
Welcome to 
Houston, Texas
by Eric Leshinsky   Houston, Texas, is emblematic of certain 
global trends in dynamic urbanism: it has the rapid and uncon-
trolled growth, continuous population movements, rapidly-recon-
fi gured architecture, perpetual bouts with transportation, 
and sheer expansiveness that has made it and 
other global cities into the objects of archi-
tectural fascination and spectacle.(1) 
But for visitors to Houston, any 
immediate fascination often 
transitions quickly into 
an extended period of 
dismay and total diso-
rientation. Indeed, 
even for the city’s 
residents, the 
rhetorical ques-
tion of “where 
is the city?” is 
both humour 
and sober-
ing reality.

“Houston’s 
stability 
is literally 
attacked 
by time and 
motion; it is 
a city formed 
in a series 
of conjunc-
tive episodes 
that hold their 
relationships for 
relatively brief 
periods... Displace-
ments of traditional 
patterns of stability and 
urban rituals have become 
the norm. Time has become a 
prime variable in determining the 
genius loci.” -Bruce Webb (3)

If Houston is indeed a city, let alone 
the 4th largest city in the United States, it 
is a metropolis somehow cobbled together from a 
continuously expanding and contracting set of elusive-- almost 
undercover-- urbanisms and a set of development guidelines that 
can seem more designed for urban disintegration than cohesion. 
With no binding laws for historic preservation and no zoning code 
to specify land-use, urban planning in this city means deregula-
tion and architecture that comes and goes like the weather. Indeed, 
Houston has always been a city that privileges commerce and 
quick profi t and to that end, its urban form refl ects the turbulence 
of the market economy in a very pure way.   
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“In the city the perpetual myth and desire for 
origins, for a secure site of explanation, is constantly 

deferred by their being retold and rewritten.”  -Iain Cham-
bers (2)

The Museum for Missing Places (MMP) is a public 
information project that uses tactical media interventions in public places to address 

contemporary issues of urban place identity. Through its interactive, dialogue-based 
exhibits, the Museum proposes alternative ways of mapping a city  in the context of 
rapid and unregulated urban change and the uncertainty of enduring architectural land-
marks.  

Situated in Houston, Texas, the Museum is--before all else-- a response to a city whose 
historical continuity has long been distinguished paradoxically by the impermanence of its 
architecture rather than its fi xity. Houston is literally formed from a never-ending series of 
geographic disruptions-- the buildings of the city are quickly altered, roadwork and redi-
rected streets are the norm and volatile weather continuously pummels the city, to cite 
just a few examples. These disruptions create a city of  revolving contradictions and 
perpetual  discontinuity, and the job of making sense of this city is left to a scattered 

population. 

As a museum in the traditional sense, this project is about gathering, 
ordering and exhibiting information in various mediums and for-

mats. What distinguishes this museum is its specifi city to 
Houston’s elusive urbanism and it’s attempt to chart the 

shifting terrain of a city  through a process as 
fl eeting as the city itself.
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“The importance of not ‘addressing a people which is presupposed already 
there’ is, at this moment fundamental to the ‘invention of a people’ we are at 
present unable to see.”  -Albert Pope (4)

An urban life does exist behind the fragmented edifice of Houston,  
but one which demands investigation. For in the eyes of a visitor 
to Houston, this urban life will appear to quickly evaporate upon 
exiting one of Houston’s massive shopping malls. But the marks of 

an elusive public can be found elsewhere; in the unassum-
ing handmade signs mounted on street poles; in 

the drive-thru recycling center activated by 
a continuous stream of visitors; on the 

jogging track around Memorial 
Park, perhaps the busiest track 

of its kind in the country. To 
see Houston’s urban life 

may require a relentless 
attention to observa-

tion, a curiosity 
for that which 

exists beyond the 
private realm 

and an appre-
ciation for 
puzzles that 
can never 
be fully 
solved, but 
to neglect 
this 
investiga-
tion would 
serve to 
perpetuate 
the myth 
of unin-

telligible 
urbanism and 

a city somehow 
unhinged from 

its constitutive 
urban life however 

elusive it may be.         

Eric Leshinsky is an architect, 
artist and curator of the Museum 

for Missing Places. He lives in Hou-
ston, Texas
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