the block closer 
to Jones I hill Plaza, assuming the shape 
of a peninsula in plan and a (partially 
escalatored) stile in section. 

The entrance to the lobby is marked 
by a supercolnss.il, round-arched opening 
on the scale of that of Paul Bonatz's 
Stuttgart train station (1928), but de-
rived, according to the architects, from 
the eleventh-century Benedictine abbey 
church at Tewkesbury, Gloucestershire. 
This dominant glazed aperture stares 
across the leftover part of the site into the 
side wall and loading docks of the former 
Albert Thomas Convention Center. The 
formidable bulk of the theater block is 

^ 
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Sidewalk «ene, Jonei Hall Plaza, with preparation! tor a Party on In* Pima, 23 May 1996. Alley Theatre (Ulricfa Fronien, architect 1968) ton be teen with banners in background. 
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solidly clad in dark brown brick except 
for a few slit windows sen ing offices 
along the backstage side and granite trim 
work around the base. The brick veneer 
extends across the bridge and onto the 
main entrance face, pausing for an occa-
sional large window, such as the pair 
that penetrate either side of the lobby 
bridge. A freestanding, lowriding, backlit 
signboard is planted on the east side of 
the plaza in lieu of a marquee, while a 
phalanx of six large, copper-colored, 
immobile metal halls keeps stretch limos 
.it b.i\, lis v irttie " I it's somew li.it shel 
tercd sidewise orientation, the plaza pro-
vided a serviceable setting tor tr i l l seekers 
to take in the tree outdoor simulcast of 
last fall's production of I.J C.enercittoLi 
with Cecilia Bartoli, but it is seldom so 
happily engaged. 

The Wortham has proved an undoubt-
ed boon to the operation of the Houston 
Grand Opera and the I louston Ballet, as 
well as the Society for the Performing 
Arts and Da Camera, a more recenrl 
formed c 
tor. Hut 
qualities remain problematic, a* Ann 
I lolmcs and Stephen fox have pointed 
m i l / I hie can raitoiiah/e lis defieienci 
as Carl Cunningham attempted iti rh 
Houston Post by observing tlutt "tin-
world is full of great-big, chunky-looking, 
unlit,in.in opei i houses. I hat's the nature 
of the beast."' Hut to arrive at this conso-
lation, one must ignore instances where 
large, unwieldy houses have defused the 
problem of momimcnrality altogether 
through the deus ex machina of hybrid 
programs — as in the case of Schinkel's 
projected theater for the merchant city of 
1 lamburg 11825-27), with its perimeter 
bank of offices and street-level boutiques; 
ot Adler and Sullivan's steadfast Chicago 

J Da Camera, a more recently 
chamber music and recital pre-.cn 
its architectural and tirbanistic 

Auditorium, wrapped in a thick skiti of 
hotel rooms and offices (188fW89); of 
Will iam B. I mlnll's ( arnegie I tail, mm 
gled with the studios and offices of Henry 
J. Hardenbergh's companion tower 
11 891, 18941; and of J. C. Cady's original 
Metropolitan Opera House < 1 88.?), which 
contained both commercial space and an 
apartment hotel.'' 

Perhaps something of the same sort 
would suffice a-- .i wa> i.l both amending 
the Wortham and providing a modest 
stream of income by "f i l l ing out" or " i n " 
the site with uses that would contribute 
some street life to the district. The rebirth 
of the small Lancaster I nee Auditorium) 
Hotel at the corner connecting Jones Hall 
and the Alley and the conversion last year 
of the ! logg Building, another block 
away, to residential apartments already 
suggest that the neighborhood is able to 
reward such I'litreprenetirship, at leasl 
in small doses, as does the success of 
Charley's 517 restaurant around the cor-

m i I the I am astei and bin iporetti's 
in the garage behind tin- AI U-s I licatre. 

