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Abstract 

 

Everything Changes, Everything Stays the Same: The Impact of the 

Arts on the Community Development of Marfa, Texas 

 

Shea Alexandra Holder, M.A 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor: Paul Bolin 

 

This study examined the impact of the arts on community development in the 

town of Marfa, Texas. The purpose of this study was to examine the role the arts have 

played and continue to play in art education and community development. To explore the 

impact of the arts in Marfa, forty interviews were obtained from residents of the 

community in the summer of 2012. Seven themes emerged from these interviews, giving 

insight into the impact of the arts in the community development of Marfa. These themes 

included: Arts Community Support, Hard Work, Discourse and the Influence of Art, 

Cultural Differences and Similarities, Economic Benefit of the Arts, Cultural 

Augmentation, and Donald Judd: The Center of Influence in my interviews. These 

themes presented a range of perspectives regarding the impact of the arts in this small 

west Texas town.



 vi 

Table of Contents 

List of Figures .................................................................................................. viii 

Chapter One: Introduction to the Study................................................................ 1 

Central Research Question .......................................................................... 1 

Problem Statement ...................................................................................... 2 

Motivations for Research ............................................................................ 2 

Speculation of the Study ............................................................................. 4 

Definition of Terms .................................................................................... 4 

Research Methodology ............................................................................... 6 

Limitations of the Study.............................................................................. 7 

Benefits to the Field of Art Education ......................................................... 8 

Summary .................................................................................................... 9 

Chapter Two: Review of Literature ................................................................... 10 

Donald Judd ............................................................................................. 11 

Community Development Through the Arts ............................................. 14 

Marfa, Texas............................................................................................. 21 

Oral Histories ........................................................................................... 24 

Chapter Three: A Brief Look at Marfa ............................................................... 27 

 My Time in Marfa .................................................................................... 31 

Dining ...................................................................................................... 33 

Lodging .................................................................................................... 42 

Drinking and Live Music .......................................................................... 45 

Arts Establishments .................................................................................. 47 

The Surrounding Area .............................................................................. 56 

Reflections ............................................................................................... 60 

Chapter Four: Analysis of Interviews ................................................................ 63 

Theme I: Arts Community Support ........................................................... 65 

Theme 2: Hard Work ................................................................................ 67 



 vii 

Theme 3: Discourse and the Influence of Art ............................................ 68 

Theme 4: Cultural Differences and Similarities ......................................... 70 

Theme 5: Economic Benefit of the Arts .................................................... 74 

Theme 6: Cultural Augmentation .............................................................. 75 

Theme 7: Donald Judd, the Center of Influence in my Interviews ............. 76 

Summary .................................................................................................. 77 

Chapter Five: The Importance of Arts Education ............................................... 80 

Extensions and Future Research................................................................ 84 

Conclusion ............................................................................................... 86 

Appendices........................................................................................................ 88 

Institutional Review Board Approval Letter .............................................. 88 

Maps  ........................................................................................................ 90 

References ......................................................................................................... 92 

 

 

  



 viii 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1. View from the top of the Presidio County Court House .................................. 31 

Figure 2. The Entrance to Adam Bork’s House .............................................................. 36 

Figure 3. Food Shark Car .............................................................................................. 37 

Figure 4. Padre’s Marfa ................................................................................................. 39 

Figure 5. Planet Marfa ................................................................................................... 39 

Figure 6. Fram………  ................................................................................................... 41 

Figure 7. Marfa at Sunset .............................................................................................. 44 

Figure 8. Ty Mitchell at the Lost Horse Saloon .............................................................. 46 

Figure 9. Jonathan Richmond at Marfa Book Company ................................................. 49 

Figure 10. Concrete Boxes at The Chinati Foundation ................................................... 52 

Figure 11. Audio Installation at Ballroom Marfa ........................................................... 54 

Figure 12. McKnight Ranch, Fort Davis, Texas ............................................................. 57 

Figure 13. Pecos Rodeo ................................................................................................. 59 

Figure 14. Glass Rock Wall Portrait .............................................................................. 62 

Figure 15: Regional Map of Marfa, Texas ..................................................................... 90 

Figure 16. City Map of Marfa, Texas ............................................................................. 91 



 1 

Chapter One: Introduction to the Study 

This study examined if and how a community may be affected by the arts over 

time. To explore this topic I recorded and analyzed the oral histories from a diverse group 

of citizens in Marfa, Texas. In order to gain a distinct range of perspectives, these oral 

histories were secured from citizens who were located there before Donald Judd brought 

the contemporary art world into Marfa, to transplanted citizens, to citizens who have 

known nothing different from what Marfa is today. Through these stories I set out to 

learn an account of how the town has developed since the introduction of contemporary 

arts in the 1970s. There have been other artists and movements followed by Judd’s initial 

move to the town that helped to perpetuate this progressive shift. I sought to find out if 

and how the arts have helped to revitalize and keep Marfa thriving as a community. This 

action has been written about in a broader community sense by Seana S. Lowe (2001) in 

“The Art of Community Transformation.” Alan Kay (2000) has also explored this idea in, 

“Art and Community Development: The Role the Arts have in Regenerating 

Communities.” I undertook this investigation to learn the role the arts have played in the 

development of Marfa. I used a narrative approach to this qualitative research study in 

order to gain a rich and personal perspective of the influence the arts had on a community 

over time. 

 

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION 

In undertaking this study, I investigated the following research question: To what 

degree and in what ways has contemporary art impacted the community of Marfa, Texas 

as described through the experiences and perceptions of its residents? 
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PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Donald Judd moved to Marfa, Texas in the early 1970s. Marfa was once a 

military and ranching town, but now possesses a unique and arts-based flavor. Judd 

brought his heavily conceptual installation and landscape art and architecture with him, 

consequentially forming the Chinati Foundation. This movement spurred other artists and 

art lovers alike to reside in and make pilgrimages to Marfa. This influx and increase of 

the arts over the last fifty years has raised many questions about the role the arts can and 

should play in a community. In undertaking this study, I set out to investigate how the 

arts may have helped to revitalize this once declining community. I sought to find and 

understand how these instances and actions of the arts have been working over time to 

possibly better, or at least change, this community. This recognition is valuable, because 

if we can identify what elements and influences of art are brought together to assist in 

regenerating a community, then we may be better able to use those artistic features to 

help build up and solidify other communities and bring support to the people within 

them. 

