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1 • Name ot Property 
historic name Houston City Hall 
other names/site number 

2. Locat ion 
N1 /^ not for publication 
NI/AI vicinity 

street & number 901 Bagbv S t r e e t 
city, town Houston 
state Texas code 048 county Harris code 200 zip code 7700? 

3. Classification 
Ownership of Property 

^ private 
[x1 public-local 

U public-State 
I I public-Federal 

Category of Property 
[ x ] building(s) 
I I district 
I I site 

I structure 
I I object 

Number of Resources within Property 
Contributing 

_ ] 
0 

Noncontributing 
n buildings 
0 

0 0 
0 
0 

. sites 
structures 

. objects 
Total 

Name of related multiple property listing: 
N/A 

Number of contributing resources previously  
listed in the National Register N/A 

4. State/Federal Agency Certification 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby certify that this 
nomination request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the 

Natiori^Lpegister of Hist̂ prio Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. 
In r(yp0jitt\}on^,pygwopen7l^rnee\s C H e f M ^ o t meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet. 

^^TPPfiS. /7c^^JcE7> /^^77y.j_^^P) 
Signature of certifying official Date / 
Texas H i s t o r i c a l Commission 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet. 

Signature of commenting or other official Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

Catered in the 5. National Park Service Certification 
I, hereby, certify that this property is: 

[ylentered in the National Register. 
/ V [ ] ]See continuation sheet. 
I I determined eligible for the National 

Register. Q See continuation sheet. 
I I determined not eligible for the 

National Register. 

U removed from the National Register. 
I I other, (explain:) 

Hatlonal Eeglstei 

^^^^-Sif lwitureof the Keeper Date of Action 



6. Funct ion or Use 
Historic Functions (enter categories from instructions) 

Government: government o f f i c e 
Landscape; park 

Current Functions (enter categories from instructions) 
same 

7. Description 
Architectural Classification 
(enter categories from instructions) 

Modern movement: Modernistic 
Art Deco 

Materials (enter categories from instructions) 

foundation 
walls 

concrete 
stone: Texas Cordova limestone 

roof _ 
other 

Describe present and historic physical appearance. 

See text which begins on Continuation Sheet 7-1. 

[x]See continuation sheet 
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The Houston City Hall, b u i l t i n 1939 to the design of Joseph Finger, 
exhibits features t y p i c a l of governmental and i n s t i t u t i o n a l buildings 
constructed during the era of the U.S. Public Works Administration. The 
building i s an example of what has been called stripped-classical modernistic 
architecture: emulating classical architecture i n i t s symmetrical composition 
and s t y l i z e d suggestion of columns supporting an entablature, while using 
minimal decoration, generally following the Art Deco sty l e . Abstractly 
conceived as a composition of blocky masses, the City Hall recedes i n area as 
i t ascends i n height. I t i s sheathed i n shell limestone and incorporates 
carved r e l i e f panels of s t y l i z e d figures and ornate aluminum g r i l l e s around 
the entry. The primary i n t e r i o r spaces incorporate artwork and highly-crafted 
details i n t h e i r finishes. The City Hall s i t s on a raised terrace at the 
northwest end of Hermann Square, on axis with a r e f l e c t i n g pool i n a formal 
landscape designed by Hare & Hare for the building. Although set apart on i t s 
own block i n downtown Houston with Hermann Square at i t s f r o n t , the City Hall 
i s surrounded by large public buildings and o f f i c e highrises, generally b u i l t 
since 1960. 

The City Hall i s of steel frame construction sheathed with a curtain 
wall of rough-cut Texas Cordova Shell limestone. Looking at the building's 
main facade on Hermann Square, the central 10-story tower rises sheer from 
ground to parapet. On either side of the main axis two t i e r s of lower blocks 
wrap around to grip the flanks of the tower. These t i e r s consist of double-
height, single-story outer blocks that envelop 4-story inner blocks, which i n 
turn p a r t i a l l y wrap around the central tower. The composition i s b i l a t e r a l l y 
symmetrical; the rear (Bagby Street, northwest) elevation replicates the front 
(Hermann Square, southeast) elevation, while the two side elevations (facing 
Walker Avenue on the northeast and McKinney Avenue on the southwest) are 
i d e n t i c a l . The main entrance at the base of the tower i s recessed between the 
projecting wings of the building. 