To return to Jones Hall Pla/a, another 
s-than-ideal multipurpose fixture of the 

istrict that, even so, shows occasional 
signs of lite and transformational apti-
tude: bereft as it is, the plaza was the site 
that Central Houston Inc. — a special-
purpose downtown improvement issocia 
tion — fixed on for its Thursday-evening 
block parties tor lonely urban profession-
als [Single Female Accountant seeks 
Single/Divorced Male Arbitrageur to 
enjoy cndllt spprs, smntr cruises. Wll St 
Jrnl — no hostile takeovers, shared 
modems or debit cards|. This teat ot 
matchmaking also brought the portable-
toilet industry to the district on a regular 
basis. I he pla/a proved no less compati-
ble with the installation in October 1987 

of luminarut — intricately contrived dis-
play's ot Highlighting produced by the 
Italian Ministry of Tourism and 
Performing Arts. This special effect was 
one-upped in December 1995 by the thin 
fringe ot snow manufactured across the 
street tor the filming of Evening Star, 
Larry McMurrry's sequel to Icrins of 
I ndearment, in which the colonnade of 
Jones Hall was made to simulate a wintry 
Lincoln Center.10 

Plazas are not something most 
Americans — let alone Houstonians— 
take to gladly. As Paige Reuse, the long-
running editor of Architectural Digest 
and not one to be easily outfauxed, 
observed, there should "be a law requir-
ing that the person who invented con-
crete pedestrian plazas get his |or her| 
head examined. Walking across those 
expanses of hot, glaring concrete is one 
of the most alienating things imaginable. 
. , . The shadeless, sickly trees are partic-
ularly depressing, sticking up through 
the pavement, but I di i lei .i certain 
comradeship with them as fellow living 
things: I greet them across the plaza as 
though they had arrived in the land of 
concrete on the same space-ship with 
me."1 ' William Whyte, whose voyeur is 
tic fascination with the public life of 
small urban spaces made bedfellows of 
one-way-mirror, time-lapse photography 
and lite Rockefeller Brothers Fund, 
olfered a similar view ol the plaza at 
Lincoln Outer , originally to have been 
planted with large trees, graphically 
depicted by Hugh ferns but lillun.itcK 
clearcur by Robert Moses as a cost-sav-
ing move before ground was broken tor 
the plaza and garage below. "The loss 
was a great one," Whyte contended, for 
notwithstanding the plaza's appeal at 
night, "during the day it is a glare box, 

' 

Tundra and lighting; A wider view ol the fidewalh in from ol 
Jones Hall iced lor filming ol furring Star, 12 December 199S. 

sometimes a virtual oven, and with 
umpteen thousands of feet of travertine 
bouncing light, footcandle readings are 
extraordinary." As a consultant, Whyte 
recommended retrofitting the plaza with 
trees of sufficient si/e to make possible 
daytime use. Philip Johnson provided 
sketches to demonstrate the practicability 
of the scheme, but in the end Whyte's 
trees tell victim " to the cost ol a new 
granite floor." ' -

Jones Hall Plaza — riven by parking 
ramps, exposed on all four sides to traf-
fic, and irradiated by the Texas sun — is 
more incorrigible but arguably still this 
side of hopeless. With adequate funding 
one or both of the ramps could be relo-
cated to the neai side of tIn formet 
Albert Thomas Convention Center, there-
by eliminating the need for the p\ ramid-
stile and allowing a cascade of steps to 
descend more or less directly the ten or 
so feet from the site's high southeast cor-
ner to the low point diagonally across 
from the Wortham Center. Adequate 
below-grade accommodations for large-
trees — if trees arc wanted — could be 
gouged from the recesses of the garage, 
even at the cost of a few score parking 
places. Water features might be intro-
ducc d .is v. i l l , adding blut noise to unit 
fie the sounds of traffic. The stubby 
ventilation shafts that presently stake out 
the four corners of the plaza could also 
be moved offsite with some creative 
rerouting of ducts and fans. Disencum-
bering the site and expanding its basic 
capabilities are preconditions, not substi-
tutes, for the application of the talents of 
a designer who could make Jones Hall 
Plaza perform as well as the companies 
around it do. 

