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THE ERFFWAY IN AMERICA 

September 1.1 t h rough October I 1 

Univers i ty o f H o u s t o n Gera ld D. Mines 

l ollege n l Ar t l i i tectnre I 1i lure I heater. 

713 .348 .4876 

Th is lecture series w i l l examine the U.S. 

interstate h ighway system and how it has 

changed the Amer ican landscape and 

l i festyle. A sympos ium co-sponsored by 

the Univers i ty of Hous ton Gera ld I ) . 

I l ines Col lege of Arch i tec ture w i t h sup­

po r t f r o m the G r a h a m f o u n d a t i o n w i l l 

f o l l ow the lecture series on Oc tobe r 14. 

Wednesday, September 13, 7:10 p .m. 

K A R A I . A N N M A R L I N G , professor o f 

\ i l I Iist<ir\ and Amer ican Studies, 

Univers i ty of M inneso ta , w i l l speak on 

"Speed: Accelerat ion and Amer ican 

Cu l tu re 111 the I'.poch of the Freeway, " 

Wednesday, September 20, 7 :^0 p .m. 

R O B F R T I - I S I I M A N , professor o f 

I l istory. Faculty of Ar ts and Sciences, 

Rutgers University, w i l l speak on "Paths o f 

Power: H o w the Freeway Re-CConstituted 

the Uni ted States." 

Wednesday, September 27 , 7:30 p .m. 

J O N A T H A N G1FFORD, professor, 

Depar tmen t o f Publ ic a n d In te rna t i ona l 

A f fa i r s , George M a s o n Un ivers i ty , w i l l 

speak o n " O t h e r C r i t e r i a : A Revis ionist 

A p p r o a c h t o Urban Expressway 

P lann ing Des ign . " 

Wednesday, Oc tober 4 , 7:10 p.m. 

I- l l D I M I N D B F R C . assistant professor, 

A. A l l i ed T.u ihman College of Architecture 

and Urban P lann ing, Univers i ty o f 

M i c h i g a n , w i l l speak on " T h e Freeway 

Ar t i s i i ca lh I ons idered . " 

Friday, Oc tober 13, 7 :30 p .m. 

BRUCE SIT.l.Y, professor o f history, 

M ich igan Technological University, w i l l 

speak tin " t he f reeway as a Series of 

Invent ions." This lecture w i l l be held in 

Duncan Ha l l , Rice University. 

I FIRESIDE THAT 

October , date and locat ion to be 

announced. 

713.348.4876. 

The Rice Design Al l iance regular ly 

presents i n fo rma l discussions o l issues 

concern ing the qua l i ty of l ife and the 

bui l t env i ronment in H o u s t o n . In 

October , the topic w i l l be the M a i n Street 

cor r idor ; A panel discussion w i l l be held 

featur ing key players in the development 

o l M.ikine, M a i n Street Happen. 

I 

I 

FROM ABOVE: PHOTOGRAPHS Of HOUSTON 
BY ALUS. MACLEAN 

September 8 th rough January 7, 2(H) I 

The M e n i l Co l lec ion 

1515 Sul Ross 

7 1 3 . 5 2 5 . 9 4 0 0 

Shoot ing pictures f r o m the vantage o f 

his single-engine Cessna ai rp lane, A lex S. 

MacLean has created an unusual v is ion o f 

Amer ica f rom the air. Last year he took to 

the skies above I louston at the behest o l 

the R D A , produc ing the images seen in 

this issue o f Cite and the ones that w i l l 

l ie on exh ib i t at The M e n i l Co l lec t i on . 

M i . I e,ui's pii tures .in- dist incl f r om tr.i 

d i i io i i . i l aerial photographs, bo th in their 

art istry and in their concern w i t h small 

, l i 1.ids .is u> II .is l.ni'i • ivi r\ lews, 

UNIVERSITY Df HOUSTON 
f.FBAIn rt HINFs COIIFfiF OF ARfHITFfTllRF 

LECTURE SERIES 

A l l lectures are held in the Col lege o l 

Arch i tec ture Lecture Theater. For more 

i n f o r m a t i o n , please cal l 7 1 3 . 7 4 3 . 2 4 0 0 . 

Tuesday, September 19, 6:30 p .m. 

Painter R A C K S T R A W D O W N E S w i l l 

speak on "Percept ions and D is to r t i ons of 

Real i ty in Perspective D r a w i n g and 

Pa in t i ng . " Downes w o r k s in Galveston 

and N e w Y o r k , and his paint ings invest i­

gate arch i tectura l realit ies and i l lusions. 

Th is lecture is presented in coopera t ion 

w i t h Gael Stack o f the Univers i ty o f 

I lous ton Ar t Depar tment , Brazos 

l'» 11 ikstore, and the Texas Gal lery. 

l a t e September, <s;}0 p .m. 

R O G E R R1FWF, p r inc ipa l , RieglerRiewe 

of G r a / , Aus t r ia , speaks on " C o n d i t i o n e d 

Openness C o n t i n u e d . " The w ide range 

o f RieglerRtewe's w o r k includes ra i lway 

stat ions, apar tment bu i ld ings , the 

Graz A i r p o r t , and the I n f o r m a t i o n 

Techno logy and Flectr ical Fng ineer ing 

Bui ld ings o f the Technical Univers i ty 

Graz . Riewe also teaches at the E S A R Q 

[UK 1111 Barcelona. I Ins lecture is 

co-sponsored by the I louors Studio o l 

the Col lege o f Arch i tec tu re . 

Tuesday, Oc tober ?, ?:oo or 6 :30 p .m. 

A U M R I O PI R I . / . - G O M i : / . an architec­

tura l h is tor ian and theorist at Mont rea l 's 

Mag i l l Universi ty, and author of Polyphilo 

or The Dark horcsl Reristal, w i l l speak. 

Tuesday, Oc tobe r 24 o r 3 1, 6: \o p .m. 

['.I I U N A G O l 1 / speaks , , , , " . A R I l t : 

W o r k . " Goetz is a par tner in the 

Viennese arch i tec tura l s tud io A R T E C . 

The i r bui l t w o r k , w h i c h includes hous ing , 

of f ices, and. ins t i tu t iona l pro jects, reflect 

innovat ive arch i tec tura l invest igat ions in 

I 

theory and pract ice. This lecture is 

co-sponsored by the Aust r ian C u l t u r a l 

Ins t i tu te , N e w York . 

Tuesday, November 14, 6:30 p.m. 

R A M F . S H K U M A R BISWAS, an architect 

and cr i t ic l i v ing and w o r k i n g in Vienna, 

speaks on " M l : V I , " Biswas was 

cu ra to r of Visionaries in Exile, and put 

together the exh ib i t Innovative Austrian 

Architecture. Th is lecture is sponsored 

In the Aust r ian C u l t u r a l Ins i in i te , 

N e w York . 

UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 

fiEBALB P. NINES ffiUFCF OF ARCHITECTURE 

IXHLB1I5. 
Al l exh ib i ts presented in the College o l 

Arch i tec ture Gal lery, except where no ted . 

For more i n f o r m a t i o n , please call 

713 .743 .2400 . 

Through fall 
la Petite Maison de Weekend, art 

ins ta l la t ion o f a "se l f -su f f i c ien t " ou tdoo r 

l i v ing modu le by Fatkau Archi tects, 

Vancouver, on the southwest lawn of the 

Arch i tec ture bu i l d ing w i l l be on display 

th rough the fa l l . The name of the exh ib i t 

is a play on l.e Corbusier 's weekend 

retreat on the outsk i r ts o f Paris. 

August 16-September ^o 

fohn Clageti — ('.aural European 

HiWhiiie icclesiastical Architecture, a 

pho tog raphy exh ib i t , w i l l be on display 

in the Col lege of Archi tecture Archives. 

September 5-15 

Mexico City and Preservation, d raw ings 

and pho tos d o c u m e n t i n g the student 

w o r k o f Barry M o o r e ' s H is to r i c 

Preservat ion Studio .11 the C ollege o l 

A rch i tec tu re . 

September-early Oc tober 

John Zemanek — House in Progress, a 
d o c u m e n t a t i o n o l a w o r k in progress 

f r o m concept to b u i l d i n g , w i l l be on 

disp lay in the ("ollege o f Arch i tec tu re 

Arch ives . 

Oc tobe r 22 -November 4 

Robert Lwdsey — New Work, d rawings 

and waterco lo rs , w i l l be on display 111 the 

Col lege o f Arch i tecture Archives. 

Oc tobe r 22 -Novemher 19 

A D : ; ; — Innovative Austrian 

Architecture, a show featur ing young 

Aust r ian avant-garde architects and thei r 

recent w o r k . 
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THK IMPENETRABLE BECK 
Pares el-Dahdah admires Poppea's allur-

im: veils ami likens tin m to the Andre) 

Jones Beck's building's taut stone skin. 

| "SliedJinn l ight on the Beck," Cite 47. | 

But unlike the mythical visage, our new 

addition to the Museum of Erne Arts, 

I louston has at least two facades rhar arc 

poignantly inhospitable. Pity the poor 

pedestrians who must traverse the Fannin 

Street ami Ewing Street sides or' the build­

ing during August. They have nothing to 

enjoy hut flat limestone, service doors, 

and reflected heat. To assert that this is an 

exploration of "opacity versus transparen­

cy" gives loo much credit to an unfoltU 

nate design decision. A lew more openings 

might have done wonders lor the interior 

too. The need for visual relief inside the 

building is illustrated by the museum's 

docenls when I hey march visitors up to 

one ol the building's two windows ami 

sternly proclaim the view to be "one of 

the most splendid vistas in I ioustou." 

Even as the building turns its back on 

neighborhoods to the south and east, its 

other laces present .1 grim anonymity 10 

the rest of the community. They tell us 

almost nothing about the public nature of 

the building or what goes on inside it. 

Instead, we are left with the impression 

that this is an exclusive club for wealthy 

patrons who arrive by limousine, protected 

from observation in the expansive but 

tunnel-like porte cochere. Along Main 

Street human scale is only established by 

a string of elevated banners announcing 

exhibitions. Paradoxically, these banners 

can only be read from the sidewalk 

beside the Caroline Wiess I aw Building. 

With similar irony, the canopy on Binz 

reaches out to the street, but one cannot 

walk from the street to the door there. 

The Beck looms over its more mod­

estly scaled neighbors, lake the oversized 

theme homes that are popping up in 

River Oaks, West University, and the 

I [eights, it takes on a grandiose monu-

mentality that is out of character with its 

context. Its relation to the street is remi­

niscent ol a huge department store. Gold-

trimmed display cases and country club­

like floral arrangements at the top ol the 

escalator heighten this effect on the interi­

or. One can't avoid imagining that there 

are discretely hidden price tags attached 

to every article on the gallery level just as 

there are in the glittery shopping arcade 

insra 

at the addition's main entrance. Like all 

the introverted buildings along the free­

way and downtown, tins building is not 

responsive to the civic realm. It could 

have been built anywhere. 

I In lit 11, addition cleai I5 isn'l th< 

Kimball or The Menil Collection. It is big­

ger, though, and to paraphrase the archi­

tect of the Soviet empire, "size has its own 

quality." This attitude linds its most obvi­

ous manifestation in the Beck's atrium, 

the scale of which overwhelms even the 

Roman ruler who seems to he holding 

court there, just in front ot the phalanx of 

limestone veneered anti-shoplifting gates. 

It is not clear how this space carries "the 

substance ol the architecture." 

In a citv where the construction of 

another adult megaplcx would probably 

go unnoticed, it may seem irrational to 

lament the Beck's quiet imperfections. 

But if architecture of this ambition 

escapes serious scrutiny, then what right 

do we have to complain about the 

urbanistic impact ol Perry Homes' town-

houses or Sam's Club parking lots? In a 

city that is desperately in need ol better 

architecture, criticisms should not be 

veiled. It's important to be polite, but 

sometimes it is even more important to 

point out when the emperor's clothes 

aren't all they are said to be. 

Thomas M. Colbert 

Associate Professor 

Gerald D. I lines College of Architecture, 

University of 1 louston 

Houston 

Have a criticism, comment, or response 
to something you've seen in (liter If so, 
the editors would like to hear from you. 
Yon aw mail your comments to Letters 
to the Editor, Cite, 19- i West Cray, Suite 
1, Houston, Texjs - T O / 9 : fix them to 

~i ) - j2j- jSSi; or e-mail them to 
CitemaiV9ruf.rice.edu, 

H o w c a n w e f i n d t h e b e s t o f f i c e f u r n i t u r e a n d i n t e r i o r s o l u t i o n s f o r o u r c l i e n t s ? 

T h i n k . . . T h e O . F . I . S . 
C a l l 7 1 3 . 6 2 9 . 5 5 9 9 for t h e a n s w e r 

S a y " T h e O f f i c e " for y o u r 
O f f i c e F u r n i t u r e a n d In te r io r S o l u t i o n s 

THE OF IS 
By Powell 

Office Furniture and Interior Services 2700 Post Oak Blvd.. Suite 300 
Houston, TX 77056-5705 
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A view down Millord Street, just weft of Montrose, shows the set bat k its residents wanted to preserve. 

BY M I T C H E L L J. S H I E L D S 

A year after the revised development ordinance was passed, how has it fared? 

L.isi year, shortly after City Council 

approved a series ol revisions to 

Chapter 42 of f louston's Code of 

Ordinances, a few of the residents of 

Mi l ford Street, a neighborhood in the 

shadow ot the Museum District, decided 

ro try something unusual. Like many peo­

ple living inside Loop ft 10, the people 

along Mi l lord had been acutely attentive 

to the changes being made to Chapter 42, 

known popularly as the development 

ordinance. Though the ordinance covered 

a wide variety ol building regulations and 

restrict s, one section in particulai w.is 

ol interest to those on Mi l ford. It was the 

parr that addressed the issue ol how to 

protect existing block-face setbacks in 

residential areas. 

"that piece of the ordinance had been 

among the more contentious. Some 

neighborhood groups had objected that 

the process required to protect block 

faces was too cumbersome, charging that 

it was designed to make it easier for 

developers to destroy prevailing setbacks 

and build tovvnhoiises that would hug the 

streets, lint along Mi l lo rd , the question 

being asked was. could the ordinance be 

used to protect not just a single block, 

but a series of connected blocks? t ould 

it, in essence, be used to preserve an 

entire neighborhood? 

"Apparently, when we called the 

planning department to see if we could 

do a series of block faces all at the same 

time, rather than apply block face by 

block lace, it was the first time they had 

been asked that question," says Virginia 

Camfield, a 30-year resident of Mi l ford 

Street who, along with her husband 

Wil l iam, was among those leading the 

drive to preserve the existing setback 

along Mi l lord. "Bui alter doing some 

checking they ruled that, yes, there was 

nothing in the ordinance that prevented 

someone from combining block faces." 

"We wanted to bundle blocks because 

we didn't think a single block face was 

enough to maintain the personality of the 

neighborhood," Will iam Camfield adds. 

"We thought, this is a lovch place to 

drive through, to walk your dog, and we 

wanted to keep it that way." 

And eventually, keep it that way they 

did. Though the process was long and 

occasionally arduous, beginning in July of 

|s»9V with the collection ol neighbors' 

signatures on a petition and not ending 

until January 2000, when City Council 

voted to approve the Mi l ford Street 

request, in the end the prevailing setback 

on five block faces along Mil ford Street 

from Bayard to Graustark were protected, 

And at the same time, a precedent was 

set. In the wake of the Mi l lord Street 

effort, other neighborhood groups have 
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successfully bundled Mocks to preserve 
their set hacks. 

None of this comes as much of a surprise 

to City Manning Director Robert l.itke. 

In Apri l , he submitted a report to Mayor 

I i i Brown and City Council on just how 

the revised Chapter 42 had fared since it 

was implemented, and what he found, he 

says, is that most of the concerns 

expressed .u the time the ordinance was 

being considered have turned out to he 

what he terms "non-issues." 

"The two areas that seemed to he of 

most concern to neighborhood folks dur­

ing the debate had to do with urban den­

sity limitations of 27 units to the acre and 

the protection ol prevailing set hack 

lines," l.itke says. "Neighborhood lolks 

were terrified of the so-called high densi­

ty, hut in the year that the ordinance has 

heen in effect, we haven'i had any devel­

opers even approaching the level of densi­

ty allowed. And they were very concerned 

that the setback process would he too 

complicated, but it turns out that there 

have really been no problems. The 

process has been relatively easy, and it's 

been successful. I don't know of a single 

setback request that made it to City 

Council tliat wasn't approved." 

" I think Chapter 42 is working very 

wel l ," l.itke adds. "There are always 

complaints, ol course, but there's been 

nothing serious. And (hat's what 1 said in 

my report to the mayor and council. ! 

basically reported that the only thing that 

we need to do is make a few technical 

fixes here and there, but there's no need 

for any substantive change." 

Il anything has disappointed him 

about Chapter 42, l.itke says, it's that 
commercial developers haven't yet taken 

advantage of changes in the setback rules 

designed to encourage bringing business 

structures closer to the street. The hope 

was that developers would move parking 

back provisions and the density issues, and 

on the former, at least. Rose expresses sat­

isfaction. "The block face designation that 

we pushed hard for and received we're 

very happy with, and have heen utilizing," 

says Rose. "Hut we still have concerns 

with density. It's true that nobody has 

developed a large area with the 27 units 

per acre allowed, but what has happened 

is that builders have been putting substan­

tial density on corner lots, overshadowing 

bungalows that may be on either side. And 

The Neartown Association suggested a 
change that would allow neighborhoods to opt 

out of the urban design criteria. 

lots behind retail operations and move ihe 

stores tip to the sidewalk to create a more 

urban walking environment, but so far, 

says l.itke, the only ones who have 

expressed an interest in doing that has 

been I'ost Properties, with their apartment 

complexes in the Midtown redevelopment 

area. I'ost Properties has asked lor and 

been granted variances allowing it to build 

to its property line, and to put retail in the 

first floors ot its residential complexes. 

Though not quite as sanguine as ! itke. 

Jack Ruse, president ot the Neartown 

Association, agrees that, in general. 

Chapter 42 has worked out well. The 

Neartown Association was among those 

most vocal in its concern about the set-

we're not really happy with that." 

