
THE EXHIBIT “TEXAS OIL: LANDSCAPE OF AN INDUSTRY,” 
at the University of Houston’s Blaffer Gallery until 
March 29, is the centerpiece of a wide-ranging 
project brought to town by the Center for Land Use 
Interpretation (CLUI) from its base in Los Angeles. 
The innocuous title is unlikely to trigger breathless 
excitement; we live here, after all. Why would we 
want to make a deliberate effort to see pictures of the 
very things we try our best to ignore on a daily basis: 
the gargantuan refineries and chemical plants, the 
pipelines and pumps and nameless apparatus coated 
in industrial paint and rust? “Texas Oil” urges us to 
rethink our assumptions of what merits our attention 
by examining a world that most of us barely know 
despite how intricately it is entwined with our 
everyday experience.

The exhibit begins in a dark room with a high-
definition aerial video scan, eerily reminiscent of 
Blade Runner’s opening sweep over a dystopian 
Los Angeles, following the winding industrial 
corridor from the 610 Loop to the Baytown bridge. 

In the background throbs an ominous industrial 
soundtrack taken from the film Alien. From 
this hypnotic and unsettling environment we 
emerge into a stark white “portrait gallery” of the 
Houston corporate headquarters inside which the 
unbelievably complex operations we have just seen 
are planned and supervised. These façades are sleek 
and blank, the names of the corporate entities utterly 
generic. Not a single human being appears—except 
us, the observers and, of course, consumers for whose 
benefit this industry exists. Moving downstream, 
a corridor of maps detailing the North American 
petrochemical pipeline infrastructure leads to the 
heart of the exhibit: a gallery of oblique aerial shots 
of the area’s most significant refining and processing 
sites, storage facilities, and drilling fields. The 
photographs surround, as if in worship, a single 
plexiglass barrel of oil, the concrete representation 
of that now-abstract concept around which so much 
of our lives revolves, and for the extraction and 
reconfiguration of which all that we have seen and 

more exists. One is struck by the resources of skill, 
thought, time, and effort our society expends to 
obtain this black cylinder of ancient solar energy as 

well as the damage we are willing 
to accept, to ourselves and our 
environment, in order to benefit 
from its properties.

The photographs present their 
subjects as plainly and (barring 
the sci-fi soundtrack) with as little 
commentary as possible. CLUI 
and its guiding force, Matthew 
Coolidge, have created neither 
a breathless, big-shouldered 
celebration of the Great American 
Boomtown nor a predictable 
vilification of “oilmen” and the 
ecological destruction “they” 
have wrought. The Center’s 
purpose here, says Coolidge, is 
“not to abstract . . . but to make 
more coherent” the world of 
petrochemicals of which Houston 
is a nerve center. Essential to this 
drive toward coherence is the 
insistence that we—Americans and 
Houstonians in particular—actually 
train our attentive gaze on the size, 
complexity, and significance of the 
industry in the midst of which we 
live. The oblique aerial views place 
the huge facilities in their context of 
land and water, making them both 

more and less overwhelming; the offhand, sidelong 
quality reminds us continually that these are not 
diagrams—there is a person snapping the picture, 
who went there and looked. 

Some years ago the environmental critic William 
Cronon wrote of industrial civilization, “We work 
in its institutions, we eat its food, we drive its cars, 
we benefit from the intricate and all too invisible 
networks with which it shelters us, all the while 
pretending that these things are not an essential part 
of who we are.” Similarly, says Coolidge, “Texas Oil” 
seeks to remind us that “we have to comprehend 
and understand this massive industry in order to 
make any sense of what we’re doing collectively” as 
a nation; in other words, we cannot decide where we 
wish to go, and understand how to get there, until 
we face, clearly and without prejudice, where we are.

“Texas Oil” reminds us that we are the “oil 
people” and this world is not distant from our 
experience, but fundamental to it. Petroleum, 
says Coolidge, is “the primary vehicle of our 
transformation” as a nation. Washington, D.C., is 
the nerve center for political power; New York is 
the nerve center of commerce. The exhibit prods 
us, gently and without irony, to stop pushing out of 
our field of vision the very industrial landscape that 
makes us the nerve center of an American industry 
that has become the de facto foundation underlying 
that commercial and political power, involved to 
some degree in everything we touch. 

-Steven Wolfe
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WE THE PETROLEUM PEOPLE
The unscripted beauty of our dominant industry

ExxonMobil Baytown plant and the Houston Ship Channel.
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