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Houston Bar Center Building – Certificate of Appropriateness Application 
 
Property Description 
 
 
Site 
 
The Houston Bar Center Building sits on the southwest corner of Block 92, of the South Side Buffalo 
Bayou (SSBB) plat with its six-bay façade facing west onto Main Street; the eight-bay south elevating 
facing onto Rusk. Block 92 is bounded by Capitol Street to the north, Main Street to the west, Fannin to 
the east, and Rusk to the south. A small alley bisects most of the block running generally north-to-south. 
The building shares the block with two National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) listed buildings: the 
Texas State Hotel (NRHP 2007) is directly to the east across the alley, and the Kress Building (NRHP 
2002) is on the northwest corner at Capitol. The surrounding area is an urban commercial neighborhood 
with mid-rise buildings, skyscrapers, multi-story parking garages and surface parking lots. Other 
individually listed NRHP properties in the surrounding area include the 1929 Gulf Building (NRHP 
1983), Houston’s iconic Art Deco skyscraper located directly west across Main Street, designed by Alfred 
C. Finn with Kenneth Franzheim.  One block to the east on the northwest corner of Rusk and San Jacinto 
is The Texas Company building, or Texaco (NRHP 2003). Directly across San Jacinto from Texaco is the 
1911 United States Custom House (NRHP 1974) on the northeast corner of Rusk and San Jacinto. The 
Houston Bar Center Building is two blocks south of the southernmost boundary of the NRHP and locally 
designated Main Street/Market Square Historic District (NRHP 1982; 1984), Houston’s late 19th and 
early 20th century commercial historic district that includes Allen’s Landing on Buffalo Bayou, the place 
of the city’s founding at the northern foot of Main Street.  
 
Exterior  
 
The building is a reinforced concrete framed, 10-story, L-plan, 6x8 bay, 2-part commercial block with 
dominant vertical marble clad pilasters, an unadorned marble band cornice, fixed tinted windows and 
polished granite-composite spandrels. The building sits on a corner and has two primary elevations. The 
shorter six-bay elevation, the “leg” of the L, faces west onto Main Street; the longer eight-bay elevation, 
the “stem,” faces south onto Rusk.1 There is a single story, double height volume in on the northeast 
quadrant of the property that once housed the Zoe and Capitol Theater; this space was more recently used 
as a nightclub. The east elevation of the theater has a gambrel end shape and measures 47 feet in length; 
the remaining east elevation of the L-plan tower is also 47 feet wide. A small alley to the east runs the full 
length of the east elevation. The Main Street facade measures approximately 94 feet in length; the Rusk 
elevation is approximately 159 feet.  
 
The Main and Rusk elevations conform an architectural modernist subset style called New Formalist that 
expresses a Classical three part composition - base, shaft and cornice - combined with paired down, 
unornamented detailing.  The exterior building adheres to the rigorous regularity of the structural grid 
while the exterior cladding uses contrasting colors, materials, and textures that add an element of material 
variety, texture and color to the overall composition.   The upper bays on both the Main and Rusk 
elevations are uniform across each elevation with splayed composition spandrels of granite composite 
called Granux,2 below fixed aluminum-framed windows with tinted glass. The undulating spandrels 
create simplified fluting, in keeping with the New Formalism style, and windows were installed using 
then-new curtain wall technology.  The bays on the Main Street elevation are regularly divided into four 

                                                      
1 Type Talk: Anatomy of a Character. http://creativepro.com/typetalk-anatomy-character/ 
2 Granux is a trade name for a preformed stone, namely polished manufactured granite. It was patented on January 3, 
1949 by the Granux Corporation of Chicago. http://www.trademarkia.com/granux-71571532.html 

http://creativepro.com/typetalk-anatomy-character/
http://www.trademarkia.com/granux-71571532.html