The Neartown Association has sug­

gested .\n addendum to Chapter 42, one 

that would allow neighborhoods inside 

Loop 6 10 to opt out of the urban design 

criteria that covers the area and opt into 

a suburban design criteria. A mechanism 

exists for opting out of suburban design 

rules in favor of urban ones, in part to 

deal with urban nudes such as the 

GaJleria that exist outside Loop 610. hut 

not the reverse, loo, while Rose says that 

Chaprer 42 has done fine in terms of 

establishing controls that help regiment 

plans for development, it has done noth­

ing to address what he thinks most peo­

ple in his organization consider an even 

more pressing issue: appropriateness of 

development. "It's sort of anything goes," 

says Rose. "We'd like it if there were 

some sort ot design guidelines to go along 

with the development guidelines, lint we 

don't really expect that wi l l happen." 

Neither, for that matter, does l.itke. 

"We're just setting the rules for how 

things get built, not what it looks like 

when it's finished." he says. "Hut even if 

some ol what's being built is ugly, and 

there's no denying that it is, I still think 

that a lot ot the new product is better 

than the old product, which is exactly 

what we wanted to achieve. Chapter 42 

can't control appearance, and it's nut 

designed to, but it's helped." 

Along Milfurd Street, the issue was 

never new development. Nobody was 

threatening to destroy the neighborhood's 

character with a townhouse complex. 

Though townhouses had begun appearing 

in nearby areas, on Mil ford Street the 

drive to establish a prevailing setback was 

purely preemptive in nature. And tor that, 

William and Virginia Camtield agree. 

Chapter 42 has been helpful, and even 

instructive. " I was worried when we first 

started," says William Camtield. " I 

thought we might have trouble, that the 

planning department might be in the 

pocket nl developers, that they might try 

in make things difficult, or discourage us. 

1 hat's the way it's been in this city, but 

the department was very even handed. It 

was actually something of a surprise." • 
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Dan Havel'i FOUNDation was one of four outdoor works that inaugurated the Dupree Sculpture Park. 

W I I I - N HOUSTON Sau.miRt 2000 came to 

the city in May, it brought with it parties, 

receptions, panel discussions, and some (ill 

exhibitions of outdoor artwork1, to mark 

the I Kth conference of the International 

Sculpture Cento; an organization dedicated 

to advancing "the creation and under­

standing of sculpture." When I louston 

Sculpture 2000 departed in June, the art­

work went with it, leaving behind good 

feelings and memories, hut not much more. 

\\ nil. ill.u is. one notable exception 

B quartet of pieces near the intersection ot 

Flgin and Dowling, in the shadow of the I I 

Dorado Ballroom, There, works by Dan 

1 iavel, Mark Monroe, and Keith Krum-

wiede, along with a joint work created by 

Dwayne Kohuslav, Dicrmar Irochch. Kruce 

C. Webb, and students from the University 

of I louston, marked the premier ot the 

Dupree Sculpture l'ark, an ongoing display 

space tor outdoor art. 

The Dupree Sculpture l'ark is owned 

by Project Row I louses, which obtained 

the 11 Dorado ballroom and adjacent lots 

in November of last year. At about the 

same time that the property came into 

Row I louses' hands, the idea ot a venture 

titled Site/Work/S was being developed by 

architect Cameron Armstrong and others. 

The Row I louses' property needed a use; 

Site/Work/S needed an outdoor location. 

The result was a park for sculpture. 

The purpose of Site/Work/S, says 

Armstrong, was to draw attention to the 

way in which monumental outdoor works 

have flourished in Houston, Part of 

I louston Sculpture 2000, SitcAVork/S — 

which was sponsored in part by the It ice 

Design Alliance — had three components: 

a public forum at the Hyatt Regency 

I lotel, an exhibition at the F.l Dorado Hall-

room that examined the history of site-

based works in I louston, and a trio ol site 

based exhibitions, one in the atrium ol the 

University ol Houston school of architec­

ture, a second at Chcncvert Crcen, and the 

third at the Dupree Sculpture l'ark. 

That last could turn into ] louston 

Sculpture 2000\ most enduring legacy. As 

Armstrong notes, it's rare for new public 

sculpture to Ix1 installed in Houston, and 

even rarer for it to last. How long the cur­

rent sculptures will be on display isn't yet 

known. Some of the pieces could become 

permanent installations, or the park might 

become a site for rotating artworks. "With 

regard lo the permancc ot the pieces, the 

possibility of that has been a function of 

the excitment that was created by the qual­

ity of the sculpture," says Armstrong. "It's 

not been worked out. That conies down to 

what Project Row Houses ultimate!) 

decides it wants to do there." — MJS 

MASTER PLAN SOUGHT FOR MEMORIAL PARK 
THI£ MEMORIA I PARK CONSERVANC ^ , in 

cooperation with the I louston 1'arks and 

Recreation Department, has begun ettoris 

to develop a master plan for Memorial 

l'ark. The Conservancy, which before a 

recent restructuring was known as the 

Memoriai Park Advisory Board, wi l l be 

selecting a firm to create the master plan 

by the end of August, at which time 

fundraising for the project wi l l begin. 

Should money be raised as hoped, actual 

work on the plan would begin in 

February 2001. 

If a master plan is completed, it 

would be the first true one in the park's 

76 year history. Shortly after Memorial 

Park was founded on the site of Camp 

Logan in 1924, the landscape architecture 

firm ot Hare & Hare did a layout of the 

facility, but in the decades following deci­

sions on what to do with the land were 

made on an ad hoc basis. A few years 

back, though, disagreements over how to 

deal with trails for mountain bikes led to 

the realization that the park needed a 

comprehensive land-use plan. 

That need has been accelerated by 

p. ipiilation grow i h inside i oop tS 10, 

notes Claire Caudi l l , chair of the 

Memorial Park Conservancy. "We know 

that demand on the park is only going 

to increase," Caudill says. "We want to 

get out ahead of that demand, to deter­

mine vv Inn « e warn ti i be in 20 or so 

years, and determine the steps required 

to do that." — MJS 
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Burdette Keeland Jr. 

Remembered 

BY J O E M A S H BURN 
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I 
Burdette Keeland Jr., 1926-2000. 

When architect and educator Burdette 
keeland Jr. passed aw.ix May it<. znoo.at 
the age of -a, he left behind not only a 
legacy of distinguished buildings, but also a 
legai v of memory, lbs influence on associ­
ates, students, and the city of Houston was 
profound. To help assess that influence. 
C itc asked Joe Mashhurn, dean of the 
University of Houston's Gerald D. limes 
College Of Architecture, to recall his former 
teacher and colleague. 

In istfti), Houston fell young, and the cam­

pus of tin- University ot I louston was a 

rougher place than it is today. The odor of 

the stockyard across Ca lhoun Road was 

st rong; the few U H bui ldings sat in 

l i c rmuda grass. The (. College of Arch-

itecture was located in .1 one story " tempo­

ra r y " hmk l i i i g behind an asphalt pa rk ing 

lot. I reinemher Burdette Keeland Jr. 

emerging f rom his pray MCiA roadster and 

wa l k i ng across that asphalt w i t h his suit 

jacket over his shoulder and smok ing a 

th in cigar. As students, we thought that 

this was the way ti should be for an archi­

tect — a cool sports car, a sleek Ital ian 

jacket. We wanted to he like h i m . In the 

summer between my f i rs! and second years 

I bought a wel l used I'J.V? Aust in I leak 

100. Keeland made me, and others, feel 

l ike anyth ing was possible. 

When I first met Keeland he had |iist 

returned f rom Yale, where he had received 

his master's degree whi le teaching as an 

assistant profess I archileclure. I le 
inspired students in many different ways. 

Students knew about his w o r k first hand, 

and saw it published tn such magazines as 

Arts and Architecture and Architectural 

horuni. Keeland designed bui ldings that we 

admired, among them the U>.S4 Parade of 
1 tomes house in Bcllaire and the Kssex-

I lo in k bu i ld ing , an office bui ld ing com­

pleted tn 1961 that today exists only in 

photographs, M a n y of us at U H had no t 

posted stellar academic records in high 

school , and because Keeland had also gone 

to U H , we thought he might have had a 

simi lar record. 1 le d i d . I le had left Texas 

XtVlM's mechanical engineering program 

w i th seven " I s " — a fact he revealed in St I 

from SO, a publ icat ion o l the College t i l 

Architecture that honored 50 o f its gradu­

ates on the school's 50th anniversary. Once 

more, he had made anyth ing seem possible. 

Keeland and fellow architect I Inward 

Barnsronc comprised 

most of our review 

juries. They seemed 

merciless: anyth ing 

could be said, and any­

th ing cou ld be cri t ic ized. 

It was not u n c o m m o n 

for students to be to ld 

t o leave archi tecture 

and f ind someth ing 

else to study. It was 

leave or f ight , and the 

battles wou ld be lough t 

through the work on 

the walls. 

Dur ing the l % 0 s and 

early 1970s, Keeland 

occupied a one- room off ice, lus t in a 

bu i ld ing w i t h Barnstone and later in a 

Space shared w i th former 111 I (College of 

Architecturt dean Kill |enkins. Sometimes 

associating w i t h other architects and 

sometimes using just his o w n smal l staff, 

Keeland produced impressive w o r k , includ­

ing the K ip l ing Street Townhouses, an 

off ice bu i ld ing on Grcenhr iar near U.S. Sl>, 

the Virg in ia Street Townhouses, the I tome 

beach house, and the Wi l l iams beach 

house. Apprec iat ion for Keeland's w o r k 

has g r o w n in recent years. The Wi l l iams 

beach house was featured in a talk given at 

Vale by Vincent Scully, and the 1954 

Parade of I tomes house and his Winchel l 

Photography Studio have been included on 

Rice Design All iance architecture tours. 

Born in M a r t , Texas, in 1926, Keeland 

arr ived in I louston at the age of six 

months. He loved the city. Beyond his o w n 

w o r k and teaching, he helped shape 

Hous ton through his service as the first 

president of the Park People and on the 

city's Planning Commiss ion. Keeland 

joined the Planning Commiss ion in 1964, 

and in 1981 was appointed its chairman, 
Dur ing the l9H0s he was responsible for 

gu id ing several ordinances through the 

commiss ion, among them the I9K2 

Development Ord inance, wh ich brought a 

small element of p lanning to the un/.oned 

city. Keeland was also active in the 

I ontemporary Arts Museum and the 

Museum of Tine Ar ts , Hous ton , and 

designed an instal lat ion for the M l AI Ts 

then freestanding Cail l i i ian Ha l l in 1969. 

Years after I had left the University o f 

i louston and was teaching at Texas A & l M , 

Keeland invi ted me back as a ju ror o f his 

students' w o r k . Du r i ng the jury I Calked a 

long t ime about the reasons a student gave 

tor his proposal . I hen Keeland interrupted 

me: " A l l that doesn't matter. I le to ld you 

why he d id i t . " Keeland had cut through it 

al l — an essential, eternal need in acade-

mia. I and many others w i l l miss h im 

deeply, burdette Keeland Jr. cared, and he 

fought for what he cared about . To h im , 

anyth ing was possible. • 

Photographs of Houston by Alex S. MacLean 
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Dell Butcher Hall, Anloine Predock Architect, 1997: A five-story lower at one corner of the building (tap) signals the imparlance o( an 
entrance to campus off Rice Boulevard, while an exterior staircase (above) gives a hint of how the building colls in upon itself. 

Among tlic new buildings that have 
gone up cut the campus <>l Rice 

University over the last lew ye .us, one, 

Antoiiic Predock's Dell Butcher Hall, 

oilers ,i nouMy Iresh interpretation of 

the Rice style. For generations, the prece­

dent of the buildings designed hy Ralph 

Adams Cram, the university's original 

architect, lias dictated the character of 

new designs at Rice, resulting in the gen­

erally harmonious environment that pre­

vails on the campus. Buildings designed 

in the 1950s and 1960s attempted a 

modernist rew i >i king ol i. ram's n.i.ti 

riofii.il materials with modest success, But 

more recent schemes, perhaps hurdened 

hy a Post-Modernist regard tor history, 

have returned to a slavish mimicn ol 

Cram's unique Mediterranean forms 

and ornament. 

But Dell Butcher I fall oilers a new-

response. Located in a hack corner of the 

campus near a Busy entrance drive and 

parking lot, l>ell Butcher I lall hardly has a 

thence site, Nonetheless, it boldly makes its 

presence fell. A solid five-story tower 

anchors the comer near the entrance drive, 

giving this back door to the campus some 

identity while also establishing a larger 

scale than the typical two-story Rice Build­

ing, From the tower, smooth brick walls, 

devoid of period ornament, step down and 

fold inward, forming a spiral that Both 

ends ,uid begins in a small conn in tin 

building's center. With tile exception ol the 

use of Brick and precast concrete as evicri 

or materials, standard lare at Rice, Predock 

eschews any direct or literal reference to 

the university's pedigree. Vet despite this, 

he has created what is distinctively, and 

clearly, a Rice building. 

M A K I N G r n N N F C T i n N q 
D E L L BUTCHER H A L L T IES I T S E L F TD THE RICE CAMPUS WITH NEW IDEAS 

BY G E R A L D M O O R H E A D 
It is a noteworthy accomplishment. Just 

how noteworthy is made clear By a review 

ol other recent projects at Rice, a review 

thai illustrates the unique sensitivity and 

response to the Rice environment that 

Predock has brought to Dell Butcher I lall. 

For nearly 211 years. Rice University has 

experienced a seemingly perpetual build­

ing boom. Starting in I9SI with the addi­

tion to the architecture school in 

http://riofii.il
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Though devoid of period ornamentation, Dell Butcher Hall reflects older Rice buildings in its use of brick and precast concrete. 
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Floor plan of the first level of Dell Butcher Hall. 

Anderson I la l l ( 1 9 4 7 , Staub & Rather; 

1981 , James Ster l ing, M ichae l W i l f o r d & 

Associates), a steady stream of star arch i ­

tects has designed new bui ld ings v i r tua l l y 

to the universi ty 's boundary hedges, more 

than d o u b l i n g the square footage of cam­

pus faci l i t ies. 

O f course, the bu i l d i ng b o o m at Rice 

is no t un ique: across t o w n , the Univers i ty 

of I l ous ton has g r o w n dramat ical ly as 

we l l . W l i .u ii unique ,u Rice is tin. conri 

unity and coherence of the campus p lan 

d u r i n g al l this g r o w t h , the maintenance 

of t l i . i t par t icu lar ambiance ih.it sets Rice 

apart . Ra lph Adams Cram's General Plan 

o f 1910 is the essence of Rice's character, 

dc l i i ung the axis and cross-axis that order 

the bui ld ings and establ ishing the scale 

and massing of the bu i l d ing elements. 

I he Beaux Ar ts pr inciples under ly ing the 

Plan may he 19th century, but the sense 

o f ident i ty and place they create are just 

as relevant today.1 

W f c ' * 

Anne and Charles Duncan Hall 
for Computational Engineering, 
John Outram, architect, 1996. 

James A. Baker Institute, Hammond Beeby 
Bnhkn architects, 1997. 

The spaces o f the General I' lan — 

quadrangles, cour tyards , and vistas — are 

formed by thm bui ld ings designed to pro­

vide cross vent i la t ion and ample natura l 

l ight to the in ter iors, Behind the main 

bu i ld ings, w h i c h su r round a quadrang le , 

is a second layer of t h in bui ld ings. A n d 

then there are the arcades, gracious con ­

nections that prov ide protect ion f r o m 

I I l lusion's i o n id chmatt 

I he th i rd element of the Rice vocabu­

lary, after site plan and bui ld ing scale, is 

the consistent use o f a l imi ted range of 

materials, among them br ick, limestone 

(along w i th precast concrete, wh ich has 

recently been added to the palette), Spanish 

barrel tile roo f ing , ornamenta l marble and 

ceramics, and carved stonework. The Rice 

sr) le, described as a " sou the rn " analog of 

Cram's collegiate Goth ic mode, "encrusted 

. . . w i th Byzantine, Venetian, and nor thern 

Ital ian de ta i l , " - has been both .m inspira­

t ion and impediment to recent designers on 

campus. The intensity of ornamentat ion on 

the or ig inal bui ldings lias established a cer­

tain campus hierarchy, w i th the most 

ornate facades l in ing the main quadrangle 

and bui ldings becoming plainer as they 

are further removed. 

The current generation o f Rice bui ld­

ings applies i In- elements o l site p lan , scale, 

and materials w i t h varying degrees o f suc­

cess. Sterling's addi t ion to Anderson Ha l l 

fo l lows the "second layer" lorniat o l a t ln i i 

bu i ld ing behind a th in quadrangle bui ld ing. 

A l though the addi t ion is not connected to 

the or ig inal bu i ld ing by an arcade, the con­

cept o f connect ion is punctuated by conical 

skyl ights, which are also references to the 

tabernacles on the I'liysics Bui ld ing 11914, 

C ram, Goodhue & Ferguson). Her r ing 

I la l l (1984, Cesar Pelli & Associates) uses 

t w o layers of th in bui ldings to form an 

inner court that looks across a v i r tual 

quadrangle to the court of Rice Memor ia l 

Center ( I 9 5 N , Harv in C. Moore ) . Pelli 

expanded the Rice palette of materials to 

include glazed polychrome brick laid in 

bold patterns. What in other hands might 

have become Post-Modern Victor ian-garish 

in Pelli's hands results in subtle visual 

del ights. Cambr idge Seven Associates tr ied 

co lor on George R. B r o w n H a l l (1992) , 

bur the effect is f lat and t h i n . Set astr ide a 

major cross avis. B rown Ha l l seriousK dis­

turbs the ( leneral Plan by cu t t ing short the 

lul l length of this impor tant vista. 

A major leap in the General Plan was 

taken w i t h the placement o f Alice Pratt 

B rown I lall I 199 | , Ricardo Bof i l l and t in 

Taller de Arqui tectura) at the far end o f the 

http://tli.it
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Interior staircase and hall, first level, Dell Butcher Hall. 

university's main axis, imp ly ing a th i rd 

quadrangle. The soft curve o f Alice Pratt 

brown's co lumned facade nicely cups the 

long vista, but is not qui te big enough to 

conta in and terminate the vast space. I be 

potential of the th i rd quai l has lately been 

compromised severely by the James A. 

