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CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATENESS 

Application Date:  May 23, 2018   

Applicant: Adam Jones, Merriman Anderson Architects, for Justin Roberts, CS HPB, LLC, owner 

Property: 1314 Texas Street, Lots 1-5 & 12, Tract 11, Block 72, SSBB Subdivision. The property includes a 
historic 188,288 square foot, brick clad, high-rise office tower situated on a 37,180 square foot lot. 

Significance: The Petroleum Building is a City of Houston Landmark designated in September 2017.  The 
Building is a Mayan influenced, twenty-two story commercial building built ca. 1927 and designed 
by Alfred C. Bossom in collaboration with Maurice J. Sullivan, and the firm Briscoe & Dixon. 
Bossom, a New York architect born and trained in England, argued that the Mayan stepped 
pyramids of Central America should serve as an indigenous model for the American skyscraper. 
While the Petroleum Building has the limestone base and brown brick-face shaft characteristic of 
1920s Houston skyscrapers, it also features Mayan relief figures protruding from the spandrel 
panels above the arched second-floor windows and more abstract pre-Columbian decoration in 
the spandrels of its three setback stages. 

Proposal: Alteration – Sign  

Remove the existing signage along the side of the building and replace with new signage. 

• Current sign features the words ‘GREAT SOUTHWEST’ installed by the Great Southwest 
Life Insurance Company sometime between the mid-1960s and the early 1970s 

• The existing metal letters are approximately 5’ tall and 4’ wide and are positioned 
vertically along the rear of the building starting near the top of the building (approximately 
21st-story) and extend downward 

• The new sign will be comprised of metal letters approximately 5’ tall and 4’ wide 
(matching existing) and vertically spell out ‘THE PETRO’ (the new sign will be in the same 
location as the current signage)  

• The new sign will be backlit at night  

• Other work proposed for the building is being reviewed administratively or does not fall 
under the purview of the Historic Preservation Office. 

 

See enclosed detailed project description and application materials for further details. 

Public Comment: No public comment received.  

Civic Association: No comment received.  

Recommendation: Denial - does not satisfy criteria 1, 3, 4, 10 

HAHC Action: Denied 
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APPROVAL CRITERIA 

ALTERATIONS, REHABILITATIONS, RESTORATIONS AND ADDITIONS 

Sec. 33-241: HAHC shall issue a certificate of appropriateness for the alteration, rehabilitation, restoration or addition of 
an exterior feature of (i) any landmark, (ii) protected landmark, (iii) any building, structure or object that is part of an 
archaeological site, or (iv) contributing building in a historic district upon finding that the application satisfies the following 
criteria, as applicable: 

 S    D   NA  S - satisfies     D - does not satisfy     NA - not applicable 

       (1) The proposed activity must retain and preserve the historical character of the property; 
The existing character of the property includes signage for the Great Southwest Life Insurance 
Company.  Although this signage may have attained historical significance itself, it was not 
originally part of the building and such large letters installed along the elevations of buildings is 
historically atypical within the downtown area of Houston. Building signage was typically 
comprised of smaller letters and/or installed closer to ground level.  Signs were also installed on 
rooftops, a practice generally no longer allowed in downtown Houston.  Product advertisements 
were typically painted on the faces or sides of buildings.  Originally this building did not feature any 
signage indicating the building’s name, and this current signage was later installed over an area 
where windows were previously bricked in.  Staff believes that the signage was installed sometime 
between the mid-1960s and early 1970s.  Under the current Houston sign code, this would not be 
permissible.  The Great Southwest sign is grandfathered and Chapter 46 notes that the maximum 
height limit above grade for signs in the central business district shall be 42½ feet.  Large letters 
being installed on the side of the building, as proposed, does not preserve the historical character 
of the property.  

       (2) The proposed activity must contribute to the continued availability of the property for a 
contemporary use; 

       (3) The proposed activity must recognize the building, structure, object or site as a product of its own 
time and avoid alterations that seek to create an earlier or later appearance; 
The existing signage was not part of the original design and was a later addition.  Removing this 
later alteration and installing something similar maintains this inappropriate later appearance. 

       (4) The proposed activity must preserve the distinguishing qualities or character of the building, 
structure, object or site and its environment; 
The existing character of the property includes signage for the Great Southwest Life Insurance 
Company.  Although this signage may have attained historical significance itself, it was not 
originally part of the building and such large letters installed along the elevations of buildings is 
historically atypical within the downtown area of Houston. Building signage was typically 
comprised of smaller letters and/or installed closer to ground level.   

       (5) The proposed activity must maintain or replicate distinctive stylistic exterior features or examples 
of skilled craftsmanship that characterize the building, structure, object or site; 

       (6) New materials to be used for any exterior feature excluding what is visible from public alleys must 
be visually compatible with, but not necessarily the same as, the materials being replaced in form, 
design, texture, dimension and scale; 

       (7) The proposed replacement of missing exterior features, if any, should be based on an accurate 
duplication of features, substantiated by available historical, physical or pictorial evidence, where 
that evidence is available, rather than on conjectural designs or the availability of different 
architectural elements from other structures; 

       (8) Proposed additions or alterations must be done in a manner that, if removed in the future, would 
leave unimpaired the essential form and integrity of the building, structure, object or site; 
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       (9) The proposed design for any exterior alterations or addition must not destroy significant historical, 
architectural, archaeological or cultural material, including but not limited to siding, windows, doors 
and porch elements; 

       (10) The proposed alteration or addition must be compatible with the massing, size, scale material and 
character of the property and the context area; and 
The existing building includes signage for the Great Southwest Life Insurance Company.  This 
signage was not originally part of the building and such large letters installed along the elevations 
of buildings is historically atypical within the downtown area of Houston. Building signage was 
typically comprised of smaller letters and/or installed closer to ground level.  Signs were also 
installed on rooftops, a practice generally no longer allowed in downtown Houston.  Product 
advertisements were typically painted on the faces or sides of buildings.  Originally this building did 
not feature any signage indicating the building’s name, and this current signage was later installed 
over an area where windows were previously bricked in.  The large 4’ wide by 5’ tall letters are out 
of scale with the building and is not compatible with other historic signs.  Trying to mimic the 
design and size of an atypical sign is not historically appropriate for the building, which was 
originally designed without this type of signage.     

       (11) The distance from the property line to the front and side walls, porches, and exterior features of 
any proposed addition or alteration must be compatible with the distance to the property line of 
similar elements of existing contributing structures in the context area.  
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PROPERTY LOCATION  

1314 TEXAS STREET 

PETROLEUM BUILDING 

 

  

N 

1314 Texas St 
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HISTORIC PHOTO 
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1980 SURVEY PHOTO 
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CURRENT PHOTO  

 



Houston Archaeological & Historical Commission ITEM D.19 

June 14, 2018 

HPO File No. 180604 

1314 Texas Street 

Landmark: Petroleum Building 
 

 

6/18/2018 CITY OF HOUSTON   |   PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT   |   HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE 10 OF 11  

 

PROPOSED SIGNAGE 
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PROPOSED SIGNAGE 

BACKLIT AT NIGHT 

 

 

 