window/spandrel openings and the Rusk elevation has six divisions.  A paired pilaster is in the center of 
the Main Street façade, a clear indication of the two former end walls of the two previously separate 
buildings.  Directly above the full-width wraparound canopy, is a horizontal marble belt course. This 
horizontal band is integrated with the marble-clad pilasters, and a similar unornamented white marble 
cornice and creates an enframed grid composition on each primary facade. The entire area above the 
canopy remains the same as its original installation in 1966. The steel framed, full-width wrap around 
canopy is covered with stucco and has a simple aluminum fascia, remnants of the original still extant. The 
corner of the canopy is curved and its ceiling is splayed. This ceiling detail corresponds to the obtuse 
angle atop each of the storefront openings. The canopy has a cut in on the Main Street façade to 
accommodate a curb cut drop off area; this alteration dates to 2004 when the new light rail line opened on 
Main Street.  The use of the canopy creates a visual separation between the ground floor and the upper 
floors, creating a clear “base” of the three part composition with the “shaft” above and capped by the 
marble cornice band.  
 
Ground Floor Storefronts 
The ground floor storefronts correspond to the 6x8 bay composition and have been altered slightly over 
time to accommodate tenant needs. On the Main Street elevation, the square pilasters in bays 1-3 have 
been clad with thin red breccia marble tiles. The first three storefronts along Main have fixed aluminum 
framed, floor-to-ceiling windows with one central vertical mullion. Bay 2 has similar floor to ceiling 
storefront windows with a central paired door with flanking sidelights; this is the entrance to the former 
theater (now night club) space. The window heads are flat with an obtuse triangle shape atop that 
corresponds to the splayed and undulating ceiling of the concrete canopy above. At the end of bay 3 is the 
double square column indicating the two adjacent outer walls of what was once the two separate 
buildings. The columns in bays 4 through 6 are clad with the same white marble as the pilasters, belt 
course and cornice above. The entrance to the building is in the fourth bay and has a non-original, 
anodized aluminum paired door with flanking sidelights. The remaining bays have this same aluminum 
framed storefront system. Bay 5 has two floor-to-ceiling glass storefront windows and bay 6, the corner 
bay, has a recessed entry set back from the building plane and includes a non-original entry into the tenant 
space.  The sixth bay has a permanent, ornamental metal fence between the square column at the corner of 
Main and Rusk.   
 
On the Rusk elevation, bay 1 has a metal fence surrounding recessed entry. Bays 2 through 4 have equally 
divided floor-to-ceiling storefronts; the fifth bay is a solid brick wall with a single metal exit door; the 
sixth and eighth bays are mirror images of each other with paired, solid metal exit doors and the same red 
breccia marble tiles as seen on the Main Street façade. The seventh bay is solid and covered with a full 
wall of the red breccia marble tile.  
 
The secondary north and east elevations facing the light court are buff colored brick and have fixed, dark 
tinted windows; both the brick and windows date to the 1960s. The east tower elevation facing the alley 
has the same 1960s buff colored brick beginning at Rusk to the exterior fire stair. From the fire stair and 
northward along the rest of this small elevation, the brick changes to the early twentieth century brick and 
“scars” of the former window openings and cast stone sills are visible.   
 
Aside from the sliver of brick on the north elevation, there are very few exterior remnants of the early 
twentieth century buildings. Material remnants of the two construction dates are visible on the roof  with 
the white marble coping on the west and south parapets and typical terra cotta coping caps on the north 
and east parapets and along the former east-to-west party wall. There are two flat roofed elevator and 
mechanical penthouses on the roof that date to the 1913 and 1915 construction episodes in addition to the 
stair penthouse that dates to 1966. 
  



Proposed Work 
 
The Houston Bar Center Building is undergoing rehabilitation to convert its use from office building to 
hotel.  The rehabilitation is utilizing the federal and state historic preservation tax credit programs in order 
to fund the project.  All of the proposed work has been approved by both programs. 
 
Site 
 
Existing Conditions 
Located at the corner of Main and Rusk, the METRO light rail runs along both streets with a stop for the 
Main Street line directly outside the building’s primary (west) entrance.  There are wide pedestrian 
sidewalks along both elevations, and there is a narrow alley along the east elevation between this building 
and the adjacent historic Texas State Hotel (now Guest Quarters).  The short end of the L-plan, the “foot,” 
shares a party wall with the adjacent building to the north.   
 