The exterior ornamentation of the building i s concentrated around th i s 
entrance. The three glass entry doors and t a l l transom windows above are 
protected by elaborate aluminiam g r i l l e s i n a pattern of intersecting 
rectangles. The transom g r i l l e i s set with stamped roundels with the images 
of famous law-givers. A more subdued r e c t i l i n e a r pattern borders the windows 
flanking the entry p o r t a l and the three double-height windows of the Council 
Room d i r e c t l y above. These windows are segmented by horizontal mullions i n a 
ladder pattern. Above the transom and flanking windows are chamfered r e l i e f 
panels representing horsemen and a l l e g o r i c a l figures of allegiance and 
knowledge. "City Hall" i s inscribed above the p o r t a l , flanked by more r e l i e f 
panels. 
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The spreading double-height main level has a regular fenestration 
pattern of t a l l windows divided by f l u t e d p i l a s t e r s . The windows are divided 
horizontally and v e r t i c a l l y i n a railroad-track pattern by chunky metal 
mullions. I n the towers, the windows are sunk i n continuous v e r t i c a l channels 
deeply grooved between unbroken expanses of limestone, r e i t e r a t i n g the 
v e r t i c a l i t y expressed i n the stepped massing of the building. Stamped 
aluminum spandrel panels are set flush with the aluminum window frames between 
stories. The t a l l casement windows of the tower are divided by v e r t i c a l 
mullions, with a single horizontal muntin breaking the v e r t i c a l pattern near 
the top of each window. Beneath the parapets of the central tower and 4-story 
blocks the window channels culminate with a carved r e l i e f panel, each 
expressing an image of agriculture, industry or government. The tower i s 
capped by a large penthouse block, the smooth sheathing interrupted only by a 
clock face on each side and a series of carved bobcat heads around the top. 

The main public spaces inside City Hall are along the major axis on the 
ground f l o o r and consist of the main lobby, an elevator lobby, and a rear 
foyer and s t a i r vestibule. A l l of the spaces are ca r e f u l l y and symmetrically 
composed. The main lobby, approximately 35 by 50 feet, i s flanked by public 
service departments. The upper walls are transversely penetrated by portals 
which l i n e up along the minor axis. These two portals, each s p l i t i n h a l f by 
a s t r u c t u r a l column, are set i n shallow square-headed niches which are 
duplicated i n the lower h a l f of the lobby by paired recesses of similar 
dimensions. The central element on each of the side walls is a protruding 
hexagonal block, also set i n a shallow niche containing a drinking fountain. 
The lobby walls are surfaced with polished honey-toned travertine. Montana 
Rose marble surfaces recesses and fountain blocks and the st r u c t u r a l columns 
are sheathed i n f l u t e d dark Oriental Red marble. Bronze canopies crown each 
of the niches and a pattern of polished square facets are repeated here and on 
the elevator and door surrounds. The f l o o r i s terrazzo, bordered by 
rectangular s t r i p s of Montana Rose and Verde Antigua marbles. Two overlapping 
sunbursts radiate from a raised nickel shield i n the center of the lobby 
f l o o r . 

