
HindCite C i t e Spr ing 1992 

Deflatable Architectur 

BRUCE C. WEBB 

WHEN the Goodyear T i r e and 
Rubber C o m p a n y created its 
N o r t h Amer i can fleet of f l y i ng 
b i l lboards, it al located them 

a long a nar row band in the Southern 
Un i t ed States w i t h an cvenhanded sense of 
Symmetry; Mayflower ui the East Coast 
(Pompano Beach, F lor ida) ! Enterprise to 
the West Coast {Los Angeles); and America 
to the mid-coast ( H o u s t o n ) . F rom the 
beg inn ing , the giant he l i um- f i l l ed air bags 
have been a peripatet ic lo t , roaming the 
coun t r y to p romo t e goodwi l l for the 
company that begot t hem. As a near-
perfect e m b o d i m e n t o f the corporate 
symbo l , the b l i m p manages CO ho rn in o n 
nearly ever)' major nat ional event (as 
measured by the amoun t of television 
coverage), p rov id i ng spectacular b i rds-eye 
shots o f foo tba l l games, parades, and 
festivals that are symbio t ica l ly rewarded by 
g roun d shots o f the b l i m p itself and ample 
men t i o n of the Goodyear name by the 
broadcast ing crews. 

L i ke some aerial th rowback to a s impler 
and more romant ic era of f l y i ng , the b l i m p 
is a de l igh t fu l l y con t rad ic to ry creat ion. 
As described by George Larson in his l i t t le 
blimp book, 

" i t is huge, yet unsubstant ia l . It is the very 
shape o f speed, yet it t rundles t h rough the 
air l ike a skyborne h i p p o , s lowly, vu lner-
ably. The shiny metal l ic envelope, seem-
ingly a pol ished m o n o m o r p h i c dar t , is in 
reali ty a t h i n membrane, an undu la t i ng 
bladder swol len w i t h the effort o f con ta in -
ing the restless gas w i t h i n . Beneath the 
great bag, l ike a rcmora o n a shark, hangs 
the parasitic car. I t dangles l ike an 
a f te r thought , yet i t is the b l i m p s sole 

idem cargo. 

I l lustrat ions o f c i ty scenes in the early part 
of the 20 th cen tury began to popula te the 
sky, the final hor izon to be c la imed for the 
ci ty, w i t h b l imps , biplanes, and gyro-
copters. O n e no longer though t exclusively 
o f f lat, cardinal space, bu t o f three-

« 

d imens iona l space instead, and no longer 
in terms o f fixed relat ionships, bu t o f 
vectors pu l led a long indeterminate paths. 
F loat ing gent ly i n to v iew at sunset f r o m 
beh ind the cluster o f d o w n t o w n bu i ld ings, 
the Hous to n b l i m p managed to re-create 
some o f these scenes. At n igh t , w i t h its 
sides f lashing b r igh t l y colored po in t i l l i s t i c 
designs, it was pure science fiction. 

Houston ians seemed to c la im their b l i m p 
the way Parisians c la im the Hif fc l l ower -
a po in t demonst ra ted by how of ten the 
b l i m p shows up in archi tectural renderings 
of the city. T h e perfect symbol o f the n o n -
place, urban realm, it f loated a long as a 
m o v i n g center of a t t en t i on , f u l f i l l i ng some 
o f that most ext raord inary of Ro land 
Barthes's c laims, that to be a total m o n u -
men t , a t h i n g must be tota l ly useless. 

1 i t l i kc iis more businesslike 11 > ing cousins, 
w h i c h have lost the i r power to st ir the 
imag ina t i on , the b l i m p seemed l ike a piece 
o f the g r o u n d that had become a i rborne; 
l ike a g iant b u i l d i n g we igh ing less than 
n o t h i n g , it was there s imp ly to he seen, 
incongruously, surreally, enter ta in ingly. 
Even w i t h the b ig b lue logo on its side, we 
cou ld scarcely believe that the b l i m p wasn't 

pub l i c property. I t resisted the tendency 
to explain i tself in rat ional terms o f 
purpose - a no tewor thy achievement in a 
c i ty whose major s tad ium is d o m e d . A n d 
l ike everyth ing useless o i nearly so, it was 
vulnerable and cou ld on l y be ma in ta ined 
th rough love or ob l iga t ion or sophistry. 

Demons t ra t i ng the tenuous nature o f the 
relat ionships between corpora t ions and 
the cities in w h i c h they settle and do 
business, Goodyear th is year is reshuf f l ing 
[he beet. The Columbia, fo rmer ly 
Mayflower, w i l l be renamed the Spirit of 
Akron and recalled to the corporate 
headquarters in O h i o . America, renamed 
Stars and Stripes, has left H o u s t o n for 
M i a m i . T h e Eagle, ne'e Columbia, w i l l stay 
on at its base in Los Angeles. 

Goodycar 's explanat ions for l i f t i ng the 
H o u s t o n b l i m p are distressingly pract ical . 
"It 's a business dec is ion," said local 
Goodyear spokesman Fred I l a y m o n d in 
the Houston Chronicle. " T h i s shou ld in no 
way be construed as a n y t h i n g negative 
about H o u s t o n . " ( H o w cou ld a company 
that sells au tomob i le tires have any 
negative thoughts about Houston?) To 
prove i t , Goodyear promises to b r i n g the 

b l i m p back on occasion - in August o f 
th is year, for example, for the Republ ican 
nat ional conven t i on . But such gestures 
w i l l seem gratu i tous to those w h o 
remember how the b l i m p m i g h t d r o p in 
o n a clear day when you were c o m i n g o u t 
o f the zoo, or prov ide a l i t t le enter ta in-
ment for motor ists caught in rush hour 
o n the Southwest Freeway. In those days 
the b l i m p was ou r toy, capable of reliev-
i n g some o f the tension in an overly 
n inc t iona l ized city. I recall one spectacu-
lar episode w h e n the b l i m p f lew a round 
the Transco Tower at sky lounge level, 
f lashing personal messages to the par ty 
c rowd inside and b r ing ing t w o Hous to n 
symbols in to b r ie f bu t dramat ic con junc -
t i o n . W e shou ld have bough t the b l i m p 
f r o m Goodyear or, needs be, taken i t by 
force. W e need i t as an urban symbo l , 
certa in ly more than A k r o n does. A n d 
m u c h , m u c h more than the company that 
uses it to sell tires docs. • 

1 (icorgc Larson, with photograph,1, hy George 
Hall and Baron Wolman. The Hlimp Hook (Mi l l 
Valley. Cal.: Square Books, 1977), p. 11. 
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