There is a passenger drop-off zone on Main Street immediately in front of the primary entrance.  The 
drop-off zone includes a curb cut long enough to hold two cars.  The drop-off zone was added in 2004 
when the Main Street light rail line was constructed. 
 
Sidewalks have been paved with multi-colored pavers on Main Street, and they span the entire space 
between the building and the curb cub.  The brick sidewalks were installed post-204 and are in good 
condition.  The sidewalk along Rusk is currently paved with brown brick, and it was installed at an 
unknown date.   
 
Proposed Alterations 
No work is proposed for the sidewalk on Main Street.  The sidewalk along Rusk will be repaved with 
granite pavers with inset artwork (words carved into the pavers) as part of upgrades to the street to 
accompany the newest east-west METRO light rail line.  
 
Roof 
 
Existing Conditions 
The existing roof is a flat membrane roof, and it is in good condition.  There are mechanical and elevator 
penthouses on the roof dating to the building’s original 1913-14 construction dates.  The parapet coping 
on the west and south elevations is white marble and part of the exterior New Formalist building 
envelope.  The parapet coping on the east and north elevations and the former party wall between the 
originally-two buildings is terracotta.  The terracotta and marble coping caps are in good condition with 
only a few cracks noted. 
 
The roof also contains scattered mechanical equipment on the surface; there is a cell tower installation 
concentrated along the south side of the roof.  The cell tower installation is screened with a 12-foot metal 
panel that faces south towards Rusk.  This screen was installed at the request of the adjacent building 
owner to the south in order to screen the cell equipment, and it is in good condition. 
 
The former theater (most recently a nightclub) is located in the northeast corner of the ground floor with 
access from Main Street.  The roof over the theater has a gambrel end shape; the interior is a clear span 
barrel vault.  A portion of the roof exterior has a built up tar and gravel covering.  There is some HVAC 
equipment on the theater roof, and a small portion is paved and used via an easement as an outdoor patio 
for the residents of the condo building next door (to the north).  The sloped portion of the theater roof on 
both sides is a membrane type.  This portion of the roof is not visible from public right of way. 
 



Proposed Alterations 
Both the terracotta and marble parapet coping will be retained and repaired in place as needed.  No work 
is planned for the membrane roof.  The penthouses will remain, though the mechanical equipment on the 
interior will be removed and replaced with new equipment.   
 
Existing mechanical equipment on the surface of the roof will be removed and replaced with new in order 
to bring the building up to code and to meet the building’s new needs as a hotel.  The new equipment will 
be located in clustered areas.  All new equipment will be set back from the parapet and will not be visible 
from the street. 
 
The cell tower and accompanying screen will remain. 
 
Determinations are still being made about the gambrel roof over theater and whether it needs repairs or to 
be completely replaced.  Any new roofing will retain the gambrel roof shape on the exterior and the barrel 
vault shape on the interior in order to qualify as an exemption from Certificates of Appropriateness under 
Sec. 33-237 (a)(1).   
 
Exterior Envelope 
Existing Conditions 
The building is a steel reinforced concrete frame, ten story, L-plan, 6 x 8 bay two part commercial block. 
The style of the building is New Formalist with dominant vertical marble clad pilasters, a simple marble 
band cornice, fixed tinted windows and polished granite composite spandrels. The building sits on a 
corner and has two primary elevations. The shorter 6 bay portion, the “leg” of the L, faces west onto Main 
Street and includes the main entrance to the building. The longer 8 bay portion, the “stem,” faces south 
onto Rusk.  The two primary elevations have square white marble clad columns/pilasters or piloti on the 
ground floor with the same marble cladding above on the pilasters that define the regular rhythm and 
spacing of the bays.  On the west façade between bays 3 and 4 is a set of paired pilasters, showing clearly 
where the buildings used to be separate entities.  Spandrels are splayed and clad in a brown granite-
composite product called “Granux.”  The exterior materials differ slightly on the first floor and will be 
discussed in subsequent entries for the storefronts.   
 