 

MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH 

Personal Motivation 

This study was important to me because the arts have been an extremely positive 

influence in my own life. I was raised with art as an integral part of my world, not only in 

my home but also in the larger community that has helped to shape and influence who I 

am today. Without the immediate presence of the arts in my life, and the fact that I have 

continued to surround myself with art in both pleasure and profession, I would not be the 

person I am today.  
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For many years I have been fascinated by Marfa and the mysterious allure of the 

haunting and desolate landscape. Consequentially, I have found attraction in how the art 

resides within it. I learned that half a century ago, Marfa was not an arts community. This 

caused me to wonder to what degree the introduction and continuation of the 

contemporary arts there has helped the community of Marfa to exist as it does today.  

The first time I visited Marfa five years ago I had never witnessed installation, 

landscape, or conceptual art on such scale and intimacy. I was impacted both physically 

and emotionally by the works, and have viewed art through a different lens ever since. 

Having the impact it did on me, I began to wonder how the influx of the art must have 

affected the community of Marfa and the people within it, over time. 

It was also people’s stories that I love. Stories are the essence of who we are as 

people in our community. I feel there is no better way than through these stories to 

recognize how the arts have changed this community. Taking into account the diverse 

range of oral accounts from the citizens of the community gave me an idea of how art 

may have spurred a revitalization of Marfa. I believe that every community and every 

person can improve their being if given the right circumstances and influence to do so. It 

was important for me to find out what influences and circumstances amongst the art 

within the landscape and in the community have attributed to a possible shift in the 

community of Marfa today. 

 

Professional Motivation 

Professionally speaking, it was important for me to find out what influences and 

circumstances the arts have on a community that fosters growth within it. In turn, we in 

the field of art education might learn from these findings and, more importantly, learn 
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how to recreate and/or to cultivate these influences and circumstances for the betterment 

of our own communities and those around us. I believe in the power of the arts to help 

provide endless positive and enlightening qualities to us as individuals and as 

communities. Through this study we have a chance to learn if and how art has reshaped 

the community of Marfa. This knowledge may help us to strengthen and expand our own 

communities and our positions within them as artists, educators, and citizens. 

 

SPECULATION OF THE STUDY 

Initiating this study, I believed that through the oral histories that I recorded and 

transcribed, I would find that the contemporary arts have fostered an impact of growth for 

the community of Marfa. I hoped that I would learn that the introduction to the 

contemporary arts created somewhat of a snowball effect of other artists moving to 

Marfa, expanding its art horizons even more. Through my research I  desired  to find that 

with this influx of the arts over time, it opened up avenues that have enabled the town not 

only to have a thriving arts community, but also kept it afloat economically by the traffic 

brought in from tourism. I hoped to find that the elements of art that have saturated this 

community could be understood and made applicable to other communities outside of 

Marfa, with a purpose of economic revitalization. 

 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Oral Histories 

 Oral histories are the collection and study of historical information about 

individuals, families, important events, or everyday life using a diverse range of 

questions and interview methods. This information is secured through audiotapes, 
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videotapes, or transcriptions of planned interviews. These interviews are conducted with 

participants who have observed past or current events and whose memories and 

perceptions are to be preserved. Oral history strives to obtain information from different 

perspectives, and is often compiled as a permanent or semi-permanent collection of data. 

 

Contemporary Art 

 Contemporary art can be defined as art produced after World War II. It is also 

known as art that has been and continues to be created during our lifetime and is usually 

driven by conceptual ideas or socially conscious concerns.  

 

Marfa, Texas 

  Marfa, Texas is located between the Davis Mountains and Big Bend National 

Park in western Texas. The town was founded in the early 1880s as a railroad water stop. 

In the early to mid-twentieth century it housed military Fort D. A. Russell. Over the last 

half century, Marfa has grown into an arts hub and tourist spot where people make 

pilgrimages to visit the art, music, and film scene that is juxtaposed with the quietness of 

the desert landscape. 

 

The Chinati Foundation 

The Chinati Foundation is a contemporary art museum located in Marfa, Texas. It 

is based upon the ideas of its founder, artist Donald Judd who states in the mission for the 

Chinati Foundation, “The specific intention of Chinati is to preserve and present to the 

public permanent large-scale installations by a limited number of artists. The emphasis is 
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on works in which art and the surrounding landscape are inextricably linked” 

(http://www.chinati.org/visit/missionhistory.php). 

 

Donald Judd 

Donald Judd is an American artist known for his minimalism and profound uses 

of space, particularly on a large scale and in conjunction within the landscape. Judd is 

also is associated with the architectural world for his minimalist furniture and building 

design. He spent his early years as a painter in New York City, and over the years 

progressed into engagements with installation art and architecture. Judd eventually 

moved to Marfa, Texas where he brought contemporary art to the community and to the 

landscape. This helped to initiate the vast change of a community from a ranching town 

into an arts hub. In his later life Judd eventually moved back to New York City where he 

died in 1994. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

I used oral history as my main form of data gathering. Errante (2000) offers that 

oral histories are the, “articulation of an individual and collective experience along with 

the social, political, and cultural” view of the world (p. 16). I believe that there is no 

greater way than through oral interviews to frame the voices of the residents and how 

they view the arts in their community. Oral histories have a tradition of capturing useful 

information, but doing so through an art form that is nostalgic. Errante (2000) says of 

this, “memories carry with them a symbolism that transcends the actual act of telling 

them” (p. 21). I set out to use this symbolism to help deepen the voice of the participants 

in my writings, therefore I used a narrative research methodology. I believe narrative data 

http://www.chinati.org/visit/missionhistory.php
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gathering to be a very useful form of investigations and analysis, considering an approach 

in which I took into account the oral histories of multiple Marfa residents. Narrative 

research is able to capture context with a more natural expression and organization, 

which enables the participant to reflect and analyze their understanding as they talk 

through it. Narrative investigation is multi-voiced and shows a specific point of view 

while acknowledging the subjectivity of the researcher and the collaboration of the effort 

made by research participants. Narrative research methodology lined up well with the 

flow of the research and data I gathered not only during the interviews but also in the 

analysis and presentation of my findings. 

When it came down to the actual writing portion of my thesis I wanted to capture 

the perspectives of the individuals, and description of the context that surrounded them, 

in as rich and full way as possible.  I did this by using descriptive language that enables 

the reader to become a part of the story and more fully understand the voices of the 

participants. 