Baker Insti tute (1997, I l ammond bceby 

bahka) , a massive block thai violates Rice's 

th in bu i ld ing code by extending too far 

into the central space. A n over-ornamented 

Venetian big-hox surrounding a mosque-

like inter ior a t r i um, the Baker Institute fur­

ther obscures the th i rd quad wi th its park 

ingCOUIt, which is wrapped around a 

l iu in i . i in i I 'WS, Sasaki Associates) that sits 

right on the campus' main axis. * 

Perhaps the most controversial o f the 

recent Rice bui ld ings is the Anne and 

Charles Duncan I k i l l for Computa t iona l 

Engineering I I99f>, John O u t r a n ) , wh ich 

is lo t . i i i i l ,ii .i campus.. rossroads between 

the mam quadrangle and b r o w n and Jones 

colleges. A l though bulkier in scale am i 

detail than the bui ldings sur round ing i l , 

Duncan 1 hil l is t ight ly kni t in to its spot on 

campus. Its entrance aligns w i t h the 

arcades of Lovctt f ta l l , and its mass con­

tinues the face plane ot the Chemistry 

Bui ld ing i I ' ' - i . t ram & I erguson and 

W i l l i am Ward VPatkin). The end elevat ion, 

facing the university's f irst major cross 

axis, lines up w i t h the simi lar ends o f the 

Physics bu i l d ing , Sewall Ma l l , and Al len 

(en te r . O u t r a m used Duncan Ha l l to nar­

rate a dense, personal, architectonic 

mytho logy , and a ta lkat ive guide or an 

i l lustrated handout is needed to appreciate 

it. but the cur iosi ty ot the bu i ld ing only 

adiis to the richness o f Rice's atmosphere. 

The new School ot Human i t i es 

bu i l d ing (A l lan ( I r ccnhc rg , Arch i tec t ) , 

n o w near ing comp le t i on between R a y / o r 

Ha l l and Loudrcn L ibrary , fo l lows the 

th in bu i l d ing model wel l w i t h a por ta l 

that cont inues the v iew f r o m the l ib ra ry 

arcade to the low arch ot baker (. ollegc 

C o m m o n s . Its h ighly detai led materials 

replicate those o f the Physics bu i l d i ng (as 

Sewall Ha l l d id in the 1970s), and its 

tower pokes above the arcade, seeking 

recogni t ion f r o m the main quadrang le . 

This background returns us to Dell butcher 

Ha l l (1997, Anto ine Predock Archi tect) , a 

bu i ld ing that takes a new direct ion in 

responding to the Rice precedents and 

environment. Where other recent bui ldings 

have mimicked Cram's Mediterranean 

style, or layered th in bui ldings into the 

Ceneral Plan, or violated p lan, scale, and 

modesty, Predock has understood that the 

essence ot architecture at Rice is about the 

shaping o f space, not the reiteration of his­

toric ornament . 

I he S>,( l ( l l l -square-tuot Del l butcher 

I la l l tor the Center fo r Nanoscale 

Science and Technology f i ts in to a site 

beside the Space Science bu i l d i ng thai 

had been l i t t le more than a side yard 

a long a busy road leading across campus 

f r o m a wel l -used Rice bou levard 

entrance. Replac ing the funct ions o f the 

o r i g i n a l , a n d just renovated. Chemis t ry 

b u i l d i n g , Del l butcher I la l l is an interd is­

c ip l inary m iv of undergraduate teaching 

labs, research labs, conference rooms , 

and facul ty off ices where undergraduates 

are exposed dai ly to h igh level research. 

W i th more than a do /en labs, Dell 

Butcher 1 lall has a complex i ty o f services 

equal to a hospital : gas p ip ing , compressed 

air, n i t rogen, vacuum suction lines, water, 

and separate chemical dra in systems. M o r e 

than 100 hoods exhaust 120,000 cubic feet 

nl .nr per minute through four 48- inch 

diameter fans, by the t ime they reach the 

four th f loor roo f and are disbursed in to 

I loustou's atmosphere, the fumes are suffi­

ciently di luted to he harmless. This means 

the air cond i t ion ing system is designed for 

100 percent exhaust. Air handl ing units in 

the basement under the amphitheater are 

isolated to prevent any v ibra t ion being 

transferred to the bui ld ing structure that 

wou ld affect seiisi i i \e instruments. Predock 

describes Del ! butcher I lal l as "a fume 

hood posing as a bu i ld ing. " ' 1 

In other circumstances, the pipes, 

ducts, and cables could have driven the 

expression o f the f o rm , hut Predock chose 

not to fetishize the technology. The choice 
of the Alhuqucrquc-hascd architect to deal 

w i t h a complex program on a t ight , almost 

urban site was unexpected. Most o f his 

projects are freestanding structures on 

sparse southwestern landscapes that extend 

wal ls, bridges, and bu i ld ing forms ou twa rd 

to root into the site .}t\J d raw visitors to 

their sheltering interiors. True, the basic 

Rice th in bu i ld ing reaches toward ,m<.\ con 

nects to its neighbor w i l h an arcade, but 

w i t h Del l butcher f l a i l Predock suggests a 

different k ind of connect ion. The linear 

court at the core o f the building's compact 

mass visually receives the axis of the 

arcades o l the Space Science bu i ld ing , a 

connection impl ied .tnd perceived rather 

than bui l t . The court's j;lass lobby cont in 

lies the vista, a l l ow ing a long view to the 

playing fields and footbal l stadium in the 

distance. Th is permeabil i ty, according to 

Predock. lusters visual rather than physical 

l inks. The tower on the back corner pro­

vides another connect ion, signaling the 

importance of the Rice boulevard entrance 

to campus wi thout t ry ing to replicate the 

university's iconic Campani le . Rather than 

shaping space w i th a planar facade, Del l 

butcher 1 lall draws ad|.icent space into 

itself, l ike a knot that holds together the 

ends o f a rope. 

The large mass o f Del l butcher I la l l 

both contrasts w i t h the typical Rice 

th in bu i l d ing and can be seen as a th in 

bu i ld ing co i l ing in upon itself. From the 

po in t o f entry w i t h i n the l inear cou r t , the 

bu i ld ing masses spiral Upward f rom a 

one-story amphitheater to two - ami three-

story lab wings, a four-story exhaust a t t ic , 

and f inal ly the f ive-story tower. Project ing 

t o w a r d an ou tdoo r root amphitheater, the 

copper-clad conference r o o m on the sec­

ond f loor places a viewer al the focal 

po in t of the spiral . The austere, planer 

no r th and west facades face roadways, 

but the lacades a round the inner cour t , 

the pr inc ipa l pedestrian approach , are 

f ragmented and ar t icu lated in to smaller 

pieces. F rom w i t h i n the cour t , Predock 

has shaped Dell butcher I lal l to h e as he 

says, "revealed episodical ly ," since only 

pon ions may be seen at a tune, and to In­

experienced th rough " cho reog raphed " cir­

cu la t ion patterns that reinforce the con­

cept o l spi ra l ing forms and movement . 

Stepping d o w n f rom the tower, the lower 

volumes are more sympathet ic to the adja­

cent two-s to ry bui ld ings. 

L ike the best Rice bu i ld ings, Del l 

butcher I la l l has numerous detai ls t o 

delight the visitor. The main stair is 

enclosed in glass panels etched w i t h 

d rawings ot ca rbon nanotubes, bamboo­

l ike stalks that conta in smal l faculty por­

t ra i ts , a modern version ot the carved 

stone f igures on the co lumn capitals o l 

the o ld Chemis t ry bu i l d i ng . The glass-

wal led nanoscale inst ruments lab, w i t h its 

electron microscopes, is not on ly visual ly 

open to those w a l k i n g by it on the f irst 

f loor, it can also be peered in to f r o m the 

second f loor th rough small openings l ined 

w i l h m i r ro r s , creat ing a f rac tu red , kale i 

doSCODK impression. 

Dell butcher Ha l l is certainly a Rice 

bu i ld ing, w i t h all that implies, but it 

accommodates the spatial concepts of the 

(rcncral Plan w i t h a new understanding of 

how bui ld ings may connect ami how to 

shape space. It also breaks w i t h the slavish 

histoncism ot the Rice orn.ni ienl . i l style 

w i thou t losing the Rice atmosphere. These 

should be lessons for architects o f future 

bui ldings on the Rice campus. • 

1. The deiier.il I'l.in is nm .in institutionalized 
master pi.in; it does nor predetermine the size, shape, 
and location of each nc* building. Instead, those de­
ments evolve ir.im the requirements ol each building^ 
individual program. In I'm.), the Plan was updated 
hi i esar IVIh 5t Associates to provide guidelines fot 
ongoing development. 

2. Stephen Fox, Houston Archittctunal GwaV, 
[The American Institute ol Arelmects/I IOUMHII 
i haptci and Hen-tun Press, 1990/1999), p. 108. 

I The siting "t the Baker Institute does conform, 
however, to S.is.iki Associates' "1 ftndscapc Vision for 
I d a " plan I>I 1990, which called lor Mock-like build-
III^S. to advance forward ;tt the point to frame the 
university's hum .ISIS I In- new business school In'tug 
pi.iiined in face tin- Bakes Institute wilJ .ilso push h.r-
wjril Into the i|n.id. narrowing the space and turther 
obscuring Alice Peatl Brown H.tll in the distance. 

4. Inter', lew with the juthor. Mny 200(1. 

http://orn.niienl.il
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A lex S. MacLean's overhead photographs of Houston, featured in the following pages, 
were taken last October at the invitation of Cite and the Rico Design Alliance. For 
two weeks, MacLean criss-crossed through mostly sunny skies above Houston, 

shooting more than 1,500 photographs from the vantage point of his 1967 single-engine air­
plane. These photographs present a remarkably beautiful portrait of the city and its envi­
rons, one that is both abstractly rich, like a modern painting, and at the same time filled with 
critical content. 

MacLean took up flying in 1971 while studying architecture at Harvard's Graduate 
School of Design. Soon after earning his pilot's license he began taking pictures from the 
air. He completed his Master's degree in 1973 but never practiced architecture, choosing 
instead a career as a photographer. In 1975 he founded Landslides, a business specializing 
in aerial photography primarily for architects, engineers, planners, and environmental 
organizations. Over the last 25 years MacLean has photographed every state in the union 
except Alaska, and his pictures have been published in four books: Look at the Land. Aerial 
Reflections on America, with text by Bill McKibben (1993); Cities of the Mississippi: 
Nineteenth-Century Images of Urban Development, by John William Reps 119951; Taking 
Measures Across the American Landscape, co-authored by landscape architect James 
Corner (1996); and most recently Richard Sexton's Vestiges of Grandeur: The Plantations of 
Louisiana's River floao1! 1999). 

Rice University, which appeared like a perfectly composed playing card. During the course 
of the flight MacLean was continually in touch with the air traffic controller, notifying him 
as we shifted course. I could only image the logistics he faced when photographing, the 
balancing of camera and plane, ol changing lenses, of communicating with the tower, all 
while aligning the Cessna to get his shots. On our return we passed over the University ol 
Houston campus before approaching Hobby for a graceful descent. 

In January, the 1,500 slides arrived, and we began the task of selecting the images for 
this issue, a job made difficult by the high quality of all the photographs and our desire to 
be as inclusive as possible. We noted that some things made motu compelling subjects 
than others when viewed from above. High-rise buildings, for example, which dominate the 
skyline when seen from the ground, made relatively uninteresting subjects when viewed in 
isolation from the air, appearing as extruded, urban non-entities. Much more powerful were 
angled views of the downtown street grid, with its composition of buildings, shadows, and 
empty blacks suggesting a map of Houston's urban system. Patterns of abandonment and 
renewal were sharply depicted in shots of inner city neighborhoods, where the shells of 
roofless buildings and general dishevelment contrasted with orderly segments of new con­
struction. The remains of Allen Parkway Village appeared as a shrinking enclave trapped in 
the middle ol an encroaching, cartoon-like housing development. The network of freeways 
that slice through the city's fabric seemed like indifferent lines when their kinetic reality 
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T h e H o u s t o n P h o t o g r a p h s o f A l e x S. M a c L e a n 

BY W I L L I A M F. STKRN 

Flying solo, MacLean, a former college football player with the husky physique of an 
athlete, has taught himself the acrobatic skills of managing his plane's controls while tak­
ing photographs. Flying relatively low, between 1,000 and 4,000 feet, MacLean fastens his 
camera to a gyro-stabilizer that rests on his left shoulder. Guiding the camera with his right 
hand, he controls the plane with his left hand on the yoke and his feet on the rudder ped­
als, shifting altitude and angles as he photographs. He uses a 35-millimeter camera with 
lenses that range from 24 to 300 millimeters. Altitude, angle, and light are among the vari­
ables in determining any given shot. At lower altitudes more detail can be discerned, but at 
higher altitudes more area is encompassed, yielding wide, broad shots. 

From his home outside of Boston, MacLean flew his plane, a single-engine Cessna 182, 
to Hobby Airport, which served as a base of operation during his Houston shoot. Shortly 
after he arrived, he suggested I come along with him on a flight over the city. Despite some 
trepidation, I couldn't resist the offer. At Hobby, we walked across the concrete apron to an 
isolated corner of the tarmac, where MacLean's airplane, a veritable miniature compared 
to the airport's other, more modern planes, was parked. The 32-year-old Cessna looked its 
age. There were plenty of dings, dents, and chipped paint on its body. The inside of the air­
plane was equally time-worn, with split upholstery and only a pair of seat belts, no body 
halters. Lined up on top of the airplane's dashboard were a series of camera lenses 
secured with Velcro. MacLean explained that he had not purchased a newer aircraft 
because the Cessna 182 was the best single-engine plane he had ever flown, and the com­
pany had stopped producing that model in the 1980s. He updates the plane by replacing its 
engine every 1,500 flying hours. 

MacLean handed me a headset so we could communicate easily during the flight, and 
so I could hear his conversations with Hobby's air traffic controller. He turned the key and 
the plane's engine came to life. Slowly, we taxied onto the runway, picking up speed until 
we lifted gently off the ground, rising to an altitude ol only about 1,000 leet before leveling 
off. Riding the small plane I felt light, as if floating on a wafer with seemingly nothing 
between us and the ground. Fortunately, we were flying in clear, calm skies, but I still felt 
anxious. 1 asked MacLean to head southeast towards the San Jacinto Monument and then 
return along the Houston Ship Channel. The landscape below was concentrated with dis­
tinct patterns and shapes that appeared both familiar and strange. Later, I would view 
MacLean's photographs of this area and marvel at his ability to select, frame, and compose 
exquisitely detailed images ol what I saw as a generalized landscape. We circled the 
obelisk of the San Jacinto Monument before heading back along the Ship Channel to the 
cluster of towers downtown, a trip that took approximately 15 minutes. Flying south, we tra­
versed the tree-canopied neighborhoods of Montrose, finding the tidy main quadrangle ol 

was frozen by the camera's lens. Far more interesting were tighter views ol the abstract 
patterns of freeway interchanges and the built-up corners at the intersections ol ordinary 
roads. Photographs of the Ship Channel dominated by the industrial geometries of the adja­
cent port facilities and oil refineries were consistently fascinating, both for their abstract 
beauty and their shocking portrayal of a denatured landscape. By contrast, the built char­
acteristics of Houston's older, stable neighborhoods were often hidden from view by soft 
canopies of mature trees. 

Out on the periphery, the signs of habitation appeared more sharply etched than their 
urban counterparts, especially when viewed against the sweeping expanse of Houston's 
western prairie The hull of the new Katy Mills Mall and its surrounding parking lot seemed 
like an ungainly ship marooned in a sea of nowhere. Ubiquitous cul-de-sacs, resembling 
biomorphic organs, anchored subdivisions; those subdivisions themselves document 
sequences that begin by erasing a site's natural greenery and replacing it with giant, earth­
work-like sculptures scratched in a dusty emptiness, an emptiness soon refilled with tenu­
ous fragments of model-railroad houses situated in too-perfect lawns. Viewed from the air, 
scenes that from the ground appear mundane often revealed an intelligence of lorm that 
transcends their content, making things as ordinary as a striped parking lot or a routine 
apartment complex appear as stunning essays of pure geometry. In their abstract distilla­
tions they can be as deceptively beautiful as an architect's model. 

Our instructions to MacLean were general. We suggested areas for him to look at, but 
we wanted him to discover the city with his own eyes. The intention of this photographic 
essay was never to see Houston in its totality, nor to present a record of its prominent land­
marks, but rather to reveal something about the place that could only be captured from the 
air. MacLean Hew at all times of the day, from early morning into the last evening light, 
selecting one area of concentration after another, often returning to a location to re-pho­
tograph it as the light changed The resulting images create a portrait of Houston from a 
vulnerable angle, telling us much about the city as a premeditated construction. They are 
not manifestly critical views, though they do prompt critical thinking about how the city 
grows and settles into a relationship with its natural site. Like the bird's-eye views of Paris 
that Roland Barthes extols in his essay on the Eiffel Tower, MacLean's photographs tran­
scend sensation and allow us to see Houston as structure, "a corpus ol intelligent forms" 
that can only be vaguely imagined from the ground. 

In conjunction with this issue of" Cite, Alex S. MacLean's Houston photographs will be on 
display at The Menil Collection from September 8, 2000 through January 7, 2001. The exhi­
bition is co-sponsored by The Menil Collection and the Rice Design Alliance. 
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Houston Skyline 
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Oil Storage Tanks, Houston Ship Channel Abovi Freeway Interchange, 1-45 and U.S. 59 
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Central Business District 
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>p left: Travis and Commerce, Downtown; fifth Ward; Allen Parkway Village; Warehouses near Hardy Street Railyard 
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West Houston Subdivision 
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Baseball Diamonds; West Houston Cul-de-Sac; Entrance Gate, Clear Lake Subdivision; Railroad Crossing 
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Frame Construction, Sugar Land Fenced Trees 
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Katv Mills Mall 
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Tree Canopied Neighborhood, Montrose 
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Prairie Development 
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Fertilizer Stockpiles on Houston Ship Channel ' >•••• Stripped Parking Lot 
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School Buses; Foundation Slab, Waller; Wal-Mart. Copperfield Crossing; Apartments and Mini-Storage near Beltway 8 
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Texas City Oil Refinery 
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Highway 288 Apartment Complex 
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Houston Ship Channel at Loop 610 Bridge 
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Aerial photography pioneer Felix Tournochon, known as 
Nadar, and wife in balloon basket, circa 186S. 

L a n d s c a p e p h o t o g r a p h y is a we l l estab­

l ished genre o f ar t is t ic representa t ion . 

Photographers f r o m ( ius tave Le Gray to 

( .ark- ton Wark ins to Ansel A d a m s have 

approached landscape in the i r o w n 

i m m u t a b l e way, re f lec t ing the cu l t u ra l 

s\ mpashics " l their o w n pa r t i i t i lar age, 

yet a c k n o w l e d g i n g , by repeat ing or 

rc iec t ing , the p i c to r ia l convent ions o f the 

image makers v\ lm L. I I IU- hc lo rc . 