The c e i l i n g of the lobby i s coved around a recessed rectangular panel 
containing a convex plaster r e l i e f map of the western hemisphere. The State 
of Texas i s exaggerated i n dimension and the s i t e of Houston i s marked with a 
star. The map is surrounded by a f u r l e d plaster ribbon bearing the signs of 
the Zodiac. These devices are i n d i r e c t l y l i t with concealed fluorescent 
f i x t u r e s . I n the four corners of the c e i l i n g there are a l l e g o r i c a l murals 
representing culture, industry, society and municipality painted by Daniel 
MacMorris of Kansas City. 
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The rear vestibule i s dominated by a curv i l i n e a r , streamline s t a i r r a i l 
composed of four broad ribbons of aluminum. The stairway i s supported on 
fl u t e d columns and continuous streamlines painted on the underside of the open 
stairway accentuate the flowing lines of the stairway. 

Other important public spaces of the building also r e f l e c t a high level 
of f i n i s h , while not being as ornately detailed as the main lobby. The 
Council Room, d i r e c t l y above the fro n t entrance, i s entered o f f the second 
f l o o r elevator lobby. Theater-type seats are arranged on either side of a 
central ai s l e facing the council table at the southern end of the room. The 
walls are faced with blond walnut book matched i n square panels. Doors and 
windows are set into recesses which have been paneled a darker shade of 
walnut. Hanging from the coved c e i l i n g are three b r a s s - g r i l l e d l i g h t 
f i x t u r e s . Aluminum i s used for decorative f i x t u r e s such as the stamped r e l i e f 
panels on the doors, the door handles and latchplates, and the Art Deco 
l e t t e r i n g used prominently. The Mayor's o f f i c e has a similar f i n i s h , with 
finely-grained walnut, l a i d i n horizontal paneling, separated by metal 
s t r i p s , again suggesting the streamlined. 

The elevator lobbies on the upper floors present a contrast between the 
somber Oriental Red marble wall surfaces and stippled white and black terrazzo 
fl o o r s . Fire doors between the s t a i r h a l l and upper f l o o r lobbies are 
aluminum, decorated with r e l i e f panels. Brass and glass l i g h t f i x t u r e s used 
throughout the public areas are p a r t i c u l a r l y good examples of modernistic 
design. 

Hermann Square was redesigned i n 1939 i n conjunction with the building 
of City Hall. I t i s a 250-foot square block, encompassing two normal c i t y 
blocks, created by closing Brazos Street which normally would bisect the 
square. The park has a shaded perimeter of closely spaced, double rows of 
l i v e oak trees. Concentric borders of trees, hedges, walks and grass surround 
the central r e f l e c t i n g pool, which i s punctuated on the west end by cascading 
water. The pool i s a shallow T-shaped concrete basin, placed on axis with the 
City Hall to echo and emphasize the form of the building. The fountain, 
s i t t i n g d i r e c t l y i n fro n t of the entrance plaza, i s comprised of low water 
spouts raised on a platform of three t i e r s down which the water cascades, the 
parapet walls around the pool are faced with Texas Cordova limestone. 

Since the completion of City Hall and Hermann Square i n 1939 they have 
been l i t t l e altered. The main public areas of the building, as described 
above, maintain t h e i r o r i g i n a l appearance. Between 1972 and 1974 si g n i f i c a n t 
modifications were made to subordinate areas of the building and i t s 
mechanical systems. Unsympathetic i n t e r i o r modifications, such as to the 
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large public service off i c e s on either side of the main lobby, were reversed 
i n a 1987 cleaning and restoration. The most v i s i b l e and s i g n i f i c a n t 
a l t e r a t i o n to the building was the replacement of the windows i n 1987. The 
o r i g i n a l steel-sash windows were replaced by aluminum sash which, while 
maintaining the o r i g i n a l pattern of glazing bars, results i n a f a t t e r and 
thicker p r o f i l e than the o r i g i n a l . 



8. Statement of Significance 
Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties: 

I I nationally [ x ] statewide CH locally 

Applicable National Register Criteria H A Q C I l o 

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) Q A C U B [ I H C • £ N / A 

Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) Period of Significance Significant Dates 

Politics-Government 1939 N/A 
Architecture Landscape Architecture 

Art 
Cultural Affiliation 

N/A 

Significant Person Architect/Builder 
N/A Joseph Finger, architect 

Thomas Bate & Son, huilder 
Hare & Hare, landscape a r r h i t p r t s 

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above. 