In a well-meaning if inherently 
strained attempt to capitalize on the 
"festival market" phenomenon pioneered 
by benjamin Thompson and James Rouse 
for the salvation of Boston's venerable " ^ r 
Quincy Market, the administration of 
Mayor Kathryn J. Whitmire solicited 
proposals from developers in J 988 
hoping to wring similar benefits Irom 
the Albert Thomas Convention Center. 
Whitmire's previous experience in joint-
venture commercial development was 
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Bo you Place Theoler iDnveriion ol Albert Thomos Convention Center (project), Michael Graves, architect, 1991. Model looking west. 

scat, super-si/.e "Broadway-type" house 
fo r musicals. Graves's plans served as the 
basis fo r wha t p roved to he un f ru i t f u l 
negot iat ions between Pace as a prospec-
t ive p r ime tenant , and Co rd i sh . A m o n g 
the sel l ing points o l the scheme, aside 
f r o m its 1 larlequmescji ie con f l a t i on o f 
commedia de l l ' arte ,m<\ Tcxan ic totems? 
was "a V IP loge level between the orches-
tra and upper ba l cony " that cou ld he 
marketed l ike l u x u r y suites are at sports 
arenas.1 4 Graves's scheme also e l im ina ted 
the west b lock o f A lber t T h o m a s , a long 
w i t h an elevated connect ing section over 
Bagby Street, as had been recommended 
in a study prepared for Cent ra l Hous to n 
Inc. by Dennis Frenchman in 1984. ' " ' 

W h i t m i r e ' s successor as mayo r . Bob 
Lanier , and the c i ty con t ro l le r , George 
(.re.lni.i-.. quest ioned, among o th i i 
th ings, the terms extended to Cord ish 
fo r the A lber t T h o m a s venture as overly-
generous, but to no avai l . A f te r a p ro -
longed per iod o f hes i ta t ion , Cord i sh 
proceeded to make good his 60-year lease 
by announc ing plans in M a r c h 1995 to 
develop an enter ta inment mal l fea tur ing a 
count ry -western " a n c h o r " n igh tc lub in 
the app rox in ia te locat ion o f Graves's 
theater, to be operated as par t o f a 
cha in cal led Den im and D i a m o n d s by 
the G r a h a m Brothers o f Odessa, Texas, 
and prefaced by a gantlet o f 12 sub-
venues and several theme restaurants 
where Graves's p lan had ind icated a 
s imi lar arcade. Cord ish 's arcade was 
inauspic iously labeled " B o u r b o n Street" 
in the f ina l plans fo r the protect prepared 
by Luis B o d m e r . l h T h e Graham Brothers 
op ted o u t o f the agreement in early 1996, 
causing a previously scheduled August 
1996 open ing to be postponed wh i le 
Cord ish sought another p r ime tenant and 
co- inves tor . ' 7 At that po in t Cord ish was 
repor ted to have spent $4 m i l l i o n t o w a r d 

Albert fhomot Convention Center and Jones Hall Plain, Coudill 
Rowlett Scott, 1968, aerial perspective. 

l im i ted to the already t roub led F.l 
M e r c a d o project near the northeast cor-
ner o f d o w n t o w n , and few developers 
bothered to submi t proposals. The Rouse 
Compan y passed, among others, and 
the dub ious concession was granted to 
t c n t u n Development and George 1 ttcas's 
Skywa lker Deve lopment co rpo ra t ions . 
Cen tu ry /Skywa lke r proposed a vaguely 
fu tur is t ic enter ta inment ma l l cal led Bayou 
W a l k , a land locked pleasure pier designed 
by Jon Jerde o f San D iego, whose exper i -
ence inc luded I i o r t o n Plaza in d o w n t o w n 
San Diego and C i t y W a l k at Universal 
C i ty Studios in Los Ange les . ' ' 