To break landscape p h o t o g r a p h ) i n t o 

its c o m p o n e n t par ts , however , to speak 

o f " l a n d s c a p e " a n d " p h o t o g r a p h y " as 

independent elements on l y occas ional ly 

d r a w n together t o f o r m one stable 

c o m p o u n d , is to c o n f r o n t sudden ly t w o 

vast quar r ies o f very d i f fe ren t ores. 

Landscape and p h o t o g r a p h y are near ly 

uncotnparab le as fields o f interest — and 

yet they share cer ta in a f f in i t ies . L i ke 

magnets, they are m u t u a l l y res ist ing in 

one p o s i t i o n , mu tua l l y a t t rac t i ng in 

another. Landscape, a l i v i ng body, spa 

da i ly u n l i m i t e d , exp lo i t ab le , o w n a b l e , 

yet i l l an K indes t ruc t ib le , is Erequenl 

ly the object o f ou r most heated c o n t r o ­

versies. Pho tography , its t ransparency as 

a m e d i u m be ly ing a tendency t o w a r d 

cip.u i n and d i s t o r t i o n , its i eideni pen 

i h i m tor document . ! i unable CO 

repress a p o w e r f u l aesthetic character, is 

o u r society's v isual c o m m o n c o m fo r the 

exchange of ideas. I f there is a w o r d that 

l i nks the t w o it is th is : na tu ra l i sm. 

Landscape and p h o t o g r a p h y share an 

apparent ob jec t i f ied c l a r i t y ; they b o t h 

seem to rea f f i rm tha t w h i c h we al ready 

k n o w . T h e b read th of know ledge 

requ i red to " r e a d " a pho tog raph o f a 

landscape w o u l d seem to be as d a u n t i n g -

l\ b road .is ii is reassuring!) na tu ra l . 

( l ie m a k i n g of a pho tog raph of l and ­

scape requires an even broader k n o w l ­

edge, and a deep level o f c o m m i t m e n t . 

A lex S. MacLcan 's devo t i on over the 

last .?0 years to landscape, p h o t o g r a p h y , 

and — one hastens to add — a v i a t i o n , 

has p roduced a vast body of w o r k , an 

archive o f land use in Amer ica tha t is 

bo th f o r m a l l y beaut i fu l and po l i t i ca l l y 

c o m m i t t e d . M a c l e a n d raws f r o m exper­

tise in bo th landscape and pho tog raphy , 

f o r m i n g a r ing in w h i c h p i c to r ia l means 

are pressed in to tin- service o f env i ron ­

men ta l causes. M o r e to the p o i n t , pho ­

tog raphy , a no to r i ous l y po l i t i ca l med i ­

u m , one o f ten cal led i n t o the service of 

social causes, is conscr ip ted to represent 

landscape, a no to r i ous l y po l i t i ca l sub-

j e c t O r is it the o ther way around? 

C o u l d i t be that landscape is the physi­

cal med ium t h r o u g h w h i c h M a c ! ean 

tests the boundar ies o f a deft pho to ­

graph ic sensibi l i ty? O r does he do it all 

fo r the f ly ing? 

V T I . I I p h u i n g r . i p l u , .1 snh ui-i in-

w i t h i n the d o m a i n o f landscape p h o t o g ­

raphy , has its o w n heroes, issues, and 

p i c to r ia l conven t ions . It has a h is to ry 

character ized by v isual r e v o l u t i o n , a his­

t o r y o f "d i scove r i es " d r i ven as o f ten by 

the perspicaci ty of ar t ists as by advances 

in technology. As a sub-genre, aerial 

p h o t o g r a p h y w o u l d seem t o o f fe r the 

perfect br idge between landscape and 

pho tog raphy . The aer ia l pho tog raphe r 

is, a f ter a l l , d istanced s ign i f i cant ly f r o m 

bo th his objects o f interest: landscape, 

w h e n seen f r o m the air, fal ls away, 

appear ing increasingly as an object o f 

c o n t e m p l a t i o n commensura te w i t h each 

m o m e n t o l ascent; pho tog raphy , w h e n 

pract iced in the c o c k p i t , is per force a 

secondare technical ac t iv i ty , as keeping 

the a i r c ra f t in the a i r must na tu ra l l y take 

precedence. Perhaps th is un ique perspec­

t ive on landscape pho tog raphy suggests 

for landscape and pho tog raphy greater 

cons idera t ion as independent ent i t ies — 

as t w o discourses c ramped in to one 

b o r r o w e d d iscourse, l ike a c o w b i r d 

shoved in to a rob in 's nest. L o o k i n g at 

M a c L c a n ' s pho tog raphs f r o m an aer ia l 

p h o t o g r a p h y perspect ive of fers , l ike the 

v iew f r o m above, bo th a sharp v is ion of 

the landscape be low, and a fresh under 

Standing o l this style of pho tog raphy . 

Aer ia l p h o t o g r a p h y was env is ioned as 

early as 1839, w h e n the announcemen t 

of the daguer reo type , pho tog raphy ' s f i rs t 

commerc ia l process, was made at the 

Academic des Sciences in Paris. That 

year, a l i t hog raph by T h e o d o r e 

Maurissei entitled Daguerreotypomanie 
parod ied the hype over the new inven­

t i o n , p ro jec t i ng pho tog raphy ' s i n t r us i on 

in to al l c o m e r s of modern l i fe. One 

deta i l shows a man p o i n t i n g a camera 

d o w n w a r d f r o m a b a l l o o n , w h i c h was 

st i l l a novel sight in the skies o f Paris 

more than 50 years af ter the ba l loon 's 

i nven t ion by the M o n t g o l f i c r bro thers . 

A n art ot surve i l lance w o u l d seem to 

have been b o r n . However , the heavy 

equ ipment and l ong exposure t imes 

requ i red by the daguer reo type process 

made it unprac t ica l on the unstable plat 

f o r m o f a ho t a i r b a l l o o n . L ike so many 

other t i l ings pred ic ted tor pho tog raphy 

at its incept ion — color , ins tantane i ty , 

n igh t p ic tures — aerial p h o t o g r a p h y 

w o u l d have to wa i t tor s ign i f icant 

advancements in technology to occur. 

Aer ia l pho tog raphy p roper began 

some 20 years later, when r r e n c h pho­

tographer l-'elix T o t i r n a c h o n , k n o w n 

profess ional ly as Nadar , c o m b i n e d his 

r w i n passions fo r ba l loons and pho tog­

raphy in to one u l t r a - m o d e r n pursu i t . 

A c c o r d i n g to Nadar 's o w n bombas t i c 

of a e r i a l i m a g e r y 

e y e s i n t h e s k y 
A l e x S. M a c l e a n e x p a n d s on a l o n g t r a d i t i o n 

B Y K E V I N M O O R E 
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account (written retroactively in I WO), 

the first successful aerial photograph 

was made at Bievre, a village (list south 

nt Paris, in the autumn of 1S5S. 

Struggling against a multitude of diff i­

culties — namely, a cumbersome wet-

collodion process that while faster than 

the daguerreotype was still difficult to 

manipulate within the tottering confines 

of a balloon basket, and an assault ol 

noxious gases escaping from the mouth 

ol balloon, gases tli.it mysicriousi) 

desensitized the glass-plates' treated sur­

faces — Nadar gallantly strippi d oi l tin-

weight of his clothing in order to coax 

his withering balloon, flaccid from cool 

temperatures and high humidity, up into 

the air. He made it just high enough — 

2fi2 feet — to nab a view, then quickly 

descended to develop his image. This 

lirst aerial photograph no longer exists, 

but Nadar's description of what he saw 

from the air offers a compelling image. 

"The fields, like irregular chessboards," 

Nadar recalled, " look like quilts made 

ot multicolored but harmonizing patches 

- I I K lied b\ the patient needle ol a s< am 

stress.... It's as if an inexhaustible box of 

toys was just scattered across the earth, 

as if all the factories of ( arlsruhe bad 

emptied there their stock.... I low like a 

toy, this slight little train, compelling 

CHII atti in u uli its l urn little w llistle, 

as it moves prettily along its invisible 

rai l , trailed by its little puff of smoke." 

Nadar concludes the passage enrap­

tured: "Everything appears to us 

v\ nli rlie exquisite impression ol .i 

marvelous, ravishing cleanliness! No 

squalor or blots on the landscape. There 

is nothing like distance to remove us 

from all ugliness,"1 

Ever since the start of the industrial 

age, there has been AW impulse to acs-

theticizc all things modern, to transform 

ugly machinery and blighted landscapes 

— plundered tor their natural resources, 

banded by transportation systems, l it­

tered with the equipment of industrial 

progress— into a bright vision ol mod­

ern possibility. Nadar's perception ot 

landscape as a thing t leansed h) 

abstract ion when viewed from above 

(which implied, of course, that the 

wor ld could be ugly when viewed from 

the ground) acknowledges a new aes­

thetic ideal. Here the defamiliariz.ation 

ol the natural wor ld , the earth's surface 

radically altered through the transform­

ing operations of aerial perspective and 

camera vision, offers geometric clarity 

as a model for rethinking modernity. 

I lere one witnesses the transformation 

of the picturesque landscape into topo­

graphic plan. Here an aesthetic of util ity 

was born. 

The first extant aerial photograph 

was made in the United States two years 

after Nadar's much-publicized tr iumph, 

lames Wallace Black, a Boston photog­

rapher previously involved in attempts 

to photograph the moon, found an asso­

ciate in Samuel King, whose balloon, 

Queen of the Air, offered a platform for 

Black's pictorial ambitions. Like Nadar, 

Black chose the wet-collodion process, 

Unlike Nadar, Black used a stereoscopic 

camera (refined by around IS60), whose 

small-scale plates allowed for even 

shorter exposure times. Black's series ol 

views taken over Boston were enthusias­

tically received. Oliver Wendell Holmes 

wrote in the Atlantic Monthly. "Boston, 

as the eagle and wild goose see it, is a 

very different object from the same place 

as the solid citizen looks up at its eaves 

and chimneys."- I lolmes went on to 

note the striking formal beauts of the 

city when seen from above, with its 

plenitude of windows, chimneys, and 

skylights binning bold patterns unseen 

from street level. While the aerial view 

abstracted familiar sights to the point of 

near iiiirecognizahiliry, it paradoxically 

overlaid the city with a broad, rational 

order imperceptible to the grounded eye. 

Aerial photography's promise as a tool 

tor urban planning is suggested here, but 

at the time us effect was mostly to elicit 

amazement at the queer transformations 

it made on the wor ld. Novelty was still 

the order ot the day. 

Aerial photographs satisfied the 

cravings of a society ardently in search 

ot new visual sensation. I he I 9th centu­

ry's fascination with the panorama, the 

zootrope, and the stereoscope — to cite 

the most popular examples — extended 

itself to aerial photographs, which were 

felt to provide a thri l l ing and convenient 

virtual experience. A writer of the time, 

Arthur Batut, enthused in a book on 

aerial photography and kites that with 

aerial photographs, "everyone would be 

able to have the illusion of a perilous 

ascent, without running any r isk."1 

Danger was a central — and doubtlessly 

attractive — ingredient in efforts to pro-

dtli e an i l l pin itographs. Nadai ami he, 

wile were seriously injured when their 

balloon crashed in liirs.3, an event that 

sent the photographer into a stare ot 

financial ruin. C. V. Shadbolt, England's 

leading aerial photographer, died in a 

balloon accident in 1 S92.-4 h'or an 

increasingly media sensitive public, such 

accounts of heroic effort and disastrous 

consequences were the very mettle of the 

age, and the aerial photograph a pre­

cious fruit of that adventure. 

As it goes in a capitalist society, 

where invention seeks application as its 

essential justification, the pursuit of 

photographic firsts soon gave way to a 

search for uses that went beyond mere 

novelty or entertainment. One of the 

earliest applit minis was aerial recoil 

naissance, attempted first during the 

Civil War by the Union Army, which 

spied on Confederate troops during 

the peiusular campaign in Virginia.'' 

Mapping was another application, pro-

ted especial!) h; Englishman Waltei 
Bentley Woodbury, who argued that 

with aerial photography one could not 

expect to get "artistic pictures so much 

as plans," and thus insisted on "an 

absolutely vertical picture, such as 

would he necessary to get a correct map 

of the earth."'1 

This process of finding practical uses 
for aerial views was accelerated by tech-
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This balloon view of Boston, shot in 1860 by Jomes Wallace Black, is the world's oldest surviving aerial photograph 
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nolog ica l advancements. The i n t r oduc ­

t ion in I S 7 I o r ' t he dr> plate process, 

wh ich was taster and cleaner than we t 

c o l l o d i o n , and the 1 K69 inven t i on of the 

electr ical ly-released shutter, a techno logy 

centra l t o the ope ra t i on ot the au toma t i c 

ba l loon camera , made aer ia l pho tog ra ­

phy a less dangerous and cost ly opera­

t i on . News pho tog raphy became ano ther 

compe l l i ng app l i ca t i on as, s ta r t i ng in the 

1890$, improvemen ts in p h o t o m e c h a n i ­

cal p r i n t i n g technologies enabled the tasi 

and easy pub l i ca t i on o f pho tog raphs . 

Amer ican George Lawrence , fo r e x a m ­

ple, made a repu ta t ion fo r h imse l f w i t h 

his panoramic v iews o f San L'raneisco 

after the ear thquake and f i re o f 1906. 

I I .muss ing the s t rength o f 17 kites t o 

l i l t his m a m m o t h plate camera above the 

ci ty, I awrence suppl ied an eager aud i ­

ence w i t h overv iews of the disaster. 

These pho tographs conveyed the mass 

devastat ion in a way no e a r t h b o u n d shot 

cou ld have ach ieved. 

It was the i nven t i on of the a i rp lane 

in I1'!).? tha t shor aer ia l p h o t o g r a p h y 

i n t o the sphere o l t r u l y useful app l i ca ­

t i o n . O t h e r means for c a p t u r i n g images 

f r o m the a i r had been tested d u r i n g the 

late 19th cen tu ry : besides the k i te and 

the b a l l o o n , rockets and — preposter­

ously enough — pigeons were sent up 

loaded w i t h cameras a n d f i l m . {I.'llln-

iinuiini, a popu la r French magaz ine, 

noted in I90K that " i t is qu i te na tu ra l to 

see buds becoming pho tographers at the 

momen t w h e n men are beg inn ing to 

become b i r d s . " K | But a i rp lanes, i t q u i c k -

ly became clear, had an advantage over 

their t emperamenta l cousins in lh. i t the 

p l a t f o r m they p rov ided was far more 

stable and easier to navigate i n to posi -

l i i H I . I . ls iei, ot course, p rov ided an extra 

man was aboa rd to p h o t o g r a p h w h i l e 

* 

Edword Sleithen aerial reconnaissance photo front World War I. 

the p i lo t managed the f l y ing . I.. 1'. 

B o n v i l l a i n , a I'athe c a m e r a m a n , took the 

f irst p h o t o g r a p h f r o m an a i rp lane l i t 

was a st i l l f r o m a c inematog raphc f i l m 

reel , ac tua l ly ) in I90N as a passenger o l 

W i l b u r Wr igh t ' s in a f l i gh t over Lc 

M a n s , I r ance . The results were pub ­

l ished in La Vie ,m ti>ram! air in 

December I'JOK, accompan ied by al l the 

a t tendan t hoop la of the popu la r press.1' 

O thers somehow managed the d o u ­

ble task of f l y i ng and p h o t o g r a p h i n g al l 

on the i r o w n . Char les Shaw, Br i ta in 's 

f i rst hero o f a i rp lane pho tog raphy , w ro te 

tha t " c o m b i n i n g f l ight and p h o t o g r a p h y 

is a t t e m p t i n g a lmost t oo much d> be 

pleasant as a regular pursu i t . One must 

exper ience to realise the d i f f i cu l t y ot 

h o l d i n g a camera and chang ing plates 

whi ls t tear ing t h r o u g h the a i r at an a l t i ­

tude o f -400 f e e t . " " 1 

T h e most p ro l i f i c use o f aer ia l pho­

tog raphy occur red d u r i n g the hirst 

W o r l d War, when p h o t o g r a p h y , l ike 

o ther too ls enl is ted t o serve the w a r 

e t t o r t , was systemat ica l ly ra t i ona l i zed 

acco rd ing t o new i ndus t r i a l methods 

and techniques. E d w a r d Steichen, fo r ­

mer ly associated w i t h A l f r e d St iegl i tz 

and the Photo-Secessionists, |omed the 

American Expeditionary Force in 
France, where he c o m m a n d e d an aer ia l 

reconnaissance un i t to r the d u r a t i o n o f 

the war. In a br ie I f ive m o n t h p e r i o d , 

Steichen's u n i t p r o d u c e d some 

1,300,000 p r i n t s . 1 ' M a n y o f these 

images d isp lay a seduct ive ca r t og raph i c 

abs t rac t ion suggestive o f avan t -ga rde 

pho tog raphy o f the 1920s. T h i s is not 

an a l together su rp r i s i ng o b s e r v a t i o n , tor 

aer ia l reconnaissance imagery — w i t h 

its p l u n g i n g v iews and mechan ica l 

i conography — o f fe red an exc i t i ng new 

visual vocabulary fo r art ists of the post 

war era. M i l i t a r y p h o t o g r a p h s , however , 

were va lued not lo r the i r aesthet ic 

appea l , hu t fo r the i r d o c u m e n t a r y — 

or deno ta t i ve — s ign i f icance. Special ists 

t ra ined in the act o l decipher ing trenches, 

a m m u n i t i o n s tockp i les , and o the r 

traces o l enemy ac t iv i t y scoured pr in ts 

exc lus ive ly fo r the i r i n f o r m a t i o n a l 

con ten t . \s A l l an Sekula lias w i m e n . 

i lus pa r t i cu la r b ranch of aer ia l p h o t o g ­

raphy " c a n be seen as the t r i u m p h of 

app l ied r e a l i s m . " ' -

By con n a s i , the rad ica l aesthet ic o l 

the aer ia l view became one ot the t rade­

marks ot avant -garde art d u r i n g the 

I l>20s. Increased p o r t a b i l i t y o f the c a m ­

era — l i f ted n o w o f t the t r i p o d and 

placed in the hands o f the pho tog raphe r 

— encouraged the e x p l o r a t i o n o f new 

angles and vantage po in ts . As early as 

l l ' l I , Amer i can pho tog raphe r K a r l 

Striiss had begun p h o t o g r a p h i n g N e w 

York f r o m a t o p recently cons t ruc ted 

skyscrapers, as had A l v i n l .angdon 

( o b u r n , whose 1913 book New York 

Iriini its 1'iniith'U'S p ropose i l an aesthet ic 

b o t h ob jec t i ve and abst ract t h r o u g h its 

d rama t i c use o l ve r t i g inous v iews and 

op t i ca l d i s t o r t i o n s . In Russ ia , where the 

search fo r a language o f m o d e r n i s m was 

Equivalent No. 314, by Alfred Steiglili, 1926. 
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in full near during the late teens and 

twenties, artists such as Kasimir 

Malevich and Alexander Kodchcnko 

took up the aerial view as a symbol of 

the political and cultural transforma­

tions I hey si> fervently encouraged 

through their art making. Likewise, 
artists in Germany .11 the liauhaus saw 

the potential in the vertical view 

1 though they pointed the camera up 

almost as often as they pointed it down) 

for revolutionizing vision through the 

dcconstruction of space — an aesthetic 

process linked to progressive polit ical 

and social values ot the epoch. In the 

end, the appalling devastation of the 

Second World War would prove these 

aesthetic ideals hopelessly naive. Even 

so, the legacy of the aerial view perse­

vered after the war— however discreetly 

— in the experimental language ol 

Abstract Expressionist painting. This 

movement, America's first important, 

pervasive, and Isigmficantly) popular 

art movement, established a widespread 

idea about an — in particular abstract 

art — as an expression of personal emo­

t ion. The meaning of abstraction was 

shifted from larger social and political 

causes in Europe to the expression ot 

individual identity in America. This 

shift has influenced how we regard 

abstracted aerial images today. Abstract 

1 xpressumism, a style and an approach 

to art making still boldly, it snnplisti-

cally, emblazoned in the mind ol the 

American public, remains the point of 

reference for nearly any abstract image 

in our culture. This includes aerial 

photography, which, like a multitude 

ot other scientific images produced 

throughout the modem period, is 

increasingly valued for its aesthetic 

properties. Art and science, once mutu­

ally suspicious, now exchange recipes 

like suburban neighbors. 