 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The focus of this research was centered on individuals living in Marfa, Texas and 

the stories told by these residents. What I did not examine in this study was any other 

unknown or unrecognized factors that may have led to the regeneration of Marfa, beyond 

the influence of Donald Judd and his artwork. The scope of my study stopped at the 

perspectives and stories of the citizens of Marfa. Even though these oral histories touched 

on the economic growth factors other than the arts, there is no statistical data included in 

this study regarding economic growth factors. My study was also limited by the story that 

unfolded in the forty oral history interviews I took into account for this study. I tried to 
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obtain as many diverse perspectives as possible from different residents, but it was not 

the intent of this study to interview every citizen of Marfa. I believe the many voices 

included in this study present a representative and rich description of how residents view 

the impact of Donald Judd and his artwork on the community of Marfa, Texas. 

 

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

Marfa was once headed to the ranks of a west Texas ghost town, like many 

settlements in the surrounding dessert. Although the community has approximately two 

thousand inhabitants today, it is economically thriving not only as a community but as an 

arts community. Bringing art into the town, as Donald Judd did in the 1970s, has spurred 

other artists to visit, establish residence, and help create the town it is today. This 

continued growth of the arts has fostered the addition of galleries, community arts, 

entertainment, restaurants, tourism, and spurred many facets of economic growth. What 

specific influences and circumstances have the arts helped foster within a community that 

helped to facilitate this impact of community expansion? 

Undertaking this study, I believed that through obtaining these oral histories I 

would find what specific influences and circumstances had promoted the building up of a 

dwindling community. These findings help contribute to the field of art education by 

enabling us to learn how the arts may be used to help build up our own communities and 

those of others. Learning how to translate the power the arts have into our own field and 

lives only strengthens us all as art educators and the communities to which we give our 

time and devotion. 
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SUMMARY 

In this chapter I gave a brief introduction to this research. This study examined 

the impact the arts have on Marfa residents. I made reference to multiple diverse oral 

histories I used in obtaining this research. I, and others, have found Marfa to be a town of 

great creative energy. In my research I sought to find answers to questions regarding how 

a community may be revived through the arts, not just on a personal level but an 

economic one as well. In finding out these elements that create a hospitable environment 

for an arts community, I believe we may be able to consider how to translate these 

elements into our own communities, thus making them stronger through the arts. 

In the chapter that follows I examine important literature that discusses Marfa, 

Texas, where my research took place. I also delve into Donald Judd, the artist who 

introduced the community to contemporary art in a real and immediate way. In so doing, 

I explore through this study the role that the arts may play in building up and sustaining a 

community. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

The following central research question was motivation for this investigation: “To 

what degree and in what ways has contemporary art impacted the community of Marfa, 

Texas as described through the experiences and perceptions of its residents?” Exploring 

this research question, the purpose was to search out what aspects of the arts existing in 

Marfa have influenced its survival as a small Texas town turned arts hub since the early 

1970s. It is intended that the benefits of this investigation will provide insights to other 

communities that are looking for ways to revitalize and strengthen their locations through 

the arts. 

The primary categories I segmented my review of literature into include, (a) 

Donald Judd; (b) Community Development through the Arts; (c) Marfa, Texas; and (d) 

Oral Histories. I believe that the foundation of my research begins in understanding 

Donald Judd and his work, and how his actions and those of others after him have 

influenced the community of Marfa over time. Community development through the arts 

is the largest section in this review of literature, because of the four areas of literature 

discussed in this chapter it has been researched the most.  Generating support for my 

research, I sought to investigate as many different examples as I could locate of the arts 

being used to develop, regenerate, and revitalize a community. Marfa, Texas is another 

topic included in this literature review, as it is the regional focus of my research. I believe 

this town and the people within it make up one of the most intriguing communities in the 

United States. The final section of this chapter is a look at literature on the topic of oral 

histories.  Exploring literature on oral history investigation helps to reveal how I 

undertook this research and collected my information. I went to Marfa for five weeks in 

the summer of 2012, and collected forty oral history interviews from Marfa residents in 
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my attempt to understand their views on how the arts have impacted their community 

over the years. 

 

DONALD JUDD 

Benedikt (2004) provides a brief history of Marfa and how so much of the 

architecture within the landscape exists because of Donald Judd. The bulk of the article is 

about The Carlos Jiménez Studio Architectural Firm, which was responsible for 

designing Crowley House in Marfa—an 8,000-square-foot residence that blends, almost 

as an illusion, into the landscape. The remainder of the article describes in detail the 

architecture of the house, and its uses among the Crowley group and Marfa artists circle 

in general. This article is useful because it offers a look into some of the main 

participants in the Marfa art and business world and the example of the bubble they have 

created around themselves, separating them somewhat from the community. This article 

also reinforces the importance of architecture and its place in the artistic community in 

Marfa. 

Similar to Benedikt (2004), Brenner (1971) addresses the relationships between 

sculpture and architecture. Brenner (1971) explores both the joining and separating facets 

regarding the functionalism of these two art forms amongst the Marfa landscape. 

Functionalism is addressed on an economic, social, and aesthetic basis, as Brenner (1971) 

investigates how sculpture lies both within architecture and outside it. Brenner provides 

practical recommendations regarding how the marriage of these two separate but 

compatible forms work together, while at the same time competing against one another. 

This article was helpful for my research because it provided the manifestation of 

character into two things that are technically inanimate. However, both are two very 
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integral parts of the major art mediums that make Marfa so special. It is interesting to see 

architecture have such a transparent line among the arts. 

Focusing more on Donald Judd as a person, Hill (1998) brings to light the 

question of whether Donald Judd is either an artist or an architect. By defining each 

possibility in relationship to the Chinati Foundation, Hill supports a view that Judd is 

both an artist and an architect. Hill also speaks of the viewer’s engagement in dealing 

with art as architecture and conversely architecture as art and how that duality affects the 

viewer’s experience. Lastly, Hill talks about the status and stature of an individual that 

makes and separates one from being an artist and an architect. I found this article useful 

because it took an extremely analytical look into the conception and execution of Judd’s 

work, especially his involvement with the Chinati Foundation. It helped me to understand 

more clearly Donald Judd’s motivation for building his art/architecture. Insight into the 

mind of Donald Judd helped me to better understand the formative stages of Marfa’s 

growth. 