In the mon ths that f o l l o w e d , 
Cen tu ry /Skywa lke r was unable to at t ract 
f inanc ing and w i t h d r e w . D a v i d Co rd i sh , a 
Bal t imore-based runner -up in the A lbe r t 
Thomas i m i t a t i on o f " J e o p a r d y " and 
developer o f s imi lar at t ract ions in Salt 
Lake C i t y , De t ro i t , N iagara Falls, and 
Char les ton , South Caro l i na , was g iven the 
o p p o r t u n i t y to proceed in late 1 9 9 1 , dur -
ing the f ina l days o f the W h i t m i r e a d m i n -
i s t ra t ion . In 1992 Pace Enter ta inment 
C o r p o r t i o n , a Houston-based producer of 
a t t ract ions f r o m musical theater t o t ractor 
pu l ls , commiss ioned M ichae l Graves to 
dc\ ise .i plan to conven the easi and mid 
die blocks o f the exh ib i t i on hal l in to a 
smal l commerc ia l arcade and a 3,000-

u h.ii u as puh lk i / i i l as .i S.V. nu l l um 
project . W i t h no other f inanc ing in s ight, 
he renegotiated the terms o f the lease in 
M a y 1996 to secure $X m i l l i on o f direct 
c i ty f i nanc ing in return for substant ia l 
r e v / n W "g ive -backs" — assuming 
there ruiglu someday he posit ive cash 
f luw to snare . ' * 

For d ie tune being, Cord ish 's nonc-
roo t ransformat ive remodel ing o f A lber t 

hennas w i l l cont inue accord ing to esscn-t s \ V | ! | ^ , i 

he same t ia l ly the saVne f o rmu la . Rather than look 
to the revival o f the Covcnt Garden 
M a r k e t or some other remotely conso-
nant model that might exp lo i t an over-
looked market niche, Cord ish has chosen 
to repl icate, on a smaller scale and w i t h 
pa r k i ng ex t ra , the aire 
hook] 
Str ip. Whatever the merits of this gra 
oT mult ip lex ' , eveu the best s tomp ing 
grounds lor urbanCOWpcr'sons .ire 
remarkably t rans i tory p ropos i t i o n , 
witness d i l l ey ' s (now p lay ing to tour 
buses in Branson, Missour i ) and the 
con t inua l tu rnover on R i c h m o n d . A l l r>l 
w h i c h suggests that Clueless rather th . iu 
I'II'LIH Cinrboy may have prov ided the 
c inemat ic insp i ra t ion for G H J 
makeover , and that the c i ty 
have f lushed another $8 m i l j 
bayou in a fut i le at tempt tcjj 
sessing A lber t Thomas in u 
abated re incarnat ion. 

The bayou edge o f t h t V h e a j ^ ^ T s m c t 
has already been altered b> the par t ia l 
development of Scsiiuie^Htennial Park, a 
two-phase, pub l ic -pr iva te pro ject orches-
t ra ted by Cent ra l Hous to n Inc. f o l l o w i n g 
a design w o n in a compe t i t i on (spon-
sored by the Rice Design Al l iance) by 
T e a m H O U (Guy Hagstette, John l .emr, 
and Rober t L iner w i t h Dav id Calk ins) in 
I 9 8 6 . * ' T h e second phase, n o w under 

cons t ruc t i on , includes the landscaping o f 

t .n li 

id repos 
I H S I I I S 

Composite Pkm, Trtettter/tnlerloinmenl Mnll level. 

a slender st r ip a long the west wa l l o f the 
W o r t h a m Theater Center and the ent i re 
block immedia te ly to the no r th o f the 
W M I I h a m . M e ! C h i n and Dean Ruck have 
been selected to p rov ide add i t iona l embel -
l ishments th rough the ar t - in-puhl ic-p laces 
p rog ram o f the Cu l t u ra l Ar ts Counc i l of 
I l ous top /Har r i s C o u n t y . 

In May 19yd, M a y o r Lanier endorsed 
the plans f t the I louston Mus ic H a l l 
1 d u n d a i i o n to redevelop the site o f the 
M u s k I Til l and Col iseum at a cost o f $60 

ion, to include a 2,~(>U-scat theater 
a smal ler 7(H) seal hal l .-1" The o n g i -

p lan h a J B f c i t o pa r t i t i on the site 
ween a reconst i tuted Mus ic I Til l and a 
nb l i ng casfgoEKnt w o u l d replace the 