Pictonally speaking, there are really two 

tradit s ol landscape representation, 

both of which predate by centuries the 

invention ot photography. Cartography, 

a system of landscape delineation, is one, 

a model in whit li the landsi ape is 

schematized, abstracted, made linear and 

util i tarian. In maps, land is measured 

and quantified; representation conforms 

to rational science. The second tradition 

is the pictorial landscape, defined most 

emphatically in 17th-century paintings 

by I 01 ram and Poussin. In this model 

the landscape is described, characterized, 

aestheticized, idealized. In painted pic­

tures, landscape is evoked, narrative is 

suggested; here representation aspires to 

art. In terms of aerial views, these two 

aesthetic traditions, cartographic and 

pictorial, may be characterized by two 

distinct angles of attack: the direct verti­

cal (for maps) and the oblique horizontal 

ifor pictures). Alex Maclean's pho­

tographs, with their dual purpose ot 

documenting and picrorializing, operate 

within the spectrum ot these two aesihei 

ic poles. In one example, seen on page 

IN, I louston is captured in a near direct 

vertical, laid out as a map, the city's 

streets and buildings appearing in ratio­

nal, legible order. In a contrasting exam 

pie, seen on page 15, I louston is pie 

tured from a horizontal vantage point, 

the horizon line in the distance securing 

the image within the category ot the tra­

ditional pictorial view. Here the build­

ings of the metropolis take on an anthro­

pomorphic character, appearing as titans 

of industry awakening to a new day. The 

planar, cartographic util ity of the first 

. sample is replaced in die second bj ilu 

suggestion of romantic narrative. 

But these aie extreme example's 

Most of Macl.ean's photographs otter a 

combination of these two points of view. 

Il should he noted that the separation ol 

function and aesthetic, a divide causing 

rancorous debate in photography since 

the medium's inception, is a uniquely 

modern — or modernist — formulation. 

The terms of this debate were nor always 

conceived in this polarizing way. rake, 

tor example, the ostensibly scientific 

realm of map-making. In 1 "ill-cetnnrv 

1 lolland maps were considered to be a 

kind of picture, their surfaces ready to 

accommodate a wide variety oi informa­

tion — historical, scientific, and decora­

tive as well as geographic. While this was 

often due to the fact that much ol the 

world was uncharted and illustrations 

were needed to make up for what was 

unknown (Jonathan Swift satirized this 

tendency with the couplet, "So 

Geographers in Afric-Maps/With Savage-

Pictures fill their Gaps"), there was also 

an intention to combine in a single image 

both topographic information and pic­

turesque character. Maps were hung on 

walls, after all, anil were valued equally 

for their aura of knowledge and rheir 

decorative beauty.1 ' This dual purpose is 

also noted in the bird's-eye view, a picto­

rial format flourishing primarily in 

1 ranee during the 17th century, but 

picked up again in the United States 

during the late 19th century.14 Probably 

based on views from towers or neigh­

boring hills, bird's-eye view pictures pro 

vided a sense of heightened perspective 

that was augmented through perspectiv.il 

manipulations of the artist, bird's-eye 

views were appreciated precisely for their 

dual accommodation of topographic data 

and picturesque detail. Macl can's work, 

much of which adopts the middle per­

spective ot the bird's-eye view, some­

where between direct vertical and 

oblique horizontal, limctions in precisely 

the same vein. Whether hired by urban 

planners, environmental groups, or 

developers, Macl.ean attempts to both 

document the landscape in question, 

mapping its dimensions and spatial rela­

tions, and convey a sense of place 

through the selection and framing ot 

detail — neighborhoods bisected by 

highways, clear-cut forests, open land 

signaling development potential. This 

axis of data and beauty, so central to 

MacLean's work, is indivisible as an aes­

thetic doctrine of aerial photography. 

Around this axis of functional and 

aesthetic intent lies a third element, 

abstraction, which blends conceptual ten­

sions into a smooth formal network. 

Photographers' interest in abstraction has 

always been a bit problematic. The very 

term "photographic abstraction," as oxy-

moronic as its counterpart "photographic 

realism" seems redundant, signals a para­

dox: photography's intrinsic capacity to 

record the physical world can just as easily 

abstract that world through framing, 

point of view, and lens distortion. All reel 

Stieglitz, the grandfather of American art 

photography, rook up this question in the 

1920s, producing his I'quivalcnts series, 

in which abstract arrangements of clouds 

hinted at deeper, mystical meaning. 

Minor White recycled the "Equivalents" 

term several decades later, producing a 

series ol nature abstractions that trans­

formed rock, sand, and water into 

provocative psychological tableaux. In 

both these series, recognizable detail is 

never lost within the larger framework of 

abstract design. Indeed, central to the 

I 

Bird's-eye view of Houston, circa 1891. 
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concept o f equivalence is the insistence on 

both the l i teral and the .distract. Th i s rule 

is shrewdly observed in the bu lk o f 

M.icl.ean's w o r k . As landscape architect 

Janus Corner has correct ly observed, 

Macl.ean's pho tographs "a re less abstracl 

than they are ma t t e r - o f - f ac t . " I S In other 

words, the photographs 1 undeniable 

abstract ion is bu i l t ou t o f an arrangement 

of recognizable deta i l . Streets, bu i ld ings, 

baseball d iamonds , pa rk ing lo ts , and 

trees, each recorded in m in ia tu re preci­

s ion, sit discreetly w i t h i n a larger pat tern 

of abstracted, overal l design. L ike 

Srieglit/.'s c louds, I l ous ton and its envi ­

rons, fo rma l i zed in the f rame o f 

Macl.ean's photographs, launch a process 

of higher con temp la t i on . The pho­

tographs' designs propose meaning, ]usi 

as their detai ls of fer i n f o r m a t i o n . 

Where does th is lead us, th is med i ta ­

t ion sparked In acsthct ic i /ed u rban 

sprau I? Macl .ean's pho tographs p rosokc 

a k ind of re t roact ive env i ronmen ta l 

engagement. They are, in my es t ima t i on , 

env i ronmenta l equiva lents . Through their 

seductive power as images, the v iewer is 

pul led in to the c o m p o s i t i o n , a t t rac ted 

first by the larger des ign, recogniz ing 

next a p ro fus ion o l cur ious de ta i l , con ­

s ider ing f ina l ly the signi f icance o f what is 

observed. Wha t is observed, most gener­

al ly, is a na tu ra l landscape marked w i t h 

the i m p r i n t o f h u m a n industry and 

neglect — and yet, the image const ructed 

f r o m th is is a t t rac t i ve . 

It is a s tandard o f aer ia l pho tog raphy 

that even the most ravaged landscapes 

of ten lake o n a s tar t l ing beaut), when 

t ranslated in to image f o r m . Recal l 

Nadar 's remark : " E v e r y t h i n g appears to 

us w i t h the exquis i te impress ion o f a 

marve lous , rav ish ing c leanl iness!" It is a 

statement no less t rue today, even cons id­

er ing the env i ronmenta l travesties that so 

character ized the 2 0 t h century. Indeed, 

there seems to be a lmost a rule tha t the 

more shock ing ly s ta ined, scarred, or l i t ­

tered a landscape, the more graphica l ! ) 

pleasing its pho tograph ic equiva lent . 

A good example is ar t is t Knimet 

( u r n in's aerial pho tographs of land d a m ­

aged by large scale ag r i cu l tu re , indus t r ia l 

waste, and weapons test ing, the inky 

beauty o f the pr in ts on l y surpassed in 

feel ing by the devasta t ion o f w h a t they 

depic t . In contrast to G o w i n , w h o p r o ­

duces his r i c h , e m o t i o n a l l y charged 

poems in m o n o c h r o m e , M a c L e a n opts 

fo r co lo r and clear eyed prec is ion . L i ke 

C iow in , however, M a c l . e a n engages a 

dynamic process, one that makes corre­

spondences between sight and hard c o n ­

cerns. It is tin- very process of reveal ing 

to us wha t is o f ten cal led " c u l t u r a l land­

scape," the space where man and nature 

consp i re , leav ing beh ind traces of the i r 

ind isc r im ina te encounter. Stare at 

Macl .ean 's p ic tures, and they w i l l reveal 

to you what they're about . A ly r ica l 

compos i t i on fo rmed by the l ines o f inter­

secting h ighways , co lo red in con t ras t i ng 

patches o f grass and pavement l ike the 

coat o f a mangy d o g , suggests the exci ­

sion and neglect caused by urban sp raw l . 

A newly -p laced cul-de-sac, l ike some 

parasit ic o rgan ism w i t h its lush green 

eye, probes a f la t tened, a r i d expanse, 

bend ing d u m b l y t owa rds a skeletal 

house under cons t ruc t i on ; pat terns o f 

m u d Hacks observ ing nei ther road nor 

t opog raph i c feature emphasize the lack 

o f rappo r t between sire and p lan . A g r i d 

of rectangular apar tment complexes 

resemble compu te r chips m o u n t e d o n a 

m a i n f r a m e , evok ing a cu l tu re o f i n fo r ­

m a t i o n exchange where l i v i ng spaces 

look less l ike homes than data processing 

centers. C o n d o m i n i u m towers , seen 

below, s tand l i ke go ld b r i cks , upended, 

in a g ra tu i t ous d isp lay o f co rpo ra te 

potency, absurd symbo ls o f u rban in ten­

sity in an expansive landscape o l endless 

h o r i z o n . These are not documents c o n ­

demn ing land use in and a r o u n d 

I l ous ton , nor are they p ic to r ia l abstrac­

t ions ce lebrat ing the mosaic of the 

Amer ican met ropo l i s at the d a w n of the 

21st century. They are instead pho­

tographs o f landscape as po ignan t , 

amb iguous , beau t i f u l , o r d i s t u rb i ng as 

we c o u l d ever desire them to he. • 

I. N.ul.ir. Quoad j'ilais ptiittogriiphc ll'.iris: I ,-
Seuit, \994), pp. 97-98. 

I. Atltmtii Monthly [Jul) 1863);quoted in 
M.iri.i Morns Hambourg L-I .if, The Waking Dreami 
Photagraphy'i lirst Century (New York; I he 
Metropolian Museum ol An, 1993k p. l ' s -

I \ i i l iur l imit, l,i Photogmphu a&riennt pat 
ctrf-volant (Paris: (umhicr Vdl.irs, |N*>I>|; dted in 
Beaumont Newhall, Airborne Cameras The World 
from the Air and Outer Space [New York: I tastings 
House and George Eastman House, 1969), p- 42. 
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Newhell, pp. 11-32 and 36. 

V H.inibmirn i i .il.. Tht Wiikmii Dre.im. p. .115. 
ft. Quoted 111 Newhall, p. t<>. 
7. I hid, p. 43. 
8. I hid, p. 4K. 
1. L'iltustration weighed HI a year latei with 

what the* claimed to be "TIH lirsi photographs 
taken from -in airplane.*1 Made over Louverc) bj 
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pp. 4KK 4s'). 

10. Quoted in Newhall, p. SO. 
I I, All.in Si'kulj, "The Instrumental Imam': 

Steichen .a W.ir." Artforum 14 (Dec. 1975), p. 2ft. 
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oj Den rilling: Dutch Art <>/ the Seventeenth < r/ntury 
(Chicago: University ol Chicago Press, I ' ISSI 
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Historic Lithographs of North Amen, .in ( lliet (New 
York: Princeton Architectural Press, |s>'>si. 
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High-rise oparlmenh and olfice buildings in Ihe Golleria area, by Met S. Maclean, 2000. 
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The Wharton County Courthouse as it was: Eugene T. Heiner's 1889 Victorian building. 

A V I N G T H E C O U R T H O U S E 
[N WHARTON, A DRIVE TO PRESERVE ONE HISTORIC COURTHOUSE HAS REVEALED ANOTHER 

The Wharton County Courthouse as it is: A recent photograph shows the Art Deco remodeling from 1935. 

BY B A R R I E S C A R D I N O 
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According to the quote by George 
Santayana, those who cannot 

remember the past are con­

demned to repeal if. Hut over the last year. 

a group of preservationists in Wharton 

Comity have discovered what may be a 

corallary to that famous notion: Some-

tunes, if they're lucky, those who fail to 

remember the past don't repeat it, they're 

just surprised by it. 

The surprise in this case came as a 

result of the Wharton County Courthouse, 

which like so many courthouses in so 

many small towns in Texas is the focal 

point i.! the town square, " u i the last 

century and a half, four courthouses have 

stood in Wharton's square: an IS4S clap­

board original, an INS I brickhuildmg.au 

1889 Victorian, and a 1935 Art Deco. The 

one that survives in the memorv ol most 

who live in Wharton is the Art Deco court­

house, and it is this building that for the 

last decade a small but dedicated group of 

citizens has been struggling to save from 

destruction. Then in late 1998, just as the 

struggle seemed to be entering a period of 

doldrum, a discovery was made: I lidden 

under the skin of one historic courthouse 

was another, an even more valuable piece 

of architectural history. And with that 

discovery the story of the Wharton County 

Courthouse, winch had seemed to be |tist 

one more tale of preservationists versus 

the wrecking ball, became something else 

— a reminder that when seeking the past, 

i! sometimes pays to look beneath the 

surface of things. 

It was in 1888 that the accomplished 

I louston architect luigene T, I leiner was 

commissioned to design a replacement for 

the aging 1851 courthouse in Wharton, 

Texas. The residents of Wharton County 

were not eager to foot the bill for a new 

courthouse, hut the county judge at the 

time, W. |. ( r o o m , didn't necessarily 

believe that the taxpayers should have the 

final word. To force the issue, the county 

sold courthouse bonds to bind the new 

building. Wharton's citizens were so mad 

about this that they took out an injunction 

to block construction. The judge tound 

imi about the injunction, and before it 

could be served he climbed in the attic of 

the old courthouse with an ax in his hands 

and began chopping away. When the hole 

he was carving in the roof was sufficiently 

large, he declared the building dangerous 

and ordered its demolition, clearing the 

way for a new courthouse. Ultimately, 

things got to the point that the lexis 

Rangers had to be called in and martial 

law declared. Kvenrually, a compromise 

was reached: the citizens allowed the 

building to be constructed and the county 

found a way to finance it without raising 

property taxes. 

That was the first, and most dramatic, 

battle over what would sit in Wharton's 

courthouse square, hut it was not the last. 

On this occasion, at least, the results were 

fehcitious. I leiner, who received more com­

missions tor public buildings than any 

other architect in Texas during the final 

decades of the l l ' th century |see "Temples 

of Justice," page 421, gave Wharton a hue 

Victorian monument, 1 le designed a 

French-influenced Second Tmpirc 

style red brick building 

with mansard 

structure. On the interior the most dra­

matic changes included removal ot the 

original staircase and construction of an 

intermediate floor level in the double-

height courtroom. 

Wharton's most famous hometown 

boy, Morton Foote, mentions the Wharton 

County Courthouse on and off throughout 

his recent autobiography, farewell: A 

Memoir of a Texas Childhood. Born in 

1916, I'oote recalls grand social events held 

ai the Victorian courthouse in the early 

parr of the last century, and he also relates 

gossip that surrounded the "new" Art 

Deco courthouse. 

"The Texas Gulf Sulphur Company 

had only recently discovered sulphur in our 

county, and there was much dis-

- uss about this 

giant operation 

L U R K I N G U N D E R 

T H E " S U L P H U R BLOCK" WAS 

DE OF T H P T ~ " ' * ' " T H E " P R I 1 IE T O W N , " AS 

HORTON F O O T E D E S C R I B E D T H E 

T W O C O U R T H O U S E 

A R I A T I O N S . 

roofs, lime­

stone tr im, and a 

prominent clock tower. 

This handsome structure served Wharton 

County well for nearly 41) years. But like 

its IS51 predecessor, its architecture grew 

to be viewed as old fashioned, and 

its interior spaces proved too limited to 

meet the needs of a growing community. In 

the mid-19 Ids, as the effects ol the Great 

Depression began to wane, Wharton 

started making plans for a more modern 

building, one with the room needed for 

new county offices. But rather than tear the 

old building down, the county decided 

instead to renovate it. The mansard root 

and clock tower were removed, the build­

ing was rcfaced in a fashionable Art Deco 

costume, and one-story additions were 

made on the north and south sides. With 

the additions and the new facade, the 

Wharton County Courthouse could easily 

have passed for a brand new building. 

That all happened in 1935; in 1949, 

the east and west sides of the courthouse 

were also given one-story additions, creat­

ing an Art Deco donut around the original 

whose roots 

were in hated Wall 

Street," Foote writes. 