To gain even closer insight into Judd and his work, Felver (1996), in this half 

hour long DVD discusses Donald Judd and his work in Marfa. There is a narrator’s voice 

and panning scenes of Marfa and Donald Judd’s architecture within the landscape. A 

generous portion of the show is dedicated to an interview with Judd discussing his views 

on art, architecture, and his ideas regarding space and time, in general. This source was 

useful because it provided a chance to see and hear Judd speak about his work and 

explain his intentions. This DVD also provided a brief timeline of Judd’s work in New 

York City and then delved into his Marfa artwork, which offered a rich perspective 

regarding where he came from as an artist to how his art developed once he arrived in 

west Texas. 
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Surveying not only Donald Judd the artist and architect but also the writer, Kohn 

(2005) reviews  Judd’s book Complete Writings, 1959-1975. This volume tells of Judd’s 

political writings and his art/architectural criticism. Kohn discusses the complexity of 

Judd’s views on contemporary art and the juxtaposition they hold for his own standards 

and work. Although Judd worked with space and time in quite vague ways, he was much 

more black and white when it came to his idea of what delineated pure art and 

architecture. This article was useful in attaining background information on Judd and his 

work and writings. This writing enabled me to have a more complex image of what The 

Chinati Foundation and a section of Marfa’s population is built upon. Knowing Judd’s 

initial thought process in shaping the Chinati and Judd Foundations, which help keep 

Marfa afloat economically, helped me to secure a more complete understanding of how 

the arts play a fiscal as well as social role in the town. 

Moving from print to radio, in this segment Sides (2009) gives a somewhat 

Hollywood introduction into landscape and popular movies that have been filmed 

throughout the west Texas area. It provides a brief history of Donald Judd’s artistic life 

before Marfa and then enters into a discussion of his time in the community. This speaks 

of his art and architectural works and how they interacted with the landscape and the 

people of Marfa. More description of Judd’s work and ideals are given, and the rest of the 

broadcast defends Judd’s work as a way of reaching out in the community and building 

up the town from the “blank canvas” it used to be. Sides’s (2009) production speaks also 

of the impact his art still has on the community today. This was an informative and 

concise segment because it focused on the positive impact that Judd brought with him to 

Marfa. It showed him in the light of artist, neighbor, and family man. This also enabled 

me to see that people internationally associate the contemporary arts as having come to 

bear on Marfa. 
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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT THROUGH THE ARTS 

Benjamin, Kessler, Oehler, and Sheppard (2006), discuss in their article the 

economic effect of culture in North Adams, Massachusetts after the incorporation of the 

Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art in the community. It speaks of economic 

and cultural regeneration of a neighborhood and community by way of the arts. Culture 

and the arts are shown to drive the economy of a town by both idea and action. The 

article also relates this “economic culture model” to a larger and more urban level, as 

well as giving further proof of the arts having the power to revitalize a community. From 

the help of policy makers to the administration of MASS MoCa, the town of North 

Adams experienced significant economic and cultural growth because of the arts. This is 

helpful information because it enabled me to explore an example of another town, besides 

Marfa, that was regenerated by the arts. MASS MoCA, give or take a few things like its 

geography and people, has basically had the same continuous impact of growth of Marfa 

thanks to the arts making themselves an intergral part of the community. This work helps 

to both support my findings and add a very pertinent piece to my literature review. This 

article also assists me in seeing that it takes people from all levels of society to help make 

a significant shift like this happen in a community. 

To hone in directly on MASS MoCA, the documentary Downside Up by director 

Kelly (2003) show us the daily life of an impoverished, working class town in 

Massachusetts, which became the home of one the largest  contemporary arts museums in 

the United Sates. This DVD captures a sense of how the people of the town united with 

the arts and arts establishments for the benefit of the town and its citizens. In hopes of 

transforming the poor economic state and climate of the population through the arts, we 

are shown the realities of upheaving a dying town, and the healing and restorative 

benefits that can be drawn into place through the arts for the benefit of a community. This 
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documentary is extremely informative as it shows  a visual case study of the 

transformation of a once-dying town, shifting into a viable economic and cultural 

contemporary arts hub through the actions of citizens and the arts themselves. This is 

probably the source I have found that is most closely related to my topic of investigation. 

Being able to compare and contrast this isolated venture in this town helps me to have a 

more complete understanding of Marfa and its complex view toward, and relationship 

with, the arts. 

Specifically discussing another isolated project like MASS MoCA, Freedman 

(1989), provides information about the Owatonna Art Education Project of the 1930s and 

the philanthropic funding contributing to the arts for the betterment of individuals and 

communities. Such progressively funded endeavors like The Owatonna Project were 

created to promote the production of new knowledge, initiate standards of excellence in 

education, and provide the citizens of Owatonna skills for self-improvement and aesthetic 

understanding. The Owatonna Project is used to show the mission of enrichment, along 

with capturing description of the program’s successes and failures. On one hand people’s 

lives were augmented for the better in terms of artistic institutions and higher arts 

education, but on the other hand some of their new found ideas became capitalistic and 

were informed similar to cookie cutter molds. This article also includes the positive and 

negative sides of private funding involving itself in public establishments. I found this 

article useful because it references the significant power the arts have within a 

community. What is even more intriguing about this article is that from the moment this 

project was funded it had the intention of betterment for the community. This enabled me 

to see a criteria standard the organizers had already established, the ways the community 

exceeded this standard, and the manner in which the town failed to do so. Although I do 

not want to focus on the negative aspects of my research in Marfa, I learned that the arts 
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have not always had an entirely positive influence, a recognition that likely occurs with 

any significant change. This recognition helped me to see the value of stating my findings 

that might be less than positive and to know that the arts in Marfa are still, in fact, 

meaningful. 

On the broader topic of the community arts, Curtis, Newman, and Stephens 

(2003), review some arts-based community development programs that are expected to 

show creative achievements and to have positive and measurable impacts on the 

economics of a community. Funding for these programs is based heavily upon the 

evaluation of these programs. This article discusses the issues and review evaluations of 

community-based arts programs and how quantifying the impact of the arts in terms of 

social prosperity presents problems in assessment. Some difficulties presented are 

methodological, which are listed in a summary of multiple different evaluations that have 

been employed. Other assessments are more qualitative. For example, discussion 

occurred regarding an evaluation of the extent to which the creative processes should be 

controlled, and what such action takes away from both the program and the participants. 