ol iseuin — a pa i r i ng tha i recalls. 
lanuer 's I heater and Cas ino at 

o l IS~S-.S2). The Texas 1 eg 
however , decl ined to pass enabl ing 
r i o n , and all bets were put cut ho i 
enough to discourage potent ia l investors. 
In the latest sci n m o , I lie i t u Under f lu 
Stars ( T U T S I , a n o n p r o l i f mus ica l theater 
von ip .nn that began operat ion in Mi l le t 
O u t d o o r Theater in He rmann Park in 
196N, w i l l be the p r imary tenant , w i t h 
the Souj t fy for the Pc r l u rm ing A r t s ' 
Broadway Sci ies, produced in associat ion 
w i t h Pace Enter ta inment , account ing lor 

hst .mrtal p o r t i u n of the remain ing 

ates. The smaller ha l l is to be uses! lor 
ch i ldren 's p r o g r a m m i n g and emerging 
companies. As luck w o u l d h a \ e i t , it plaza 
also figures in to the scheme, "pos-sibb in 
the fo rm of a grassy p a r k . " to set rhe 
comp lex back f r o m Bagby Street and rhe 
not-so-grassy T r a n q u i l l i t y Park on the 
other side of Bagby (Charles Tapley 
Associates, 1979), w h i c h spreads across 
yet another c i t y -owned underg round 
pa r k i ng garage. Funds are being raised 
and a short l ist o f prospect ive architects 
has been settled o n , t hough not made 

s C h a r l e s ^ ^ ^ ^ 
M o n t e 1 
is lature, 

rig l e g i s l a ^ j ^ F 
, i aig 
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'Plan [Piommendalians lo iLinfoitf [Dullalol bayou amenity 
corridor." Dennis Frenchman el ol., Daion Plan lot Downtown 
Houston, Control Houston Gvit Improvement, Int., August 1987. 

p u b l i c . T h e c i t y e x p e c t s t o c o n t r i b u t e 

a p p r o x i m a t e l y S I m i l l i o n e a c h y e a r 

t o w a r d t h e p r o j e c t , a c o m m i t m e n t t h a t 

c a n be used t o s e c u r e c o n s t r u c t i o n b o n d s . 

H i e d i r e c t o r s o f t h e . M u s i c H a l l 

F o u n d a t i o n h a v e b e e n a f f o r d e d t h e 

o p p o r t u n i t y t o r e t a i n a n a r c h i t e c t o f 

n a t i o n a l o r i n t e r n a t i o n a l d i s t i n c t i o n t o r a 

p a i r o f t h e a t e r s t h a t w i l l o c c u p y a p l a c e 

o l p r i d e w i t h i n t h e g r e a t e r c i v i c c e n t e r a t 

t h e c d p . ' o f B u f f a l o B a y o u P a r k , o n e o f 

H o u s t o n ' s m o s t a p p r e c i a b l e , i f f r e e w a y -

s c a r r e d , l e g a c i e s o f t h e C i t y B e a u t i f u l 

m o v e m e n t . B u t t h e p r o b l e m is m o r e t h a n 

o n e o f s i f t i n g t h r o u g h t h e r i g h t set o f 

r e s u m e s — c r u c i a l as t h a t w i l l be . f o r 

a l t h o u g h t h e s i te d o e s n i t e r s u f f i c i e n t 

r o o m t o a c c o m m o d a t e a l l e l e m e n t s o f 

t h e p r o g r a m w i t h o u t b r i d g i n g s t r e e t s o r 

s c r i m p i n g o n w i n g s , i t is a l s o f o u r b l o c k s 

r e m o v e d f r o m t h e m a i n c l u s t e r o f t h e a t e r s 

m u u i d J o n e s I f i l l P l a z a . T h i s e s t r a n g e -

l e n t is c o m p o u n d e d h \ t h e d i s p o s i t i o n o t 

ie e x - A l b e r t T h o m a s C o n v e n t i o n C e n t e r , 

t h e t a i l e n d o f w h i c h e f f e c t i v e l y f o r e c l o s e s 

a n y d i r e c t c o m m u n i c a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e 

t t o i c u i u t e autlh c d t t e o f t h e M u s i c H a l l 

s i t e a n d t h e res t n f t h e T h e a t e r I ) t s t r i c i 

v i a t h e b a y o u w a l k . 