"Sometimes the arguments got personal 

and vicious, accusing the sulphur company 

ot paying the county judge and certain 

county commissioners for tax favors. The 

haters ol the sulphur company, mainly the 

old-timers, blamed them when the brick 

courthouse, the pride of the town, had its 

steeple removed, and its bricks covered 

over with yellow cement, making it look, 

they said, like a block of sulphur."1 

In 195 5, an engineering report by 

Walter P. Moore revealed that the Art Deco 

building had more than just appearance 

problems. There were structural ones as 

well. Moore's report said that the 1955 

and I'M1' additions had serious defects, bill 

the estimated cost of repairs was so high 

that nothing was done about it. Whether 

this was watchful waiting or benign neglect 

is hard to determine, but some longtime 

Wharton residents remember the consensus 

of opinion was to let the courthouse tall 

apart so that a new one could be built. 

If that was the plan, it was a gradual 

one. Though the courthouse continued 

to deteriorate, it didn't do so quickly. By 

the mid-1970s some in Wharton were 

tired of waiting and felt that the time hail 

come to demolish the building and con­

struct something more modern. Voters, 

however, defeated a 1979 bond issue that 

would have funded a new courthouse. 

Responsible for this defeat was a curious 

coalition of fiscal conservatives who 

opposed additional taxes and a handful ot 

preservation advocates who wanted to 

save the Art Deco building. 

The county commissioners, slightly 

more patient than old Judge Croum, chose 

not to head to the attic with wrecking 

equipment. Instead, they decided to keep 

repairs to a minimum and wait lor another 

opportunity to gel rid of the courthouse. 

The man given the responsibility for 

making what repairs wen- allowed was 

contractor David Bucek Sr., who is about 

the same age as the Art Deco version of the 

Wharton County Courthouse. A person 

who understands buildings MK\ respects 

good construction, Bucek argued that the 

old building was not as decrepit as had 

been claimed, and could and should be 

restored, The powcrs-rhat-be disagreed, 

and in 1990 commissioned structural 

investigations to disprove Bucek's claim 

that the building was stable. 

I he experts hired to produce the 1990 

studies specialized in civil engineering ami 

had never worked on a historic building. 

Their report not only claimed that the 

courthouse was in bad shape, hut also, 

based on the 1935 Art Deco appearance, 

denied that it had any historic value. 

According to standards of the National 

Register of 1 listoric Places and the Texas 

Historical Commission, though, they were 

wrong. The Art Deco building was indeed 

historic. It more than met the half century 

age requirement and was a nice example 

ofits style, with streamlined details on the 

interior and exterior. 

In 1991, architect Kim Williams, in a 

feasibility study based on the engineering 

reports from the previous year, concluded 

that demolition and new construction was 

probably the best choice for the county. 

The plan was to get rid of the courthouse 

and a quarter of the historic buildings on 

the courthouse square ami build a larger 

building. Kim Williams had suggested in 

his 1991 report that if funds could be bor­

rowed through a legal certificate of obliga­

tion, then it wouldn't l>e necessary to get 

the approval of voters in order to build a 

new courthouse. This seemed the least con­

troversial way to raise the $6.8 million 
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The west side of Whorton's courthouse squore. 

needed tor a new courthouse. 

By law, though, anyone opposing this 

maneuver had ten days to gather signa­

tures ol 5 percent of registered voters to 

veto it. To the surprise of many, local 

preservationists pulled together ~> percent 

of Wharton's registered voters in under a 

week, killing the chances to obtain a cer­

tificate ol obligation. Despite this failure, 

the commissioners continued their efforts 

to arrange the courthouse's demise, 

appointing a carefully selected 21-member 

citizens committee to study the 1991 find­

ing-, and recommend action. On February 

25, 1992, that committee voted to replace 

the courthouse, a decision that no doubt 

pleased the commisioners. 

The only dissenting vote was cast by 

the committee's vice-chair, l.ynn Ramsey. 

Ramse) was friends with the Bucek family, 

and in Bucek Sr.'s son, David C. Bucek Jr., 

she found an important ally, following in 

his father's footsteps, Bucek Jr. devoted 

limiselt to the Wharton County Court­

house. Bucek Jr., who received a master's 

in architecture from Harvard in 1992, 

llie same year that the evolution of the 

Wharton Courthouse saga turned into a 

revolution, admits io a certain amount ol 

naivete at I he time. Still, lie studied the 

engineering reports and could find no evi­

dence that the courthouse was unsafe or 

unsound. As a volunteer, he helped the 

Wharton Ik.uitificarion Commission create 

plans that explored alternative uses for the 

courthouse. Despite the fact that the citi­

zens committee had voted to replace the 

building, the renovation proposals devel­

oped by the WBC, along with the failure to 

obtain a certificate ot obligation, led to no 

action being taken. It was a stalemate. 

Most of the leaders of what Bucek Jr. 

calls the "1992 Campaign" had come 
together in the late 1980s to work for eco­

nomic development with Wharton's Main 

Street Program, a state-wide preservation 

project of the Texas Historical Commission 

to rejuvenate the central business districts 

ol small towns by providing preservation 

expertise.- When funding for this initiative 

ended, its supporters turned to restoration 

of the Art Deco courthouse, more because 

they felt it could enhance tourism and 

boost the local economy than for any emo­

tional or aesthetic reasons. 

Shortly after the petition drive scored 

its victory, the Texas Historical Com­

mission entered the fray supporting the 

notion of restoring the courthouse. The 

It vis I lisii»iK.il t ommission solicited thi 

opinion of architect Michael Gaertner, who 

had experience working on historic build­

ings in (p.ilveston. In a May 4, 1992, letter 

to the I I IC , Caertner was unequivocal in 

his opinion thai the Art Deco courthouse 

be restored. "I do not really believe that 

the controversy is about money. Instead, 

the real issue is character: what kind ol 

place is llns count} uul what kind nt place 

could it be?" Caertner wrote, adding that 

"once the historic courthouse is gone, it is 

gone forever. Like any landmark, it holds a 

cherished plact in tht hearts ol the pt opl< 

who have been affected by it.... They may 

not appreciate the courthouse now, but 

they will sorely miss it when it is gone." 

Caertner recommended that the county 

hire a preservation planning consultant to 

evaluate both the county's proposals and 

the preservationists' schemes for restora 

tion. The only things on which both sides 

agreed was that the county's need for addi­

tional space was real, and that the one-

story additions were problematic. 

Given that the county was not about to 

hire another consultant, particularly one 

sympathetic to preservation, the local 

Beautification Committee, led by Bill}' 

Winkles, raised mone} to commission 

another engineering report, this rime 

from someone qualified to comment on 

historic structures. Significantly, this 

money came not from grants or local 

businesses, but instead from a large num­

ber of small donors, indicating that there 

was growing grass roots support for 

restoring the Art Deco courthouse. 

The preservationists, moving at a 

rapid pace to match the county's swill 

.icinHIS, hired Per K. Schneider, P.I.. 

belon iIn- spring >ii 1992 was o u t ' 

Schneider's firm had acted as consulting 

engineers on the Alamo, the San Antonio 

missions, San Fernando Cathedral, sever­

al projects in Galveston, including the 

Moody Mansion, and historic courthouse 

projects in counties such as Bowie and 

Hays. Everyone knew that whatever 

Schneider said would be hard to discred­

it. I lis charge was to conduct a thorough 

structural engineering investigation of the 

Wharton County Courthouse. 

The Schneider Report, dated August 

I, 1992, made one extremely significant 

point: "First, the building, as a whole, is 

not structurally unsafe . . . rumors saying 

this building is structurally unsound 

should be ignored, as they have no 

engineering basis." In his conclusion, 

Schneider said the original courthouse 

structure was "in excellent condition and 

requires no work other than repitinting 

ol cracks," but that the additions "have 

suffered considerable differential move­

ment." Short of demolition of the addi­

tions, he said, only "underpinning and 

stabilization of the underlying soils" 

could stabilize them. 

The Schneider Report seemed to quell 

the calls tor demolition. But again, 

though the courthouse had escaped 

destruction, it wasn't really saved. 

Instead, it returned to a state of limbo. 

Everyone went home, leaving the court 

house alone lor a tune. But the need for 

more space h>i count} offices uul i ourl 

rooms did not disappear. Though discus­

sion of what to do with the Art Deco 

courthouse had ceased, ideas for a new 

courthouse at another location contin­

ued. By I99H, a proposal for a new cour­

thouse two blocks cast of the old one 

was completed. However, the voters of 

Wharton County, by a 2-1 margin, con­

tinued to say no, defeating a bond issue 

to fund a new building. 

County Judge Lawrence Naiser, who 

called the 19*5 courthouse "Art De-

coupage," believes that one reason tax­

payers voted down a new building was 

the fact that there was only a vague plan 
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TEMPLES 

JUSTICE 
EUGENE, HLINER 

BROUGHT 
VICTORIAN GRANDEUR 

TO THE ( OURTHOUSE SQUARES 
OF TEXAS 

BY DAVID C. BUCEK JR. 

T y ] | r ^ h e courthouse in Wharton County 

is only one of a multitude of pub­

lic buildings that Eugene Thomas 

I leiner designed over a long and prolific 

career. In fact, during the latter part ol the 

19th century he was one ol lexas' preemi­

nent courthouse architects. At the same 

time, he was responsible for many of 

I louston's most important commercial 

structures. Despite this, I leiner is largely 

unknown to most Housronians, recogniz­

able only to those with a dedicated interest 

m the city's architectural past. 

In the late 1800s, however, I leiner was 

a familiar figure across the state. Born in 

I K52 in New York, the son of (lerman 

immigrants, he began his architectural 

training at the age of 1.1 as an apprentice 

to a Chicago architect. After completing 

studies in Berlin, he practiced briefly in 

Cook County, Illinois, then moved to Tcrre 

I laute, Indiana, where he worked as a 

draftsman foi I V Vrydagh, .in architect 

known for his schools and courthouses. 

In 187.?, Heiner achieved his first archi­

tectural success while assisting Vrydagh in 

a design competition lor the main struc­

tures of the IS~f, Philadelphia Centennial 
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I nh ib i t i on . Their entry was awarded 

$1,000 i i i prize money, and in 1877 | leiner 

used his share of the h inds to finance a 

move CO Dallas and establish his o w n prac­

tice. In Dal las, he met his w i fe , Vio la 

Isenhour; then in 1878 the couple moved 

to I lous ton , ferti le g round lor a young 

architect capable o f g iv ing the nascent city 

a sense of architectural respectability.1 It 

was through Heiner that the Victor ian style 

in American architecture reached I louston. 

When I leiner arr ived til the city, both 

Houston and Texas were experiencing an 

economic boom. Condi t ions were ripe for 

new const ruct ion, and in 1881 the slate 

enacted legislation a l low ing counties to 

issue bonds to bui ld courthouses and jails. 

Like the Ital ian city-states of centuries carl i-

er, neighboring counties tried to outshine 

each other by erecting the most opulent 

civic buildings that money could buy. 

I leiner is best k n o w n for his cont r ibu­

tions to this burgeoning col lect ion o i coun­

ty courthouses and jai ls, d r a w i n g inspira­

tion f rom the ideals of H igh Victor ian 

culture. In those days, courthouses were 

higli l} esteemed structures that not only 

housed government offices, but also 

served as a focal point of communi ty life, 

hosting events such as town meetings, 

talent shows, dances, ani l plays, as well .is 

provid ing refuge dur ing times of natural 

disaster V ic tor ian courthouses, termed 

"Temples of Just ice" by Texas architectural 

historian Wi l l a rd B. Robinson, became 

showcases fo r the larest in architecture, 

utilizing up-to-date technology to connect 

even the most remote county seats w i t h 

high cul ture. 

I leiner's early courthouse designs 

exhibited an eclectic reinterpretat ion of 

classical detailing, representative oi the 

Italianate style, combined w i t h Second 

I'.mpire mansard roofs crowned w i t h orna 

mental roof cresting. Consistent w i th 

American H igh Victor ian architecture, he 

employed "const ruct ive" ornamentat ion 

and attenuated vertical propor t ions, as if 

his bui ldings were being pulled skyward . 

No tewor thy examples o f Heiner's early 

w o r k are the Galveston County Cour t ­

house ( I 880 -8 I ) , a bu i ld ing damaged by 

fire that I leiner expanded and refaced, and 

the I'olk County Courthouse in Livingston 

(1885). The Polk County Courthouse was 

constructed w i t h stone walls and, most 

notably, mansard roofs accented w i th the 

truncated pyramidal roofs c rowned w i t h 

i ron cresting that wou ld become one o f 

Heiner's trademarks. 

One of Heiner's most impressive 

designs was for the Tails County 

Courthouse in M a r l i n 118881, a well pro­

por t ioned, classically detai led bu i ld ing sur­

mounted w i t h a large clock tower, some­

thing that tasl became an essential feature 

o f any self-respecting Texas courthouse. 

Heiner's standardized courthouse and jail 

specifications ottered various choices of 

construct ion material in a range o f prices, 

an impor tant point in rural counties, where 

cost was often a sensitive issue w i t h tax­

payers. The most expensive choice was all 

stone const ruct ion; the moderately priced 

opt ion was brick construct ion w i t h l ime­

stone t r i m ; and rbe least expensive choice 

was all brick construct ion. 

These op t ions were app l ied t o 

three of I leiner's cour thouses based on 

ident ical p lans: the Runnels C o u n t y 

Cour thouse in Bal l inger I 1888 -89 ) , con ­

structed o f stone; the W h a r t o n Coun ty 

(. our thousc in W h a r t o n ( I 8 8 8 - 8 9 | , made 

of br ick w i t h stone de ta i l i ng ; and the 

Walker I ount> Cour thouse in Huntsv i lk -

(1888-89) , bu i l t o f b r ick . W h i l e these 

courthouses were a lmost ident ical in 

design, each appeared d is t inct ive because 

o f the dif ferences in mater ia l . Though the 

least cxpensiw , t in Walker ( <> \ 

Cour thouse main ta ined 1 leiner's design 

intent ions and remained an active COUfl 

house un t i l 1968, when it bu rned . -

D r a w i n g on his t ra in ing in Chicago 

and ( i c rn iany , I leiner of ten employed 

po lychromat ic masonry, using contrast ing 

s tonework to emphasize stringcourses, 

pilasters, and capitals. This was most evi ­

dent on the Brazos County Courthouse in 

Bryan (1892) , wh ich also employed 

Romanesque features popular ized by 

Boston architect H . H . Richardson. 

Heiner's most pronounced Romanesque-

style cour thouse is the Lavaca Coun ty 

Courthouse in Hallettsville < I897-99|, 
described at the t ime in The Houston 

Daily I'nst as being "one of the besi 

arranged bui ldings in Texas." Constructed 

of M i l l s Coun ty gray l imestone and sand­

stone f rom Mine ra l Wells, the courthouse 

was crowned w i t h a 186-foot- tal l clock 

tower bui l t using steam-powered cranes. 

Today, that cour thouse, one of the tallest 

in Texas, is the largest and best preserved 

example of I leiner's w o r k . 

I leiner used a "sc ient i f ic" approach to 

jail design and came to lie regarded as a 

pioneer in jail architecture. A central theme 

o f his w o r k was to maximize natural light 

and good vent i la t ion. Heiner's first jai l 

commission was tor the ( ialvesron County 

Jail (1878) , wh ich featured Philadelphia 

pressed br ick, Ausrin l imestone t r i m , and 

Trench mansard roofs. Houston was home 

f t f ( 4 

to t w o Heiner jails, the Harr is County Jail 

(1880) and the I [arris Coun ty C r im ina l 

I iHirrhouse and Jail 11894-9.S). Heiner's 

V ic tor ian jails in Hous ton , wh ich also 

served as a home to the sheriff and his 

family, were outf i t ted w i th chandeliers and 

fine interiors. Heiner also worked on the 

rebui ld ing of the State Penitentiary in 

I luntsvi l le fo l low ing an 1899 fire that 

damaged the facility. 

I leiner's travels wh i le w o r k i n g on 

courthouses and jails brought h im the 

oppor tun i ty to design other bu i ld ing types 

as wel l . In Galveston, he designed the Leon 

is; 11. I l ium Bui ld ing ( I 879) , today k n o w n 

as the Tremont House Ho te l , and the 

Kauf fman &: Runge Bui ld ing (1882), now 

(he Stewart Title Bui lding. In Hous ton , all 

that remains of I leiner's work are the 

Sweeney and Coombs Bui ld ing (1880) , a 

recently restored structure that was the first 

home of a succcessful watch and jewelry 

store k n o w n today as Sweeney and Co. 

Jewelers; the I lenry Brashear bu i ld ing 

(1882), home to Solero's and die Swank 

Lounge; the W.I . . Holey Bui ld ing near 

Marker Square (1889) , where James and 

Pat Foley, founders or Foley's department 

store, learned the dry goods trade; and the 

I louston Co t ton Lxchange and Board o f 

Trade Bui ld ing < I 8 8 4 ) . l The Cot ton 

Lxchange Bui ld ing, described as " M o d e r n 

Renaissance" in style when it was bu i l t , 

was meant to d raw a parallel between the 

aff luent Houston businessmen of the 1880s 

and the wealthy Ital ian merchants of the 

Renaissance. This classically detailed bu i ld­

ing is among 1 louston's finest example of 

19th-century archi tecture and features 

Phi ladelphia pressed br ick t r i m m e d w i th 

Aus t in l imestone. Or ig ina l l y , the bu i l d ing 

was c rowned w i t h a large ornamenta l cot­

ton bale made of hammered zinc above 

the main facade. Du r i ng a 1907 remodel ­

ing , the main entrance was moved to a 

side bay and the or ig ina l roo f removed to 

add a f ou r th f loor. 

I leiner also designed publ ic schools in 

I louston. I luntsvi l le. I iwngsto i i , ami 

Whar ton . H is design for I louston I l igh 

School (1894-95) was his most impressive. 

The hnck and stone bu i ld ing, designed in 

the Romanesque style, maintained many o f 

the high Victor ian features f rom his earlier 

w o r k and was noted for p rov id ing natural 

light and vent i lat ion in the hal lways and 

classrooms. W i th a museum, l ibrary, and 

assembly hal l , u accommodated 1,000 stu­

dents ami was at the t ime the largest 

school bu i ld ing of its type in the South. 

I I. mi i designed - I s well u l v r ol 

bui ldings for the Agr icu l tura l and 
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Houston Cotton Exchange and Board of Trade Building, 1884, seen in its original stale. 

Mechanica l Col lege o f Texas, n o w Texas 

A & M University. J [is works there included 

mechanical shops, dormi tor ies , the Asscm-

bly Mal l (1889) , and the President's house 

(1891). H is largest dormi to ry , Ross Hal l 

( IS 1 ' 11 , k n o w n to more mature cadets as 

" O l d Ross," w.is considered by Lrnest 

Lan ford , the campus h is tor ian, to Ix- one o f 

the most architectural ly significant dormj 

lories ever erected at A £ c M . 