This article was useful to my study because it presented various types of 

evaluation that go into arts-based community development programs. It also shed light on 

the data that is more qualitative, and for which it is harder to establish criteria. I had 

thought little about how funding is allocated to these programs. I assumed all funding for 

such progress occurred through fundraising and private sponsors; it was interesting to see 

an actual assessment of the program separated out, much like a lesson plan. I find this 

information very valuable, in that this information can be used to critique different arts 

based community establishments that have contributed to the arts impact in Marfa. 

Continuing discussion of community arts in a more general sense, Grodauch 

(2009) writes about community art space. He discusses these locations regarding the 
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awareness and lack of awareness of their role as a public space, telling how they can help 

enhance social interaction and generate economic revitalization through being a public 

space. Examination is made of relationships between community development and the 

physical environment in various types of art spaces, including artist cooperatives, ethnic-

specific art spaces, and city-sponsored art centers in central city and suburban locations. 

Being public establishments, these art spaces have the power and role of shaping the 

community that can be hindered by the lack of viable physical space, which can impede 

not only activities and goals of a community but the general framework of a program as 

well. Grodauch (2009) concludes by offering a proposal for enhancing the community 

development role of art spaces through their function as public spaces. This article might 

not seem directly applicable to a study of the arts in Marfa, Texas. However, it is useful 

in the fact that space is a large part of an arts based development program. What is even 

more interesting is the significance of the current arts based programs/establishments in 

Marfa and the ideas of structure and space where Donald Judd established his buildings 

and sculptures. This information was useful in providing information regarding criteria 

that can be identified for assisting the development of a worthy arts-based community 

program. 

Moving on from the developmental feature of community arts to its regeneration 

aspect, Kay (2000) speaks of an experiment supporting a view that the arts can have a 

role in helping regenerate a community. The writer provides evidence of various kinds of 

community programming that support this regeneration perspective. In her article, Kay 

(2000) tells how the arts can give people skills of expression in daily life and within their 

communities. Although this study was conducted in several different locations, it shows 

the strengths and limitations to which art can help create identity and economic growth 

within a variety of communities. I found this article useful because it speaks almost 
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directly to what I am trying to find in my own studies within the community of Marfa. It 

also has a listing of characteristics of community regeneration, and a wealth of relevant 

references. This writing offered some statistical information that was helpful in 

referencing and analyzing my findings in Marfa. 

Sticking with the theme of regeneration and transformation, Lowe (2001) 

discusses the transformative nature of the arts within an individual and society. She also 

discusses using art for social change by expressing recent trends of community based arts 

programming from local to national levels. At the heart of this article is a discussion of 

the bond that art can create to strengthen individuals and communities. This article was 

useful to my research because it discussed the nature of how art can help change aspects 

of a community and strengthen the identity of its individuals and foster relationships 

between various aspects of the community. The data I collected, although it came from 

individuals, speaks to the wide ranging growth of the entire community. One feature 

cannot be taken into account without the other; this is why this article was poignant for 

laying the groundwork and supporting my research. 

Speaking to the internal qualities of community arts, such as empowerment 

brought about through them, Kester (1995) provides an essay that speaks of the new 

genre of public art that is interactive, initiating community-based projects inspired by 

social issues. This public art focuses on collaboration and the educational affect this 

associative approach has on a community and the people within it. This community art is 

now being funded primarily by private groups rather than by those that are public, an 

approach which also changes the dynamics of community art and its programs. Public art 

and community art used to be highly separate, but they are now fusing into middle 

ground with both features of the spectrum working in greater collaboration. In fact, the 

new public art might be more accurately named the new community art, to the extent that 
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questions raised by the interaction of the artist and communities, particularly in urban 

areas, have played a central role in the evolution of these sites. This article weighs 

heavily into the pros and cons of public and private funding and how this funding 

changes the dynamics of art, in this case specifically what is known to be “public” art. 

Kester’s (1995) work was useful because it enabled me to see both the public and 

private sides of community art, and how both perspectives come with their advantages 

and disadvantages. Marfa, being such a small physical community, relies on some public 

funding generated from the arts establishments in town. However, it is private funding 

that runs these arts establishments and who house these community arts events. It was 

valuable to use this article when exploring the allotted resources Marfa received from 

both private and public funding. 

Kester (2005), in this later article, moves from internal empowerment outwardly 

to socially engaged art. This article investigates contemporary artists and art collectives, 

specifically in Austria and California, which have defined their practice around the 

facilitation of dialogue among diverse communities. These artists work toward 

addressing context over content, in effort to transform the consciousness of people in 

communities. They endeavor not to exclude anyone from this dialogue, while keeping the 

community’s voice strong, on an individual basis and as a whole. From finding pension 

resources and housing for Austrian drug addicted prostitutes, to empowering African- 

American youth in California, art was used to provoke dialogue and subsequentially 

initiate action in these communities. The article also references that collective arts action 

and discourse are happening across the entire world. Modernism’s “other” dialogical 

aesthetics, and criticism of collectivity, are also discussed as a framework for this 

discourse. 
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Kester’s (2005) article was useful to my research because the art discussed here 

was utilized not only to provoke dialogue, but to show that the dialogue employed was an 

integral part of the art making process. These people’s ideas and feelings were taken into 

account in a way that not just invented but supported community action. Dealing with 

discourse about art and the contemporary issues surrounding them is one of the main 

avenues my research traversed. This discussion provided me with insight into some 

specific ways this dialogue has been introduced into various communities across the 

globe. Art practice and product can be viewed as a kind of conversation with multiple 

differing meanings, interpretations, and points of view. We can benefit from this as 

individuals and as communities, in both economics and mindset. The information 

regarding the framework of this discourse is also helpful in enabling me to think about 

how to structure and start community dialogue of my own. 

From an economic stand point, Phillips (2004) speaks of the arts serving as a 

guide for various typologies of arts based-community development programs. Arts 

business incubators, artists’ cooperatives, development of tourism venues, and 

comprehensive approaches to arts advancement were addressed through the examples of 

five different arts-based developments, with each example showing their effectiveness. 

Considerations for these programs were given, such as the following: having general 

support for the arts, tapping into unused resources, integrating community benefits, 

maximizing your resources through community sharing, and adopting a flexible approach 

to all arts support. This article enabled me to recognize a variety of different arts-based 

community development programs and acknowledge the structure and support it takes to 

build these programs successfully. Having this blueprint view of these programs is 

informative and gave me more empathy towards the people who have built up programs 
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like these in Marfa, whether knowingly or not, to establish their communities where they 

are today.  