See text which begins with Continuation Sheet 8-1. 

py] See continuation sheet 
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The Houston City Hall i s an embodiment of the Modernistic architectural form, 
decorative iconography and landscape design associated with projects of the Public 
Works Administration during the 1930s. I t i s a diminutive skyscraper designed i n 
the Modernistic style by the prominent Texas architect, Joseph Finger. The design 
incorporates decorative arts with a l l e g o r i c a l images expressing municipal govern
ment and the region; the work of sculptor Herring Coe and painter Daniel MacMorris. 
Hermann Square was redesigned by Hare & Hare landscape architects, creating a formal 
design complementing the modernism of the City H a l l . Contextually the property 
relates to public architecture of the New Deal Era, 1933-1942. I t i s being nomina
ted at the state level of significance under National Register c r i t e r i a A and C. 
The City Hall meets c r i t e r i o n A i n the area of P o l i t i c s and Government for i t s 
association with events i n Houston's municipal h i s t o r y . I t meets c r i t e r i o n C i n 
the areas of Architecture, Art and Landscape Architecture as an archetypal American 
public building of the New Deal era. 

The county courthouse was the pre-eminent building type associated with local 
government i n Texas during the 19th century and the f i r s t decades of the 20th 
century. The offices of municipal government, i f they occupied purpose-built 
quarters, often were incorporated i n a public market house. After the turn of the 
century new c i t y h a lls i n Texas began to be b u i l t apart from other functions and 
were seen as s i g n i f i c a n t public symbols; and, l i k e post offices and courthouses of 
the period, they were often designed i n a classical style expressing t h e i r s i g n i 
ficance. During the 1920s two hybrid municipal building types emerged i n Texas: 
the combined c i t y h a l l and municipal auditorium i n c i t i e s , and the j o i n t c i t y h a l l 
and f i r e station i n smaller towns. At the end of the 1920s another building type 
was proposed as a model for public buildings: the skyscraper. Previously associated 
chiefly with o f f i c e buildings and hotels, the skyscraper was romantically r e i n t e r 
preted i n the la t e 1920s as the modern American building type, therefore, appropriate 
for a wide range of functions. New York architect Bertram G. Goodhue i n i t i a t e d the 
vogue for skyscraper public buildings with his design for the Nebraska State Capitol 
(1920-1932). The Los Angeles City Hall (1928), the most famous skyscraper c i t y h a l l 
of the decade, r e f l e c t s the influence of Goodhue's design. In t h e i r wake skyscraper 
public buildings were b u i l t i n a number of Texas c i t i e s , notably the Potter County 
Courthouse i n Amarillo (1932), the Jefferson County Courthouse i n Beaumont (1930), 
and the State Highway Department Building i n Austin (1932), a l l designed i n the 
Modernistic s t y l e . 

By 1930 Houston was the largest c i t y i n Texas. In 1925 i t began to plan the 
creation of a " c i v i c center" which was to be a group of public buildings focused 
on Hermann Square, a small park southwest of the downtown business d i s t r i c t . 
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The Houston Central Library (1926, NR 1977), designed i n the Spanish Plateresque st y l e , 
provided the architectural keynote for the Civic Center. At the behest of the City 
Planning Commission Kansas City landscape architects and planners. Hare & Hare, 
prepared a plan for Hermann Square that was o f f i c i a l l y adopted i n 1927. When the 
administration of Mayor Oscar Holcombe commissioned three Houston architects to de
sign a new c i t y h a l l i n 1928, they proposed a 22-story modernistic building clearly 
based on the Los Angeles City H a l l . Due to the onset of the Great Depression this 
design was not b u i l t . I n 1937 the project was revived af t e r the c i t y obtained a 
Public Works Administration grant of $818,181 to finance i t s construction. A 
block of the Civic Center west of Hermann Square was designated as the s i t e . 
Removing c i t y offices from the Victorian market house i n Market Square would en
sure a building better planned to accommodate the departmentalized bureaucracy of 
c i t y administration. I t would have a more d i g n i f i e d image for c i t y government 
than the old City Hall had i n the environs of the market, and i t would be a 
building that would serve as a symbol of progressive public administration. Further
more, a public construction project of t h i s size and scope would provide a s i g n i 
ficant source of employment i n Depression-era Houston. 