The north and east elevations that face the interior light court are clad in buff-colored brick laid in a 
stretcher bond.  The 1966 drawings indicate that these two elevations were reclad in 1966. The small east 
elevation that faces the alley was reclad in 1966 from Rusk to the vertical exhaust pipe and exterior fire 
stair. Beyond the fire stair, there are remnants of the 1913/14 brick and former window sills – this area 
had the window openings infilled in 1966. 
 
Proposed Alterations 
Exterior granux and marble on the two primary elevations will be retained and cleaned. Preliminary 
investigations indicate the panels are in good condition; they will only be repaired where needed. Any 
missing or broken pieces that cannot be repaired will be replicated using the same white marble and/or 
granite to match the existing in color and finish.   Cleaning of these two elevations will be with a low 
pressure water wash with a mild detergent and a gentle nylon brush.  
The existing brick on the north and east elevations will be retained.  Mortar samples will be taken and any 
repointing will match the mortar in color, composition, strength and profile if needed. 
 
Upper Floor Windows – West and South Elevations 
Existing Conditions 
Windows on the west elevation are fixed, aluminum frame windows with dark tinted glass. The window 
frames and glass are original to 1966. Openings on the west elevation are 12' wide and 6' tall with a 



grouping of four windows.  The frames and mullions are also a dark anodized aluminum. The windows 
are in good condition. The only issue is sound – there is a light rail track on both of the Main and Rusk 
Street elevations.  
 
Windows on the south elevation are the same fixed, aluminum frame windows with dark tinted glass.  
The openings on the south elevation are 16'-9 ½" wide and 6’ tall, and each opening holds 6 panes rather 
than 4.  The frames and mullions are still a dark brown color. These windows are in good condition and 
original to 1966. 
 
Proposed Alterations 
Windows will be cleaned and repaired in place as needed.  A new interior storm window system, called 
Thermolite, will be installed inside the building in front of the historic windows.  The new windows will 
mirror the existing mullion pattern.  The new system will not touch the historic windows, nor will it be 
visible from the street.  The interior storm window is proposed for energy conservation and as a sound 
barrier.    
 
East Elevation 1 – Fire Stair, Exhaust Chimney, and Theater 
Existing Conditions 
Fire Stair - There is a small east elevation (the stem of the L-plan) that faces the alley; this area is the end 
of the stem of the L-plan. There is an exterior single egress door and a full height metal fire stair on this 
elevation. The fire stair does not meet code nor does the interior ramp to get to the exit door at the end of 
the corridor on each floor (2-10).  There are two round metal exhaust chimneys, one on either side of the 
fire stair. 
Theater – there are six 1/1 metal sash windows on the eastern elevation of the theater. Currently these 
windows are infilled with the sashes remaining. 
 
Proposed Alterations 
Fire Stair - The existing exhaust chimneys, exterior fire stair and the exit door on the alley-facing east 
elevation will be removed. A new single light window will be installed at the end of the corridor at the 
former door location at each floor (2-10). The brick below the window on the exterior will be repaired; a 
new brick selected to closely match the existing brick on this elevation at each floor.  
Theater – the six 1/1 window sashes will remain. The infill material will remain if it meets fire code. If it 
does not, the existing infill will be removed and new fire resistant infill added. The sashes will remain 
visible on the exterior. 
 
East Elevation 2 – Interior Light Court 
Existing Conditions 
East elevation 2 is along the “leg” of the L-plan. There are two bays of triple grouped windows on this 
elevation of the same style and material as those on the other elevations. These windows date to 1966 and 
are in good condition. 
 
Proposed Alterations 
The existing windows will remain. Interior Thermolite storm windows will be inserted on the interior for 
sound protection. 
 