Much like economics, art also lends itself to other areas not usually associated 

with it; in this case it is science. Zimmer (2003) tells of the relation between how we 

view art in accordance with our personal schemata. The writer also speaks of both a 

cultures ways of perceiving the world and its approach to remaking the world it 

perceives. This article showed us that in studying the abstractions of art we are opened up 

to new ways of understanding abstraction with our own sensory perceptions. This article 

was useful because it disclosed new insights into the influences that art can have on 

people’s perceptions. Conversely, it reveals insights into how one’s personal view of the 

world can have influence over their interpretation of art. This is all relevant to my study 

because I gathered and took into account oral histories, which rely heavily on exposing 

multiple perceptions of the arts. 

 

MARFA, TEXAS 

In his general history of Presidio County, where Marfa is located, Gregg (1933) 

presents a thesis that contains a varied account of the development of Presidio County. 

This writing includes information related to geography, early history, the cattle industry, 

farming, mining, and the cultural life of Presidio Country through the early 1930s. I 

found Gregg’s (1933) work to be helpful because it provided me with information about 

the founding and early history of Marfa. His writing gave me clues about how things in 

this region have become what they are today, and how our current condition is only a 

small segment in the historical time line of Marfa. With hand-drawn maps, and almost 
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hundred year old interviews, Gregg’s (1933) work was informational and renewed a 

personal sense of how special this topic is to me. 

With a narrower historical scope specifically on Marfa, this writing by Bennett 

(2012) is taken out of the Texas Handbook, which is a tremendous source for historical 

information about Texas towns. This chapter gave a view of Marfa throughout the 

decades in terms of functions of a town and its military presence. Sources of income and 

vibrancy of the community are also mentioned in this concise writing. Population 

statistics are quoted for every several decades, along with the mention of certain trade 

industries throughout the years. This chapter, although brief, is very useful in its 

historical information. Population statistics are a key feature of this writing. Although the 

chapter has several gaps in its timeline, it was still very useful for presenting information 

regarding trade, industry, military presence, and population figures. This writing was 

valuable in helping me conduct my research. It gave me factual data that assisted me in 

establishing my understanding of the Marfa community and its history. 

Merging into a broader historical account specific to Marfa, O’Connor and 

Thompson (2009), display a visual story of Marfa from the mid-1800s until present day. 

Not only does this publication furnish valuable written information, it exhibits black and 

white photographs to accompany the historical description. In snapshots, taken by 

professional and amateur photographers, the authors present a decade-by-decade view of 

Marfa, depicting how it has both changed and remained the same over time. This book 

was extremely useful because it gave me not only a reinforcement of how Marfa has been 

viewed in the past, it also provided a look into how historians view Marfa today. It is 

easy to disregard establishments and people who shape a town in present day. However, 

this book contains black and white photographs of life today that look much like the 

establishments and people who shaped the town one hundred years ago. It was very 
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interesting to see that Marfa has developed in waves of different booming industries and 

has continually shifted between increase and decline throughout the last 150 years. 

On a more arts-specific note, Cashiola (2011) opens this documentary film with 

scenes of everyday life in Marfa. He then transitions the film into descriptions of various 

local figures by discussing the nuances, ways of life, and history of the culture in Marfa. 

There is a section of the film that talks briefly about Fort Russell and, consequentially, 

how it became The Chinati Foundation. There are several interviews with citizens who 

talk to Donald Judd, and explore with him his philosophy and art. Many of the main arts-

based institutions of Marfa are highlighted. El Cosmico and the extravagant music 

festival that is put on each year are shown along with other tourism activity that comes to 

Marfa. Also discussed are the disadvantages that occur with living so far out in the 

dessert and so close to the border of Mexico. The documentary ends by expressing how 

different avenues of art have changed Marfa over the years. This documentary was very 

useful as it contains conversations with the residents of Marfa, as well as corresponding 

images of the town and its residents. Although the arts are addressed in a more general 

sense, it still provided me with an idea of what I might expect or how much more 

information I may get from certain individuals and groups with my specific interview 

questions. It was useful to know that the town is open to receive these types of creative 

endeavors. This documentary provided a revealing snapshot of what Marfa is, where it 

has come from and, most importantly, what it has to offer as an arts community. 

Like Cashiola (2011), a resident of Marfa, there is another similar article written 

by Handal (2012) whose interviewee is a quasi-local to Marfa. A possesser of family land 

about an hour outside town, the writer who is interviewed talks of Marfa’s quirks and 

gems as a town full of history and attraction. From legends of old to stories from the 

present day, this article gives a look into how a transplanted writer views the locals and 
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tourists of Marfa. There are some captivating anecdotal stories here, which give 

dimension to daily life in the dessert. This article was very useful in that it has beautifully 

worded quotes about how the arts are situated among the community and residents in 

Marfa. Having the viewpoint of a somewhat local individual who makes his own art, each 

story Cashiola told gives rich description to everyday activities in the town. I found this 

writing to be instructive in dialogue and something that harkens to my own personal 

reflection of Marfa. 

Coming back around to Judd’s influence on the arts and the community of Marfa, 

Mendelson (2006) talks in this article about how Donald Judd came to town and brought 

an economic shift with him, not only in the realm of real estate but in the town as a 

whole. This writing also speaks of how art can help to revitalize a community. It gives a 

bit of background information regarding the history of Marfa and how the beautiful 

landscape ultimately is a wealth of inspiration for all artists. This article was useful for 

my research because it emphasized the point that a community and town can evolve in 

dynamic and significant ways with the help of artistic influence and attention. There was 

geographical, historical, anthropological, sociological, and artistic culture all spoken of in 

this article in a concise manner, giving me valuable points of reference for my own 

research and writings. 

 

ORAL HISTORIES 

Errante (2000) addresses personal narrative and oral history as research strategies. 

The author asks the reader to propose specific self-reflective questions as a way of 

analyzing narrative in the most authentic way possible. This is to represent, first and 

foremost, the voice of the one telling the story. Errante (2000) also delves into the 
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interviewer-narrator dynamic and shows how memory can sometimes become less 

authentic over time, due to nostalgia. The narrator takes the reader through some of her 

background as a researcher and then into a brief history of biographies. She then escorts 

the reader through a discussion about how histories can also be heavily weighted with 

more nostalgia than truth and gives different scenarios and ways an interviewer may 

work around this situation. This writing was beneficial to my study because it offered 

some warnings and considerations regarding the use of this type of research tools and 

methodologies I employed in my research. However, the author also states how powerful 

these oral history interactions can be between interviewer and narrator. Errante (2000) 

offers ways of giving the storytellers an authentic voice and how to keep what is 

authentic in perspective. This article proposes having empathy as an interviewer and what 

an important connection this quality makes to both the context being disclosed and the 

person interviewed. I appreciated being familiar with this information when I started to 

interview my participants in Marfa. 