Houston architect Joseph Finger was commissioned to design the new c i t y h a l l . 
Joseph Finger (1887-1935) was Houston's most successful proponent of modernistic 
architecture. Born and trained i n Austria, he immigrated to the United States i n 
1905, s e t t l i n g b r i e f l y i n New Orleans before moving to Houston where he estab
lished an independent practice i n 1914. Finger's major modernistic buildings 
include Temple Beth I s r a e l (1924, NR 1984), the Houston TurnVerein (1929, NR 1978), 
the Montgomery County Courthouse i n Conroe (1936), the Clarke & Courts manufac
turing plant (1936), and a series of supermarkets for the Weingarten grocery chain. 
Roy W. Leibsle (1892-1968) was Finger's chief designer. The Finger o f f i c e 
produced two other major public building complexes i n Houston during t h i s period, 
both modernistic i n styl e and both b u i l t with PWA grants: the Jefferson Davis 
Hospital (1937, with Alfred C. Finn) and the Houston Municipal Airport terminal 
and hangar (1940). 

For the design of City Hall Finger r e l i e d upon an e x p l i c i t model: the 
12-story Racine County Courthouse i n Racine, Wisconsin (1931) by Chicago 
architects Holabird & Root. The Racine courthouse's setback "skycraper" 
massing and modernistic abstraction of classical d e t a i l are salient features 
of the Houston City H a l l . The treatment of carved architectural ornament on 
the exterior of the building i s derived from Goodhue's Nebraska State Capitol, 
especially the human figures that emerge from pylons to either side of the 
main entrance. The use of rough-sawn Texas Cordova Shell limestone as a 
facing material was widespread on public buildings constructed i n Texas during 
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the 1930s and 1940s; t h i s material was valued because of i t s regional 
connotation. The Houston City Hall achieved modernity without s a c r i f i c i n g the 
attrib u t e s of di g n i t y and permanence. I t s success i n appealing to both 
progressive and conservative i n s t i n c t s was demonstrated when, i n 1939, a panel 
of "leading c i t i z e n s " selected City Hall as Houston's most outstanding new 
building i n a survey conducted by the magazine Architectural Record. 

Contributing to the a r t i s t i c embellishment of City Hall were the 
sculptors Herring Coe and Raoul Josset, and the decorative painter Daniel 
MacMorris. Herring Coe (b. 1907), a Beaumont a r t i s t , studied under Carl 
M i l l e r i n Cranbrook. He was responsible for the Dick Dowling Memorial at 
Sabine Pass (1936) and "The Texas" at the Vicksburg National M i l i t a r y Park 
(1960). Raoul Josset (b. 1900) who consulted on the drawings fo r the 
sculpture, was a native of Tours, France. He worked as arch i t e c t u r a l sculptor 
i n Chicago during the 1920s and 1930s on such projects as Holabird & Root's 
Palmolive Building and the administrative building at the Century of Progress 
Exposition. He came to Texas to work at the 1936 Texas Centennial Exposition 
i n Dallas where he was responsible for the sculpture along the Espanande of 
State and the Administration Building there. Daniel MacMorris (b. 1893) 
executed major murals at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art i n Kansas City and 
the Ohio Office Building i n Columbus. 