North Elevation – Interior Light Court 
Existing Conditions 
Bays 1, 2 and 3 of the north elevation facing the interior light court have the original fixed aluminum 
framed windows with tinted glass. The windows are grouped six per bay. The windows and window 
frames are in good condition. Beyond the third bay, the rest of this elevation is buff colored stretcher bond 



that dates to 1966. Historically, there were single sash windows in the remaining bays on this interior 
elevation prior to the 1966 remodel. 
 
Proposed Alterations 
Bay 1 - A new enclosed fire stair addition will be constructed to meet life safety standards.  The first bay 
of windows currently at this location will removed and the stair tower addition attached at levels 3-10. 
The stair will transition at floor 3 to meet a switchback stair that empties into the alley.  The fire stair 
addition will be clad in stucco. The fire stair will not have any ornamentation and its smooth stucco 
exterior will be differentiated from the 1966 brick on this elevation.  
Bay 2 – The existing grouping of windows will remain. New Thermolite brand storm window will be 
inserted on the interior of these windows for sound protection.  
Bay 3 - The grouping of windows in the third bay will remain and a dark film will be applied to the 
existing windows. This is for privacy as the interiors at this location is the proposed bathrooms. 
Bay 4 and 5 – New, single light, fixed windows will be inserted into bays 4 and 5 to accommodate the 
new hotel rooms. The proposed locations of these single windows are approximately the same as the 
windows on the 1913/1914 drawings. 
 
Storefront Windows 
Existing Conditions 
The ground floor storefronts correspond to the 6 x 8 bay composition and have been altered over time 
since 1966. The window frame heads are flat; there is an obtuse triangle shape atop that corresponds to 
the splayed and undulating ceiling of the plaster ceiling of the canopy above.  The storefront window 
frames are not original to the 1966 building.  
 
Main Street – West elevation 
Bays 1-3 have their pilasters clad with thin red breccia marble tiles. Bays 1-3 have fixed aluminum 
framed, floor-to-ceiling windows with one central vertical mullion.  
Bay 2 has similar floor to ceiling storefront window with a central paired door with flanking sidelights; 
this is the entrance to the former theater space.  
Bay 3 - this bay has a storefront window system but the glass is opaque to obscure the fire commend 
room on the interior.  At the end of this bay is the double pilaster (one clad in the red breccia tile and the 
other marble) indicating the two adjacent outer walls of what was once the two separate buildings (see 
photo 14AB). The double pilaster continues on the upper portion of this elevation.  
Bays 4-6 the pilasters of these bays are clad with the same while marble that define the grid of the upper 
portion of the building. Bay 4 is the main entry to the building and has a non-original, anodized aluminum 
paired door with flanking sidelights. The remaining bays have a similar dark colored aluminum framed 
storefront system.  
Bay 5 has two floor-to-ceiling glass storefront windows. 
Bay 6 has a recessed entry and a metal fence between the columns on Main and on Rusk. The entry door 
is a wooden, multi-paneled, wooden residential type door set in the same dark colored aluminum frame. 
There is a small brick detailing; this dark brick is repeated on the Rusk elevation indicating a corner 
tenant space with egress on Rusk. There is a free standing marble clad square column at the corner of 
Rusk and Main due to the recessed entry; this is the only free standing column or piloti on the building. 
Bay 6 is differentiated in composition, design and materials from the rest of the building and does not 
appear on the original elevation drawings. The brick of the 6th bay was done later to accommodate tenant 
build out. 
 
Rusk Street – South elevation 
Bays 1-4 have floor-to-ceiling storefront windows with two wider glass panels flanked by smaller panels. 
Bay 5 is a solid brick wall (the same brick as seen on the corner tenant space) 



Bays 6 and 8 are near mirror images of each other with paired, solid metal exit doors and the same red 
breccia marble tiles as seen on the Main Street façade. 
Bay 7 is solid and covered with a full wall of the red breccia marble tile. 
 