Giving even further instruction into the interview process, This American Folk 

Life (2011), presents on its website page of The American Folk Life Center from the 

Library of Congress a useful “how to” guide to oral history processes. This information 

goes step by step, discussing how a researcher determines his/her goals, how one learns 

about their audience and its limitations, how to conduct oral history research, how to 

make consent forms, how to obtain interviews, how to budget for a project, and even 

suggestions about publishing research when it is complete. Needless to say, a thorough 

list of information on each of these matters is given. The other main focus of this web 

page is to present suggestions on how to conduct a successful interview. The author 

offers tips, from making eye contact to using meaningful questions, which will help the 

interviewer obtain the desired information. I found this webpage to be extremely helpful 
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in the process of conducting oral history research. This resource prepared me for my own 

oral history interviews and how I could improve my questions and interview techniques. 

This website is an excellent resource for someone who does not know much about oral 

histories, which might inspire him/her to initiate an oral history project. This was a 

resource I kept referring to throughout my interview process. 

 

SUMMARY 

The purpose of this chapter was to walk through the four main features that have 

worked together to build up the background base and groundwork for my research. 

Without knowledge about (a)Donald Judd, one would not be able to understand (b) 

foundations of how community development through the arts has supported and impacted 

(c) the community of Marfa over time. The section directed toward (d) oral history 

information was necessary as a way of introducing the methodology utilized in my 

research. All these resources work with each other like fabric to set up a basic weaving of 

information that supported my research. Next, I tell a brief history of Marfa, Texas,  

before moving into a discussion of my personal experience in this community during the 

summer of 2012 when I conducted my interviews. 
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Chapter Three: A Brief Look at Marfa 

A HISTORICAL VIEW OF MARFA 

Marfa is a town located in rural west Texas established in 1883. It is the seat of 

government for Presidio County and situated at the cross section of highways 90 and 67 

in the desolate, rugged, and beautiful terrain of the Chiuanan Desert (see figures 15 and 

16). It is a setting where people of different cultures and times have traveled through 

during the span of the last few centuries. According to Bennett (2012), Marfa was begun 

as a water stop and freight headquarters for the Galveston and San Antonio Railways in 

the late 1800s; this railway still exists today. The name Marfa was allegedly given to this 

piece of desert land by the wife of a railroad executive as a homage to Dostoyevsky’s 

book, The Brothers Karamazov, which she was reading while spending time in the area. 

Bennett (2012), states that Marfa is still considered one of the last American frontiers.  

Residing a mile high in the Chiuanan Desert, the town of Marfa rests upon the 

Marfa Plateau. It is surrounded by the forested slopes of Davis Mountains to the north, 

which holds the fourth highest peak in Texas. To the southeast lies the Chisos Mountains 

with the third highest summit in Texas, making the formation of a v shaped opening 

between it and its other steep peak. Finally, the small, rocky range of the Chinati 

Mountains to the southwest provide the home for Pinto Canyon. According to some 

residents of Marfa, this is the most beautiful stretch of land in Texas. Gregg (1933) offers 

that this region of the Chinati Mountains was valuable to early visitors, holding multiple 

metals, minerals, and types of rocks such as caldera volcanic 

(http://tin.er.usgs.gov/geology/state/sgmc-unit.php?unit=TXOGcm%3B0). This was a 

source of trade across the Mexican border in the late 1800s. By the 1900s Marfa was a 

functioning west Texas town with a population of nearly one thousand. The Big Bend 

Sentinel, which initiated publication around that time, still exists as the local newspaper. 
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The Southern border of Presidio County is bounded by the Rio Grande River. 

During the Mexican Revolution in 1911 the United States government sent calvary troops 

and built hangars for military planes that flew reconnaissance missions out of Marfa.  

With military presence growing during this time, Fort D.A. Russell was built. Bennett 

(2012), tells that by this time in the early 1930s Marfa had nearly 4,000 residents. In the 

mid-1920s the Marfa patrol was called the “mounted watchmen,” as these military 

personnel fought against alcohol smuggling across the border of Mexico during 

prohibition. Following this action the government stationed the Chemical Warfare 

Brigades in Marfa and constructed a prisoner of war camp at nearby Fort Russell. In 

1945, with the rise of military presence in Marfa due to World War II, the population 

reached its highest point of 5,000 residents. However, in 1946 all military functions were 

shut down after the War, leaving Marfa in an economic decline for almost a quarter  

century. Bennett (2012), proceeds to tell that since the 1970s these “mounted watchmen” 

have become the Marfa Police force, and by the 1970s were transitioned into the Federal 

Border Patrol whose base is housed in Marfa. The Border Patrol has increasingly gained 

presence and authority over the outlying areas due to drug trafficking from the Mexican 

Border in the last fifty years. 

There is bloodshed today due to drug activities and crime on the Mexican border 

and well into Marfa and Presidio County. Yet, wars and strife have been a part of this 

region for many years. Gregg (1933) tells of frequent battles which occurred in this 

bloody country over a century and a half ago, fought between the Comanches, Apaches, 

and Mexicans over the matter of land rights. It seems as if this “last American frontier” 

(Bennett, 2012, p. 1) has always been a wanted territory: from land, to mining, cattle, to 

oil, and now for creative space. 
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Gregg (1933) speaks of the heavy introduction of cattle into the area in the mid-

1830s when Texas won its independence (1836). Through the United States Civil War of 

the 1860s and well into the early nineteenth century, cattle, and later oil, have been king 

in these parts of west Texas until the rise of wind power development over the last 

decade: “Since 2000, U.S. wind-energy capacity has increased 24 percent per year, with 

Texas emerging as the leading state” (Brannstrom, Jepson, & Persons, 2011, p. 849). 

Seeing a shift in industry after so long opens up one’s mind to how far Marfa has come 

today in being such a hub contemporary arts.  