T h e b a y o u c o u l d i n fac t b e c o m e t h e 

t h r e a d t h a i g i v e s a c o n n e c t i v e a n d s c e n k 

t J u e n c y t o t h e d i s t r i c t , l i k e t h a t e n j o y e d 

by t h e t h e a t e r s o t B a l h u s a n d M a r c e l l u s 

a l o n g s i d e t h e I i h e r in I ' i r a u e s i ' s r e c o n -

s t r u c t i o n o f a n c i e n t R o m e . S u c h a s t r a t e -

Glovonni Bottislo Piranesi, Theaters of Balbui [Ml ] ond 
Maicellus (right), both 13 B.C., ond neighboring architecture, 
with Tiber River in foreground. 

g y w o u l d r e q u i r e d e m o l i s h i n g t h e w e s t 

b l o c k o f A l b e r t T h o m a s , u u l t h e s e c t i o n 

s p a n n i n g B a g b y , as e a r l i e r p r o p o s e d b y 

b o t h f r e n c h m a n a n d G r a v e s . N e i t h e r p a r t 

f i g u r e s i n C o r d i s h ' s i m m e d i a t e p l a n s . T h e 

o p e n i n g s o g a i n e d c o u l d b e r e d e v e l o p e d 

as a se r i es o f b r o a d s teps a s c e n d i n g f r o m 

t h e b a y o u w a l k t o t h e f o y e r o f t h e n e w 

M u s i c H a l l . The t h e a t e r a n d c a s i n o at 

M o n t e C a r l o a r e a p p r o a c h e d f r o m b e l o w 

i n s o m e w h a t t h e s a m e m a n n e r . T h i s 

m a n e u v e r c o u l d be r e i n f o r c e d b y d e v e l o p -

i n g a n a m p l e r l o g g i a / s h e l t e r e d p r o m e n a d e 

a l o n g t h e n o r t h s i d e o f A l b e r t T h o m a s , 

e x t e n d i n g t h e o r i g i n a l a t t e n u a t e d 

p e r i p t e r a l a r c a d e 0U1 i n t o t h e / o n e Ot ice 

r e s e r v e d f o r b a c k i n g t r a i l e r t r u c k s i n t o 

l o a d i n g d o c k s , A b a y o u w a l k a s c e n s i o n t o 

t h e n e w M u s i c I f a l l w o u l d a l s o p r o \ i d e a 

m e r c i f u l e x e m p t i o n f r o m t h e c o m p u l s i o n 

t o p r o d u c e a p l a z a o f a n y k i n d ; a n y r e s i d -

u a l i n c l i n a t i o n l o r p u b l i c h o s p i t a l i t y c o u l d 

be s a t i s f i e d b y t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f a c o n -

g e n i a l i n d o o r s p a c e f o r c a s u a l a s s e m b l y , 

c o m p a r a b l e t o G a r t n e r ' s a t r i u m a t M o n t e 

C a r l o o r t h e w i n t e r g a r d e n t h e a r c h i t e c t s 

o f t h e W o r t h a m c o n s i d e r e d a t o n e p o i n t . 

B e f o r e t h e S e c o n d W o r l d W . i r ^ d o w n -

i n g n I h i i istc I I I a c c o u n t e d f o r a l m o s t a l l 

t h e c i t y ' s t a l l b u i l d i n g s , s p e c i a l t y r e t a i l i n g , 