Hare & Hare of Kansas City were consulting landscape architects to the 
City Planning Commission and the Board of Park Commissioners and had worked 
for the City of Houston since 1923. S. Herbert Hare (1888-1960) was the 
partner i n charge of the firm's Houston work. In addition to planning and 
landscaping Houston c i t y parks and other municipal properties between 1923 and 
1960, Hare & Hare were also consulting landscape architects for the University 
of Texas at Austin and the Texas Centennial Exposition. The fir m also served 
as park planning consultants to the c i t i e s of Dallas, Fort Worth, and Oklahoma 
City. Donald Bush was the firm's chief landscape designer. The project 
coordinator for Hermann Square was Ralph E l l i f r i t (b. 1909) whom Hare 6e Hare 
sent to Houston to oversee i t s local operations. I n 1940 E l l i f r i t became the 
f i r s t director of the Houston Planning Department, a post he held u n t i l 1963. 

In the context of American c i t y h a l l s of the New Deal era, the Houston 
City Hall represents a continuation of the 1920s fascination with the 
skyscraper as a symbol of progressiveness. The 30-story Kansas City City Hall 
(1937) was the most notable PWA-financed skyscraper c i t y h a l l . I t followed 
the precedent of such e a r l i e r projects as the 38-story New York Municipal 
Building (1914), the 28-story Los Angeles City Hall (1928), the 17-story 
Atlanta City Hall (1930), the 18-story St. Paul City Hall (1931), and the 28-
story Buffalo City Hall (1931). Houston's City Hall emulated these towers. 
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but on an appreciably smaller scale. I n the context of Texas c i t y h a l l s of 
the period, Houston City Hall i s preeminent. Fort Worth (1938) and Austin 
(1939) both obtained PWA-funded c i t y h a l l buildings designed i n a modernistic 
manner during t h i s period. Neither was designed as a "skyscraper" however, 
(nor were any of the modernistic PWA county courthouses b u i l t i n Texas), and 
neither s t i l l functions as a c i t y h a l l . I n the context of public buildings 
constructed i n Houston during the New Deal, the City Hall i s also unusual. I t 
is s t i l l used for the purpose i t was b u i l t to serve, i t has been consistently 
well maintained, and i t has had no appreciable alterations or additions. 

The Houston City Hall remains the most v i s i b l e symbol of municipal 
government i n Houston. I t retains i t s dominant position i n the Civic Center, 
although i t now confronts much t a l l e r o f f i c e buildings constructed nearby 
during the 1970s and 1980s. The i n t e g r i t y of the building, i t s a r t , and i t s 
setting on Hermann Square make i t a jewel of New Deal architecture i n the 
midst of Texas' largest c i t y . 



9. Major Bibliographical References 
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Previous documentation on file (NPS): N/A 
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n n See continuation sheet 

Primary location of additional data: 
I State historic preservation office 

Z\ Other State agency 
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Q Local government 
^ University 
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Specify repository: 

10. Geographical Data 
Acreage of property approx. 3 .1 acres 

UTM References 
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I I See continuation sheet 

Verbal Boundary Description 

Blocks 146 and 149, South side of Buffalo Bayou, Houston, Harris County, Texas and 

including the r i g h t of way between these two blocks, formerly Brazos Street. 

Bounded by Walker Avenue (north), Louisiana Street (east), McKinney Avenue (south) 

and Bagby Street (west). 

I I See continuation sheet 

Boundary Justification 

The boundary includes the entire c i t y blocks that have been h i s t o r i c a l l y associated 

with the property. 

I I See continuation sheet 

11. Form Prepared By ( w i t h Tory L a u e h l i n - T a v l o r . THCl 
a l Coram; B a r r i e Scardino, name/title Stephen Fox, Houston A r c h e o l o g i c a l & H i s t o r i c 

organization Greater Houston P re se rva t ion A l l i a n c e 
street & number 512 Main S t ree t 
city or town Houston 

date J u l y . 1989; August, 1990 

telephone 713/528-1521 
state Texas zip code 77002 
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