Proposed Alterations 
Overall 
The existing ground floor storefronts will be removed and new brushed aluminum framed floor-to-ceiling 
window walls will be installed.  The head of the windows will be flat; the obtuse triangle above the 
windows that correlated to the undulating ceiling of the canopy will be retained. The glass will be clear.  
Main Street – West Elevation 
The new storefront window wall will be installed in all bays.   
Bay 4 – the main entry door will remain in this bay. 
Bay 6 – the metal fence will be removed and the storefront brought back to column line as shown in the 
original drawings.  
 
Rusk Street – South Elevation 
On the Rusk/south elevation, the windows will be the same brushed aluminum frame floor-to-ceiling 
window wall and will be installed in bays 1, 2, 3, 4 and 6.   
Bay 5 - The solid brick wall will be replaced with a composition of large, smooth finished panels. The 
new panels will be 2x4 marble tiles to match the dimensions of the existing marble on the columns.  The 
new marble will be a different color and will be oriented horizontally in order to differentiate the new 
marble from the original material.  This bay must remain solid in order to conform to fire code for an 
emergency stair up from the basement. 
Bay 7 – a side entry is proposed for this bay with a double door entry. This will be a secondary entrance 
for the ballroom/event space.  
Bay 8 - a new solid wall is proposed with similar panels as bay 5. 
 
 
Entry Doors 
Existing Conditions 
West (Main) façade: There are three entrances on the Main Street elevation in bays 2, 4 and 6. 
The primary entrance in bay 4 is paired, manually operated metal frame doors with single glass lights. 
This entry door system is double – one either side of an entry vestibule.  The doors between the vestibule 
and the lobby are identical.  The doors are not original to the 1966 building design.  
Bay 2 – has a non-original double door entry into the north tenant space. This space was most recently 
used as a night club.  
Bay 6 is the corner entry to the south tenant space. 
 
South (Rusk) elevation: There are three additional steel emergency exit doors on the Rusk/south 
elevation located in bays 5, 6, and 8.  The door in bay 5 is a single door providing egress for a set of stairs 
from the basement.  The doors in bays 6 and 8 are double doors for the former retail space. These doors 
are not original to the 1966 design of the building. 
 
Proposed Alterations 
West (Main) façade:  
The primary entrance on Main Street will remain in its current location in bay 4.  The doors will be 
replaced with automatic sliding doors to comply with accessibility code standards. The proposed doors 



will have a brushed aluminum frame and single lights. The double door entry is proposed; one door 
assembly on either side of the vestibule.  
Bay 2 – these non-original entry doors will be removed and replaced with the proposed storefront window 
system. 
Bay 6 – these non-original entry doors will be removed and replaced with the proposed storefront window 
system.  
South (Rusk) elevation: A new entrance will be created on Rusk in bay 7.  The steel double doors in 
bays 6 and 8 will be removed.  The single steel door in bay 5 will remain. 
 
 
Canopy 
Existing Conditions 
The existing canopy has a steel structure, and extends 12' from the edge of the building, excepting over 
the drop-off zone on Main Street where it has been curtailed and follows the curb cut.  The canopy has 
fragments of an aluminum fascia, a splayed plaster ceiling, and a gravel roof.  The canopy wraps the 
entirety of the south and west elevations, and has a round corner at the Main and Rusk intersection.  There 
are inoperable square lights inset into the canopy. 
 
Proposed Alterations 
The canopy will be retained and repaired.  The fascia will be replaced to match the design shown on the 
original drawing. The overall shape of the canopy will be retained and the splayed ceiling retained as a 
character-defining features. A new lighting panel will be installed on the underside of the canopy over the 
entrances on Main and Rusk Streets to highlight the entrances; the final design of this new lighting will be 
submitted in a future amendment. 
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Proposed First Floor Plan
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Existing Typical Floor Plan 0' 4' 8' 16' 24'2'
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Proposed Typical Hotel Room Floor
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Detail of fascia from 1966 drawing Detail of proposed fascia
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Details for Interior Storm Windows - Floor 1
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Details for Interior Storm Windows - Floor 1
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Details for Interior Storm Windows - Floor 1
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Details for Interior Storm Windows - upper fl oors, typical
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