a n d n o n r e s i d e n t i a l h o t e l s as w e l l as i t s 

m a j o r p e r f o r m i n g h a l l s . I n d a y d o w n t o w n 

e n j o y s a m o n o p o l y o n l y o f h a l l s , l l 

J a n e J a c o b s m a i n t a i n s , " t h e n a t u r a l 

n e i g h b o r s o f h a l l s a r c r e s t a u r a n t s , ha 

f l o r i s t s h o p s , s t u d i o s , m u s i c s h o p s , a l l 

s o n s o f i n t e r e s t i n g p l a c e s , " it is a l s o 

t h e case t h a t t h e s e c a n n o t f l o u r i s h o n 

t h e a t r i c a l t r a f f i c a l o M t f j p r i t h o u t s p e c i a l 

m i r t u r i n g , e v e n s u b s i d i e s , i n t h e n i n e - t o -

f i v e d o w n t o w n o t a S p r e a d - o i u c i t y s u c h 

as 1 [ o u s t o n h a s b u c o m e . J I N o r d o t h e 

p a r k i n g a r r a n g e m e n t 1 - h e l p m u c h . "T .vc 

w i t h t h e b i g - d r a w p e r f o r m a n c e c e n t e r s 

g r o u p e d t o g e t h e r . " B r u c e W e b b o b s e r v e d , 

" p a t r o n s s l i p i n i n v i s i b l y f r o m u n d e r -

g r o u n d p a r k i n g l o t s a n d l e a v e t h e s a m e 

w a y , as t h o u g h t h e \ w e r e b e i n g d e l i v e r e d 

l i k e c i t y u t i l i t i e s i n h i d d e n c o n d u i t s . " 2 -

k c a l m n g t h a t m o r e i n t e n s i v e c u l t i v a -

t i o n is n e c e s s a r y t o c o n v e r t t h e d i s t r i c t t o 

w h a t i t f o r e s e e s as a " f u l l s e r v i c e e n t e r -

t a i n m e n t c o m p l e x , " a n o n p r o f i t c o a l i t i o n 

o f T h e a t e r D i s t r i c t i n t e r e s t s s o u g h t t o 

h a v e t h e las t Texas l e g i s l a t u r e a p p r o v e a 

r e n t a l - c a r t a x t h a t c o u l d be Ubed m p a r t 

f o r s u c h a p u r p o s e . I l o u s e B i l l 2 4 4 " , 

s p o n s o r e d t o t h a t e f f e c t i n t h e 7 4 t h ses-

s i o n b y H o u s t o n r e p r e s e n t a t i v e G a r n e t 

t o l e m a n , d i d n o t p a s s . I n a s m u c h as t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r " v e h i c l e " is n o w v i e w e d as a 

p o t e n t i a l m e a n s o l f i n a n c i n g a s h a r e o t ^ T 

t h e r e c e n t l y p r o p o s e d %<il> m i l l i o n i n 

n e w o r i m p r o v e d s p o r t s a r e n a s e s s e n t i a l 

t o r e t a i n t h e c i t y ' s m a j o r - l e a g u e b r a g g i n g 

r i g h t s , o t h e r o p t i o n s m a y h a v e t o b e 

e x p l o r e d . - ' L a s t y e a r , t h e T h e a t e r 

D i s t r i c t ' s r e s i d e n t c o m p a n i e s d r e w i n 

excess o t 1.5 m i l l i o n p a y i n g c u s t o m e r s , 

m o r e t h a n Hie A M I . . - - m d t he O i l e r s 

c o m b i n e d . N o n e is t h r e a t e n i n g t o l eav e 

H o u s t o n a n y t i m e s o o n n o t a s k i n g f o r 

h e r o i c e f f o r t s t o d o u b l e s e a s o n t i c k e t 

sa les o r a d d m o r e l u x u r y b o x e s t o s h o r e 

u p b o t t o m l i n e s . B u t n e i t h e r a r c t h e y j us t 

w h i s t l i n g D o w Giovanni w h e n i t c o m e s 

t o t h e n e e d f o r r e l a t i v e l y m o d e s t l e v e l s 

o f i n v e s t m e n t t o h e l p m a k e t h e d i s t r i c t ' s 

a r t i f i c i a l t u r f u s e r - f r i e n d l y a n d e c o n o m i -

c a l l y f e r t i l e . I n s e e k i n g t o e x t e n d a n d 

a c t i v e l y p r o m o t e t h e r a n g e o f e x p e r -

i ences t h e d i s t r i c t o f f e r s , i t s p r o p o n e n t s 

h a v e c o m e t o t h e s a m e r e a l i z a t i o n 

C h a r l e s M o o r e d i d s e v e r a l d e c a d e s a g o 

i n o b s e r v i n g t h e w o r k i n g s o f D i s n e y l a n d : 

" Y o u h a v e t o p a y f o r t h e p u b l i c l i f e , " 

w h e t h e r y o u b u y y o u r t i c k e t s a t a n o u t e r 
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