T h o u g h best k n o w n fo r his commer­

cial designs, I leiner managed to develop 

a f o l l o w i n g as a designer o l houses for 

Houston's upper class. I lis most notable 

commissions were the Charles S. I loust 

residence I I 882) and the T. 1 I. Scatilan res­

idence (1891). The House residence, one o f 

the many grand Vic tor ian homes that once 

lined M a i n Street, was a towered villa w i th 

elaborate, yet wel l propor t ioned mansard 

roofs, roof crest ing, and decorative mold­

ing. Accord ing to architectural histor ian 

Barrie Scardino, it was "p robab ly 

I lotisfon's best example o f the American 

Victor ian interpretat ion o f the French 

Second Empire s ty le . " 4 The House resi 

deuce served as the first home o f the 

Hous ton Art league, mak ing it the city's 

first art museum and a forerunner o f the 

Museum of Fine Ar ts , Hous ton . In 1919, 

the house was demolished by the I tumble 

O i l frv Ref in ing Co . to bu i ld a gas stat ion. 

As for the T. H . Scanlan house, all that 

remains of it today is the exterior founta in , 

wh ich is on display in Sam Hous ton Park. 

! leiner fami ly descendants suggest that 

much of the architect's success was due to 

his abi l i ty to organize resources and peo­

ple. I le assembled teams of contractors, 

many of them skil led craftsman trained in 

Europe, w h o were w i l l i ng to move to any 

part o f the state t o w o r k on his bui ldings. 

t > i n. nl 1 lei tier's * losesi friends H as th< 

prominent I louston contractor A.T. Lucas, 

manufacturer o f Lucas br ick, made a long 

the shores of Buffalo Bayou, wh ich I leiner 

often specified, Lucas bui l t many o f 

I letncr's larger commissions, such as 

f louston I hgh School, the I [arris ( ount) 

Cr imina l I ourthousc and | .u l , the I louston 

Ice and Brewing Company plant (189.?), 

and the Lavaca County Courthouse. 

Another development that Heiner made 

good use o l was the abi l i ty to ob ta in man­

ufactured goods f rom the M idwes t and the 

Last l oast via the expanding rail lines. 

Du r i ng the late 1890s Heiner fell i l l . In 

an attempt to recover, he spent t ime at a 

health resort in M a r l i n , home to one o f his 

finest courthouses, hut to no avai l . I le 

died Ap r i l 26, 1901, and was laid t o rest 

alongside his wi fe in I louston's C l e n w o o d 

Cemetery, on ly a few blocks f rom the 

d o w n t o w n street that still bears his name. 

I K NUT'S ob i tuary described h im as "a man 

o f a br ight and sunny temperament , " one 

w h o "leaves behind more publ ic bui ldings 

in lexas as monuments to his memory 

than any other architect in the state." 

In the decades fo l low ing I leiner's 

death, eclectic V ic tor ian architecture lot) 

its popular i ty, w inch may explain why 

I leiner himself faded f rom memory, Texas' 

V ic tor ian courthouses, once prized for 

their decorated elegance, came to be 

viewed as o ld fashioned and obsolete. 

Most of 1 leiner's civic bui ldings were 

demolished or remodeled, faced w i t h stuc­

co and refitted w i t h flat roofs and awk­

wa rd addi t ions. O f the 18 county Court­

houses designed by Heiner between 1881 

and 1899, only seven remain standing. 

Today, saving histor ic bui ld ings has 

more popu lar acceptance, and as a result , 

many o ld bu i ld ings once wr i t ten o f f are 

being revived. Apprec ia t ing histor ic archi ­

tecture is not just about o ld bricks and 

mor tar , but also about understanding the 

story of a bu i ld ing and those w h o created 

it. That has been par t icu lar ly true in 

W h a r t o n , where restor ing the courthouse 

has meant restor ing the memory o f 

1'iigene I leiner. It's a reminder that as 

long as a bui l t legacy lasts, then a human 

legacy can last as we l l . • 

I, Viola was indincdy related tti President Dwfchl 
I I l iscnhower. Her great-grandfathers brother was 
Eisenhower! gSMt*greir-gniidfatnc£ 

1. The hriek trout tli.it courthouse VVJS uw.-d to 
build a fionw .u IV07 ItivtT Oaks Boulevard subse. 
qiiL-piilv owned by Huh Lainer, while Other brickl were 
used in rebuild ilit- fiK-rs .mil diinmeys mi tint- ol 
Lii'tit-r.il S.im 1 ItiuMuil's htSCoric lit'list". 

J, Hit' Sweeney -md Coombs building is at *in 
Main; die I fenry Rrnshcir building .u V|0 I'MUIC; rlic 
! tniiHtim Cumin I'XLII.HIRI- and Board ol Trade 
I'.iniii'iiv., .it Ittl IMVIS; and the W.I.. Foley building al 
214-218 Travis, The Sweeney and Coombs ltuilding 
originally featured J l.irigr clock sel into the round 
oprmm: above the main entrance .unf an elaborate cor­
nice '-imil.u n> th.it nt lIn- Itr.ishtMr ftuilding. 

4. Dorothy kno\ I luvu- I lougliTtin,, ll,uru' M. 
Scardino, Sadie Gwin Blackburn, Katharine S. Howe, 
KottHOMs Fofgottm Haritagt i Km- Unrversirj Press, 
1991), p. 12*), 
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to repair the o ld one. Residents of 

Whar ton County were not interested in 

spending money on a new courthouse it 

the) w o u l d then have l o tu rn around ami 

pay addi t ional money to f ix up the o ld 

one. Preservationists in part icular wanted 

to settle the issue of the o ld courthouse 

before considering a new one. They feared 

that if the county raised the money for a 

new courthouse, the historic one, in the 

end, might be demolished. 

Af ter the bond issue was defeated, 

Inc.11 papers reported that the judge and 

commissioners seemed resigned to the fact 

that the A r t Deco cour thouse was go ing 

to stay and be repaired, i f not fu l ly 

restored. Once again, everyone went 

home. L.xcept, that is, Dav id Bucek Jr. He 

went to the l ibrary. 

Du r i ng the struggle to save the Whar ton 

County Cour thouse, the bu i ld ing that 

preservationists had been seeking to 

restore was the one f rom 19.5 s. Though it 

was no secret that Lugene I leiner had 

designed the 1889 Whar ton Cotintv 

( o i i r thouse — Caertncr even mentioned 

I leiner's prominence in his 1992 repor t — 

the Heiner courthouse was not the one on 

preservationists' minds. Unt i l Bucek Jr. 

began his research, few even remembered 

what the or ig inal bu i ld ing had looked l ike. 

That may have been one reason that the 

preservationist dr ive, whi le strong enough 

to keep the courthouse f rom being to rn 

d o w n , had not been enough to restore it. 

Though some admired the A r t Deco 

design, wh i ch is not un l ike that o f the 

Harr is Coun ty Courthouse in I lous ton , 

many in W h a r t o n Coun ty cou ld nm see 

any th ing special about this bu i ld ing they 

had looked at al l their lives. Though they 

were reluctant to destroy i t , they weren't 

par t icu lar ly dr iven to reclaim it. 

That began to change as a result o f 

Bucek Jr.'s w o r k in the l ibrary. D u r i n g 

December I94N he began to document the 

or ig ina l bu i ld ing and I leiner's prominence 

in Texas' archi tectural history. Bucek Jr. 

discovered that the renovat ion in 19.15 

hadn't destroyed the Heiner cour thouse, 

but had only hidden it. I t was st i l l there t o 

be uncovered. 

Bucek Jr. found photographs collected 

by Heiner's granddaughter, Jane Marquess, 

an Lnglish teacher in W h a r t o n , that are 

now in the W h a r i o n County Histor ical 

Museum. As pictures o f the or ig inal bui ld­

ing surfaced, Bucek Jr.'s interest turned to 

enthusiasm. As he got increasingly positive 

feedback f rom people w h o saw the pic­

tures, his enthusiasm turned to obsession. 

Armed w i t h a bundle of documents 

and a suitcase lul l of slides, Bucek Jr. began 

going f rom luncheons to communi ty cen­

ters to meetings all over Whar ton County 

w i t h his story of the Victor ian bui ld ing h id­

den beneath the Ar t Deco facade. Between 

his slide shows and a popular newspaper 

series, he was able t o impart a sense o l 

how W h a r t o n County tits into the architec­

tural history o f Texas and how restoring 

the courthouse to its 1889 appearance 

might also restore the town's spiri t . 

The idea has captured the imaginat ion 

of many w h o were not part icular ly inter-

ested in saving the \ n I V. n bui ld ing. Ii 

has taken more than a year to untangle the 

web of w h o supports preserving which 

courthouse, and today most people in 

W h a r t o n County cou ld qual i fy as architec­

tural historians wi th a solid understanding 

o f the differences between Vic tor ian style 

and Art Deco style. The Ar t Deco camp 

has been w o n over to the Victor ian camp, 

and [here is f inally a bandwagon on wh ich 

people seem lo be lumping. 

Larry Jackson, editor o f the Wharton 

Jimrnitt-Spectiitor, is one w h o supports 

restoration o f Heiner's Vic tor ian or ig ina l . 

" M y office is directly across the street," 

Jackson says, "and I w o u l d like to be able 

to look at the Vic tor ian bu i l d ing . " He 

notes that i leiner's bu i ld ing ani l the 

Journal-Spectator, founded in 1888, have 

been together since their beginnings. "The 

newspaper has done its best l o in fo rm the 

public about the possibilities underneath 

that stucco," he says. " W e are excited 

about restorat ion." 

Another convert to the Victor ian camp 

was the daughter of C l in ton Whi te , one o f 

Whar ton 's leading citizens. H i e former 

Cynth ia Whi te is marr ied to f r a n k Sinatra 

Jr., and on a visit t o W h a r t o n last year she 

happened upon a 1920s photograph o f the 

I leiner courthouse that Bucek Jr. bail dis 

t r ibuted around the county. She took n 

home to show her father, w h o was amazed, 

C l i n ton Wh i te is a member of the board of 

the Lexas I l istoneal (. omnussion, but he 

tln.1 not know that l u rk ing under Whar ton 's 

"Su lphur B lock" courthouse was the 

Vic tor ian gem that I l o r ton Foote had 

termed " the pride o f the t o w n . " White 's 

support and that of his son-in- law — w h o 

has offered to give a lx't iefit concert to pro­

mote restoration — have given the preser­

vationists a boost. 

Another potent ial boost came when the 

state legislature last year allocated $50 mi l ­

l ion for the restorat ion o f ' l e x a s ' historic 
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courthouses. It seemed that the time was 

ripe lor Wharton County to linalk save us 

piece of history. Wharton County officials 

joined the town's preservationists in apply­

ing for a grant of $4 million. Before ruling 

tin the application, the lexas I listorical 

Commission asked that a courthouse com­

mittee be appointed to direct preservation 

activities. This committee serves under the 

Wharton County Historical Commission 

and is chaired by Barbara Young, who has 

become an important player in the drive to 

bring the I leiner courthouse back to its 

Victorian glory.'1 Preservation consultants 

I lerildon. Stanch Si Associates were hired 

to prepare the master plan required in the 

grant application. Their report, submitted 

in January 200(1, recommended the 

removal of the 19.15 and 1949 additions, 

I he restoration of the old courthouse, the 

construction of a new judicial center 

adjoining Wharton's present county jail, 

and the renovation of the abandoned I9.1K 

jail for additional county offices. 

Some in Wharton were disheartened 

when lliey learned that 73 other Texas 

counties had requested money for their 

courthouses, [hen optimism rose when 20 

applications were found ineligible, nar­

rowing the field. Hopes were high that 

Wharton, given the age and endangered 

status of its courthouse, would be given 

priority. Hut Wharton turned out to not 

be among the I ft counties awarded their 

full grant requests. Still, Wharton was 

given $250,000 to help with immediate 

preservation planning. 

According to James Steeley, chief histo­

rian ol the Texas Historical Commission, 

Wharton's application suffered because it 

wasn't clear IN.KIIV which historic conn 

house — Art Dcco or Victorian — was to 

be restored. Apparently, Herndon, Stanch 

Sc Associates' master plan had been pre­

pared initially with an eye to restoring the 

Art Dcco courthouse, which downplayed 

the importance ol the original Heiner 

building. Mid-stream, as local consensus 

for taking the building back to its Victorian 

appearance grew, the report was amended. 

What resulted, according to Steeley, was a 

weak grant application. Documentation of 

the original building and what exactly 

remains of it was not produced, nor was 

there enough research to establish the 

building's historical significance. 

hut now, with the blessing of the 

Texas Historical Commission, Wharton 

officials plan to use I heir 5250,000 grant 

to help pay for architectural plans and 

specifications to restore the IKK9 build­

ing. Commissioners court and the court­

house committee reviewed proposals from 

eight architectural firmss and recommend­

ed the I Umstoii architect Ray Bailey, 

whose firm has experience with preserva­

tion and restoration. The county signed 

a contract with Bailey on July 5, the 

resulting work of which should lead to a 

stronger and more focused grant applica­

tion in the fall, when unsuccessful appli­

cants wil l return to the state for allocation 

of a final $7.5 mill ion. The new applica­

tion is being prepared by Barbara Young 

and her courthouse committee with the 

help of volunteers such as architectural 

historian Stephen I ox and Bucek Jr., who 

is documenting, with photographs and 

measurements, the physical presence ol 

the ISK9 Victorian building. Young, who 

is doing the lion's share of research, 

acknowledges that the competition for the 

$7.5 million wil l be extremely stiff and 

that Wharton may not be able to get all 

the funding the town's residents would 

like. Si i l l , says Young, " i f we don't make 

it this year we are gathering enough infor­

mation to reapply next year, when the leg­

islature wil l surely allocate more money. 

I'his is a very popular program." 

Ultimately, it appears that the Wharton 

County Courthouse will be saved. It may 

take more time, and will definitely take 

more energy, hut the necessary interest 

seems at last to be there. And unlike in 

main historic preservation battles, it may 

well In- that the one in Wharton will end 

up w 11Ii everyone happy. Those who want 

history will have it. And because a restored 

Victorian courthouse will be different from 

what has stood in the Wharton square for 

(s5 years, those who want something new 

will have that as well. In Wharton, preser 

vation has turned out to mean something 

surprising — change, a 

1. I lorTiin Footc. Fanwtih --t Memoir n/ *i Texjs 
i bildhood. i \ .w York: Scribnec, 1999), p. 201. 

2. Among those Involved with rht- M.tin SIITL-I 
Program hi Wharton were Billy Winkles, head <'t the 
Wharton Beautification i ommission, I risk Winkles, 
Nina Baker, Mm (' in. M,io .mil I Inward I'.ittcm, 
Geneva Viadovski, Linda Nichols, Mildred Roddy, 
.ii.J Kuili Roddy, Important political suppon for 
preservation came front Mayor Garland Novosad and 
Prectnct Commissioner Carl Nichols. 

1. Killis I'. Almond 'V Associates <>t San Antonio, 
.i preservation consulting firm, worked with Schneidec 

4. Other committee memben ore \.(.. Shekon, 
l l l f LlllTCIII pri'skit'lll i l l l l l i Wlur l iH l l runi l , 

I liitorical Commission, I .irry Sitka, t Imton White, 
Ann Gtcason, Guy Stovall J |effre) KLm. head " i 
Wharton^ Beauo'ncation Committee and pretkteni of 
ilu1 wlurcon Chamber "t Commerce. 

s. Tin- hmis considered were D.L Stelano Santo 
Perto lan.-hiiii.it ol ilu' failed I''sis Iwmd issue plana); 
Raj Bailey Architects, Inc.; D8cW Architects; Hum'.. 
HctduT. and Gill; VI) International ol San Ami >j 
FoztL Powell, .mil 1 .irsiin. .iKii ill San Antonio; 
Brown, Reynolds, and Whatlord; and Michael Gaetnei 
ut Galveston (who reviewed proposals in I992J, 
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RDA Hometown Tours 
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P e n n s y l v a n i a 
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This ext raord inary four-day tour focuses on the works o l 
Frank Lloyd Wr igh t and a v is i t to Fa l l ingwater : Benno 
Jannsen, architeel of the W i l l i a m Penn Hotel (our home 
base in Pittsburgh): and H. H. Richardson, designer of the 
A l legheny Courthouse. Pit tsburgh's archi tectural legacy 
inc ludes histor ic downtown landmarks and neighbor­
hoods, as we l l as corporate skyscrapers, the ethnic Str ip 
District, and Oak land , w i th i ts beaut i fu l col lege campuses 
and museums. Private histor ic homes and clubs provide 
the sett ing for four-star d inners and receptions. 

Part ic ipat ion is l imi ted to 25 RDA members. 
For more in format ion, please cal l the 
Rice Design A l l iance at 713-348-4876. 

http://lan.-hiiii.it
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An e x a m i n a t i o n o f how t h e 
e x p l o s i v e g r o w t h of t o w n h o u s e s is 
a f f e c t i n g H o u s t o n , w i t h an e s s a y 
by DANNY SAMUELS on w h a t m a k e s 
a g o o d t o w n h o u s e , | | a l o o k at t h e 
h i s t o r y of t o w n h o u s e s in t h e c i t y 
by STEPHEN F O X , H l a n d an a r c h i ­
t e c t ' s r e i n v e n t i o n of a P e r r y H o m e s 
t o w n h o u s e by GERALD MOORHEAD. 

P l u s , BRUCE C. WEBB t a k e s a w a l k 
d o w n M o n t r o s e to i n v e s t i g a t e t h e 
e v o l u t i o n of an u r b a n s t r e e t . 

the Architecture of O'Neil l o rd : 

Celebration of ['lace hy D.itul Dillon. 

Austin: University of Texas I'ress, 1 <>')<>. 

tjg pp, $<<>.>)<;. 

Reviewed In' tirtice (... Webb 

David Dillon, the architecture critic for 

the Dalles Momma News, opens this live­

ly biography of O'Neil Ford at the end. 

with the architect's funeral on July 22, 

19K2, at Trinity University's Margarirc H. 

Parker Chapel, a building designed b} 

11 ird in the 1450s, It was a pretty upbear 

occasion — "vintage Ford, witty and also 

slightly self-conscious," according to 

Dillon. The author reconstructs a scene 

replete with a jazz hand providing a down 

home, spiritual background and Ford's 

cronies delivering eulogies that, together 

with Dillon's commentary, foreshadow 

much of what the rest of the book is 

about. "The mourners," Dillon writes, 

"probably did not know that lo rd had 

orchestrated the final act of his autobio­

graphical drama .is deftly as he had all the 

previous ones. Hired the band, hand-

picked the eulogists, even designed the set 

and written the program notes." 

Dillon's hook, a comfortable, mostly 

anecdotal commemoration ot the man 

who lias sometimes been credited with 

giving 20th-century Texas an architecture 

of its own, would have fit nicely into that 

festschrift, fol lowing the recipe for popu­

lar biographies, Dillon slices his subject 

three way-, and works each ot them into 

the dust jacket's text: The man ("O'Neil 

Ford" in big white letters); the work 

("The Architecture" m little black letters); 

and the meaning ("Celebration of Place" 

— a phenomenological concept — 111 little 

red letters). Of the three, the story oJ the 

man is the most compelling. Discussions 

ot the buildings lord produced over a 

very prolific career are concise ami often 

descriptively sharp, but they rarely t.iki .1 

central place in the narrative. And as a 

book about place. The Architecture of 

O'Neil Ford lacks serious philosophical 

perspective, mainly because Dillon tends 

to rely on lord's bluster and homilies and 

comments from lord's Texas friends as 

his primary sources. 

lord's life is an interesting read, l i ke 

most Americans who grew up with the 

20th century, he experienced a lot of 

changes in his lifetime. Some of them 

were personal (from country boy — "The 

I lick from Pink H i l l " — to city operator 

— "Citizen of the World"). More impor­

tant were the cultural transformations 

that saw America (and especially lexasi 

evolve from a nation of small towns and 

rural attitudes into a nation of cities. 

Architecture, too, changed in response to 

the slutting economic and cultural con 

text. It was changed by new technologies; 

it changed in response to new lifestyles; 

and it changed as the result of new ideolo­

gies and new aesthetic visions, many ol 

them imported from Europe. 

Architecture can be an excellent trope 

for examining these shifts, as Mark 

I lewitt admirably demonstrated in The 

Architect and the American Country 

House, which chronicles the dissolution of 

architectural gentility that was brought 

about by the modernist movement and its 

collusion with modern technology, but 

that sort of broad perspective exists only 

as background in Dillon's book. The ques­

tion is, what makes Ford's career stand 

out from the careers of all the other 

American architects who were wrestling 

with the problem of how to make mod­

ernism palatable to a public that still har­

bored yearnings for the traditional and 

the regionally picturesque? Dillon never 

answers that question in a satisfying way; 

instead, he simply circs lord's kinship to 

internationally famous architects such as 

( lurlcs lames, Pietro Ilelluschi, F.cero 

Saannen, and, especially, Alvar Aalto, 

each for somewhat different reasons. 

("friendly critics sometimes described 

lo rd as "the Texas Aalto,' a compliment 

that he appreciated without being seduced 

by it," Dillon wrires.) Unfortunately, he 

never takes the reader very far beneath 

the surface of these allusions. Instead, 

with more than a whiff of parochialism lie 

circumscribes his subject as a "Texas orig­

inal" and "an unaffected native son" who 

learned from Texas and created buildings 

that embodied the "Texas genius loci," 

fo r fo rd , who lacked both academic 

training in architecture and an academic 

sinecure, architecture was always a 

response to opportunity. 1 le didn't have 

the luxury of sitting around developing a 

theoretical fix on things and then waiting 

for a chance to come along to put that lis 

to use. I le developed his theories on the 

fly, in project after project. Maybe in 

between there was time for him to charge 

his regional batteries by slipping out to 

some small Texas town to see the historic 

buildings. Or time to look at architectural 

magazines, lord comes across as a native 

genius who had a deep appreciation lor 

the traditional forms and the indigenous 

materials and customs of Icxas, some­

thing he demonstrated in numerous small 
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'NEIL FORD 

projects where craf t and human scale 

cou ld domina te a hmld inn . Me thought ot 

himself as a builder, h r a t ^ m n about 

" lea rn ing his craft in the noise and d i r t o f 

the bu i l d ing sire instead o f the class­

r o o m , " and was fascinated less by the 

abstract qual i t ies of bui ld ings than by 

their mater ia l sensuality and funct iona l 

sensibi l i t ies. I le came to view modern ism 

f r o m a regional pc r \pec t i \ c . and sought 

appropr ia te ly Texas ways t o be modern . 

But b ig commiss ions such as the 

Semiconductor Bu i ld ing fo r Texas 

Instruments ( O ' N c i l f o r d and Richard 

i I'lley, 195K) and the l owe r o f the 

Americas for the San A n t o n i o I lenustair 

(Ford Powel l and (..arson. 1968) cal led for 

a d i f ferent k ind ot response. W i t h Ins 

technically gi f ted partner R ichard C.'olley, 

f o r d exper imented w i t h innovat ive con­

s t ruc t ion technologies — rh in shell con­

crete, sl ip f o rm ing , bicycle wheel root 

structures, lift slabs — and w i t h new 

organizat iona l ideas such as the interst i t ia l 

space concept , wh i ch he devised for Texas 

Inst ruments. In his larger bui ld ings Ford's 

w o r k began to lose some of its regional 

touches, and became almost unrecogniz­

able f r o m the w o r k of o ther architects 

w h o were also using these new bu i ld ing 

techniques. As the projects got bigger they 

also became more po l i t i ca l , frequently 

put t ing l o rd ' s ambi t ions as an architect at 

odds w i t h his belief in the impor tance of 

conserving his state's heritage. Public 

stands against bu i ld ing San Anton io 's 

N o r t h Expressway and the demo l i t i on o f 

histor ic bui ld ings at that city's I Icmisfair 

made Ford the center o f controversy and 

m s i h im commissions. Fi w a r d s the end 

o l Ins l i fe, D i l l on wr i tes . Ford talked 

about w a n t i n g to " j u n k al l the big s tu f f " 

and re turn t o "des ign ing houses and 

churches, the w o r k on wh ich his repma 

don was b u i l t . " 

l o r d looms large as a k ind o l prole­

ta r i an , w o r k i n g u ian 'sa rch i tec t -w i th -a t t i -

tude w h o not on ly wasn' t a f ra id t o speak 

his m i n d , but seemed to take considerable 

pleasure in do ing so. 

He personif ied a gen­

erat ion of architects, 

perhaps best exempl i ­

fied by Prank L loyd 

Wr igh t , w h o were 

conf ident almost to a 

faul t and w h o dealt 

out impo l i t i c op in ions 

and cr i t ica l patter as 

easily as they turned 

out design d rawings . 

I M I J ' S targets were 

both abstract and pract ica l : eclect ic ism, 

Babbi t ry , romant ic dreamers, po l i t ic ians, 

and other architects whose views he d id 

not share. I le was par t icu lar ly hard on 

the post-modernists , saying in a 1978 

interv iew, " A lot o f the stuf f we see go ing 

up a round us, the bui ld ings most of ten 

picked up and popular ized by the archi­

tectural press, are s imply t r i v ia l . I t is 

smart-ass archi tecture. It is even insu l t ing 

arch i tecture. " One can only wonder wha t 

he w o u l d have to say about the current 

archi tectura l scene. 

Another th ing 1 wondered as I read 

th rough Di l lon 's vo lume was, is this book 

really necessary? The quest ion was 

p rompted by the fact that another book 

on l o r d already exists, one that is bo th 

more scholar ly and more tho rough than 

Dillon's, Mary Carolyn Hollers George's 
O'Neil For i / . Architect i 1 W . Texas 

A & M Universi ty Press) includes lists o f 

l o r d ' s numerous associates and an anno­

tated catalogue o f his projects, and is in 

many ways a super ior study o f the archi­

tect. In his preface, D i l l on acknowledges 

George's book in passing before sett ing 

ou t his in tent ion to f i l l w h a t he terms a 

gap in recountings o f Ford's career by 

concent ra t ing on Ford's archi tecture and 

" t h e signature projects that make h im 

such an in t r igu ing f igure in the evo lu t ion 

o f Amer ican mode rn i sm . " St i l l . D i l lon 's 

book seems to pursue its predecessor l ike 

a reporter cover ing a story lor a popu lar 

audience, m in i ng f rom w h a t came before, 

render ing it in a qu icker and less pedantic 

style, then add ing m more focused, c r i t i ­

cal discussions of arch i tectura l projects. 

In the end. i f D i l l on fo l lows George a l i t ­

tle t oo c loseb. there are, nevertheless, 

subtle differences in [l ie way die t\\ o 

au thors ' shape their commentary , d i f fer­

ences that make the t w o books reason­

able compan ions for someone seeking to 

k n o w as much as possible about the 

paradox ica l Mr . Ford and his con t r i bu ­

t ions as archi tect , mentor, preservat ionist, 

and act iv ist . • 

fd2s 
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Houston from on High 
Alex S. MacLean's photos show us the present Can they also help us understand the future? 

BY D A V I D C R O S S L E Y 

Every th ing in \ l c \ S. M.u I can's pu 

tures appears s t i l l , even qu ie t . The 

wate r is f rozen in place; the leaves on the 

trees don ' t move. 

O n the g r o u n d , ou r w o r l d is no t l ike 

th is . It 's in constant m o t i o n : a hand 

brings a cell phone to an ear, a car veers 

away f r o m another, l ists wave in the air, 

part icles fly o f f ou r t ires. O n rhe g r o u n d , 

ou r w o r l d is f i l led w i t h noise. 

We are busy creatures, and M a d can's 

pictures are w indows on our busy w o r k . 

As l i e explore them, we see that there is 

a lways evidence of people, a lways indica­

t ions of our w o r k . A n d as M a c l e a n s 

images make clear, we have not had a 

l ighl touch on the land. 

Over rhe last several years, first as presi­

dent o f the Ci t izens ' Env i ronmenta l 

Coa l i t i on and n o w as president o f the 

(•nit (. oast Inst i tu te. I have had a par t icu­

lar interest in h o w we impact the land we 

live o n , and h o w we arrange ourselves m 

do our w o r k and have our Fun, I've 

learned about the immensi ty of rhe water­

shed we live in , the confluence of forest, 

th icket , pra i r ie , and marsh , rhe estuary 

system, the hays, the Gu l f . 

•so it seems important to me to note 

that Mac lean ' s photographs were taken in 

one of the most complex ecosystems in the 

nat ion, a place where the Great Nor the rn 

Prairie comes to a tentative conclusion as it 

blurs into the Coastal Prairie, rhe Nor the rn 

Forest, and the Coastal Marshes of the 

great Cu l t Coast, all o f wh ich empty across 

an enormous watershed that pours largely 

into the Calveston Bay Estuary System, the 

second most product ive such system in 

America. W i t h i n all of this an astonishing 

v.i iu u .it lid- exists, pros iding the u.i i iu. i l 

services that make our o w n lives possible. 

No t m a i n people k n o w about the sub­

systems and interplay of diversi ty in our 

region, in part because it is not explained 

to chi ldren in schools. I don ' t see it in 

MacLean's w o r k , bur in other pictures, 

ones f rom space, the impact of ou r bu i ld ­

ing on the region looks like a comet struck 

the g round just northwest of Calveston 

bay. Intr icate gray patterns spray our f r om 

its center. I 'rom space, all we see are roads 

and park ing lots, the tops of the biggest 

bui ld ings, mal ls, warehouses, industr ia l 

facil it ies, imperv ious surfaces that allow-

no water to penetrate the earth. A t the 

center is the city of I louston proper, wh ich 

stretches out to encompass 617 square 

miles in an ext ra ter r i tor ia l jur isdict ion o i 

1,888 square miles. The city commands a 

region ot development whose 1.1 counties 

cover 1.1,000 square miles. 

In MacLean's pictures, we can see 

h o w freeway intersections have replaced 

trees and grass, d iv ided communi t ies and 

ne ighborhoods, brought heal and stress to 

our lives, prov ided places for col l is ions. In 

almost all the pictures the gu id ing pr inc i ­

ple ol design s> ems to be how to accom 

modate cars and t rucks. To architects and 

planners that may be o ld news, but I 

f ound it surpr is ing. 

One par t icu lar ly s t r i k ing M a c l e a n 

pho to , seen on the page opposi te , looks 

t o w a r d the central business dist r ic t f r o m 

east ot the city, d o w n along bu f fa lo 

bayou. In the midd le o f the picture head­

ing left are a mu l t i tude o f trees, imp l y i ng 

neighborhoods protected by them. And in 
the distance is the core ot it a l l , the o t i cn -

g l o w i n g city center (a l though here i t is 

d isappoin t ing ly d u l l , on one of those 

Perhaps one reason 
we may have had 

trouble seeing 
the big picture is 

that we haven't had 
enough big pictures 

to look at. 

o/o i ie days). I he central business district 

seems small f r om this perspective, and 

compared to the great cities of the w o r l d 

it is smal l , but there is space a round that 

center, space for much more city than is 

presently there. Liven if dense, skyward 

development cou ld be conf ined to the 

section o f I louston below Buf fa lo Bayou 

between U.S. 59 and 1-45, the central 

d istr ict cou ld be three or four t imes bigger 

than it now is. It's clear that H o u s t o n is a 

ciry that 's not f inished. 

It's estimated that before long we're going 

to have 4.5 mi l l ion more people in our 

region. The generation alter next w i l l live 

w i t h double the populat ion we have today. 

Where wi l l those new people live? D o we 

have enough rooms? Enough cars? 

There is so much w o r k to be done. To 

help prepare for this g r o w t h we should be 

having intense and broad discussions 

about the ecosystem and what infrastruc­

ture we w i l l need w i t h i n it to accommo­

date al l those new neighbors. In the past, 

we haven't done that sort of p lanning in 

I louston. We haven't looked at the big pic­

ture. We've tended to bui ld pieces, in isola­

t ion . Even the highways have been dis­

cussed, p lanned, designed, and engineered 

in pieces, as i f they were not part of some­

th ing larger. Whi le it's clear that we have 

staked our c la im to the spaces occupied by 

rai lways and roads, and said, okay, this is 

where t ransportat ion takes place, beyond 

that we have agreed on l itt le. 

M a n y other cities are furiously rein­

venting themselves w i th a single goal : to 

provide rhe qual i ty of life that "knowledge 

wo rke rs " say they desire. Planners across 

rhe country are focused on reducing air 

po l lu t ion , preserving open space, reducing 

rhe impact o f cars and people on the envi­

ronment . We are not yet do ing that. 

The core o f I louston's my th has been 

that we aren't interested in long-term 

visions, ,}\\i\ thai we don' t do long range 

planning. But that myth may have out l ived 

its usefulness. The central question today 

is, do we cont inue the philosophy ot 

serendipity that has brought us to where 

we are, or do we pause for a moment and 

talk about where we th ink we're going? 

I'erhaps come to some agreement about at 

least a levy basic principals? 

I lu re are a fair number o l people in 

the area w h o are t h i nk i ng about these 

broad issues. Recently, a presentat ion 

made to the Transportation Policy 
Counc i l at the Hous ton-Ca lves ton Area 

Counc i l cal led for a new look ai the 

process o f regional p lann ing . Ir examined 

current trends in development , wh ich 

w o u l d produce a blanker of homes and 

stores spread dif fusely but ub iqu i tous ly 

across the region, and compared them 

w i t h the idea o f focusing jobs and devel­

opment a round exist ing act iv i ty centers 

and in f rast ructure, among them the core 

ciry, business centers such as the Ca l l cna 

ami Crccnspoinr , and emerging mun ic i ­

palit ies such as Sugar Land and the 

Wood lands . Th is k i n d of g r o w t h cou ld 

in.ike more elt icient use ot land and exist­

ing inf rastructure, and could make it easi­

er and cheaper to prov ide t ranspor ta t i on , 

sewer and water facil i t ies, schools, ser­

vices, and shops. 

One problem in mak ing such changes 

appears to be thai our exist ing p lanning 

system, such as it is, has bui l t in to it the 

inabi l i ty to easily shift d i rect ion. I he pr ime 

example ot this is h ighway planning. Even 

though there is a dw ind l i ng number of 

experienced t ransportat ion strategists w h o 

believe it's a good idea to add ever more 

lanes o f h ighway in big ciry regions, once 

the roadway money has starred mov ing , it's 

almost impossible lo stop it. Protects that 

are stil l t w o years away I rom being let to 

contractors are said to be a "done dea l . " 

The Katy Freeway expansion and the 

extension o f the Grand Parkway are both 

typical o f this, w i t h significant concerns 

that they should not go f o rwa rd , but a 

machine in mo t ion that apparent ly can't be 

slowed and certainly not stopped. 

The concept o f a massive m o r a t o r i u m 

on new miles o f roadway and new park ­

ing lo ts , much less the cu t t ing d o w n ot 

trees to clear land fo r cons t ruc t i on , is 

w ish fu l t h i n k i n g . But the idea is an 

appeal ing one, especially in the midst o f a 

g r o w i n g s to rmwate r runo f f p r o b l e m , and 

an air qua l i t y p rob lem that w o u l d be 

heavi ly impacted by the increased traffic-

new roads inv i te . 

Sti l l , yve tuul our hope wherever we 

can, and I found it in a number of Alex 

MacLean's photographs. One shows .i 

cluster o f o ld bui ldings d o w n t o w n ; there's 

some rubble, and destruct ion is tak ing 

place, but t w o existing walls about four 

stories high are shored up by steel sup­

ports. Anyone w h o hates waste has to be 

thr i l led to see this k ind o f care being taken, 

especially when you know very wel l that 

what's d r iv ing rhe work is the desire to 

make money, wh ich means that somebody 

who's t ry ing to make money sees value in 

those o ld wal ls. 

A n d then there's another p ic ture, one 

of a ne ighborhood inside l o o p 610 where 

a sea ot trees shade houses and other bui l t 

structures. I he coo l ing effect and the pol ­

lu t ion mi t igat ion ot those trees is spectacu­

lar, wonder fu l . I'hey help improve people's 

lives not just physically, but psychically. 

It's a k ind o f miracle that those trees are 

there, because it you could have an aerial 

pho tograph ot that area 100 years ago, 

you w o u l d have seen miles ot pra i r ie , 

w i t h hardly any trees. Near ly al l of the 

vegetat ion in this very large area was put 

there by people. 

O n the ground, it can be hard to see 

very far. Perhaps one reason we may have 

had trouble seeing rhe big picture is that 

we haven't had enough b ig pictures to look 

at. Unit's one o f the advantages of Alex 

MacLean's photos: they give us points o f 

study whi le t ry ing to decide where next to 

go, I'hey are icons that could be lined up 

on a web page as but tons l ink ing us to 

thousands of discussions about how we 

have g r o w n , and how we should grow. • 

Opposite page: Houston Irom the East Side. 
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