O’Conner and Thompson (2009), showcase pictures of Marfa’s cultural life. As 

far back as the 1930s, “The women of the town made sure their children were exposed to 

literature, music, and theatre” (p. 58). O’ Connor and Thompson (2009) offer, 

 

Why did people come to Marfa? What brought and continues to bring special 

events here? ‘Climate, space in a world of ever diminishing space,’ and 

‘accommodating people who welcome diversion’ are a few of the answers one 

gets to those questions….Historically Marfa attracted outstanding forms of 

entertainment....There was always an appreciative audience in Marfa that did not 

exist in other parts of the region. Today the attraction continues for entrepreneurs 

as people of many interests are drawn to the climate, space, the terrain, and the 

accommodating attitudes of the citizen. (p. 83) 

Cinema has also had a presence in this part of the country. Giant, Andromeda 

Strain, and No Country for Old Men are some of the well-known movies filmed in Marfa 

and the surrounding area from the 1950s to the present. There are many other lesser 

known films also shot in this region. The country’s vast beauty is one primed for desolate 

location shooting in Marfa. Giant, in particular, put Marfa on the map as a place to visit.  

O’ Connor and Thompson (2009), tell that the economic regrowth of the area 

from the 1970s to the present is due in large part to the contemporary artist Donald Judd’s 

move into Marfa in 1972. Initially in charge of the Dia Art Foundation’s land in this 
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region, Judd later founded the Chinati Foundation, which would bring a “cultural 

renaissance” (p. 97) to Marfa.  

O’Connor and Thompson (2009) write that “by 1997 the cultural migration had 

begun” (p. 97). Intriguing and captivating draws such as the Chinati Foundation, Crowley 

Theater, Marfa Ballroom cultural space, Marfa Film Festival, the Lannan Foundation 

writer in residency program, and even the Marfa Lights, keep people coming to Marfa 

from all over the world. There is a beautiful irony in the fascination and allure of such a 

culturally high-brow town situated in the vast Texas desert. 

O’ Connor and Thompson (2009) close their book of images of Marfa: 

 

This is pioneering, frontier country to this day. The young people coming out here 

have gumption and motivation to once again pioneer this area. They are looking 

for a place to go. Their old worlds are worn out and going nowhere, so they drift 

west once again, as so many people before them have done. (p. 127)  

Much like the vastness and wealth of historical dimension that arts hold  

throughout time, so does the landscape, the people, and the rich, ever evolving and 

adapting culture that is Marfa. 
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MY TIME IN MARFA 

 

               Photo by Ali Holder 

Figure 1. View from the top of the Presidio County Court House 

    

 

If I could encapsulate in words how time in Marfa works, it would be that things 

are always changing but never different. Through my writings and pictures I hope to 

express thoroughly the adventures I had and the experience I gained through my research. 

My time in Marfa tends to transcend itself, picking up where it left off with each visit 

both physically and in memories. I feel as if I must explain myself and my time in Marfa 

to give a humanized account of the very colorful and at sometimes beautifully 
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unfathomable experiences I had there. If it were not my affection for time, people, and 

how they have experienced the arts in Marfa, this thesis would never have been written. 

  The mornings in Marfa, Texas were unimaginably cool in the middle of summer. 

My favorite thing to do in the morning was to sit on my porch and have a cup of coffee 

when the sun was coming up. The house I rented was a one bedroom, one bathroom west 

Texas decorated haven. After walking through the gate with the wire fence, one passes 

between two tall cypress trees on the way to the front door. Lightning, the neighbor’s cat, 

was almost always waiting for me in one of the big green chairs on my front porch. 

Inside, the floor was concrete with a grey wash painted on it. Paintings from quasi-

famous Texas artists hung on each wall. The architecture of the bathroom and bedroom 

was extremely modern compared to the old fashioned feel of the combined kitchen and 

living room. This is much like Marfa. Traditional west Texas mixed in with modern 

minimalism. By the time the afternoon hits, the coolness of Marfa has faded into the 

wicked heat of the desert. From about noon until 5:00 p.m. you might as well just stay 

inside, if possible. It starts cooling off again in the late afternoon and receeds back to the 

high 50s in the evenings. All of this daily climate change is just a build-up to what the 

night sky offers – a spectacular array of stars. The stars at night in Marfa seem close 

enough to touch. Marfa, being a mile high in the Chihuahuan desert, makes the stars so 

magnificently bright that one is immediately aware of their smallness on this vast earth. 

You can differentiate colors, make out constellations, see the Milky Way; you can even 

see the stars twinkle as if they are winking at you!  

In preparation to write this chapter I sat down to read my daily journal that I kept 

in Marfa.  In it there was an entry almost every night I was there about how unbelievably 

grand the stars were. In a town where you walk or bike most places because it is so small, 

I spent most evenings awestruck, riding my bike home in the moonlight. I will never 
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forget the sound of my earrings like wind chimes in the night air on my bike rides home. 

I will always remember the magnitude at which I gave thanks for the stars over the month 

I spent there. I suggest that anyone doing research or traveling in general make a 

descriptive journal of their adventures and environment. I have never been able to relive 

so vividly my memories of particular encounters as I did when I re-read my journals. I 

felt so alive during this time, like I was actually living as a twenty something year old 

woman should in the bustle of her curiosity and desires.  

I am presenting to you Marfa from my daily experiences as a tourist and 

researcher. I describe the ins and outs of the community from the perspective of someone 

trying to become a part of its fabric. I frequented the local eateries, bars, and 

establishments to gain a rich understanding of how Marfa runs as the machine it is. 

Certain experiences in particular places were what enabled me to meet the people of 

Marfa, who consequentially led me to one interview after another. 

 

DINING 

Marfa is filled with all sorts of quirky establishments, especially when it comes to 

eating. In a town of only 2,000 people there is not a copious amount of options. It is 

important to know that Marfa is on its own time schedule. Most everything is closed 

Monday and Tuesday and by the time things open Wednesday through Sunday you have 

to become savvy to the certain hours of operation and siesta times taken by each business. 

I will say, the positive side of a laid back community is that people expect you to be a bit 

lackadaisical yourself. If you are a punctual person like myself, it opens up a whole new 

way of reacting and interacting with people on a daily basis.  
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For breakfast there are few options. Starting on the west side of town there is 

Mando’s, the Mexican restaurant that has been family operated for decades. It is the 

longest running restaurant in town. Mando’s has mostly a Hispanic crowd with some 

tourists sprinkled in. The town has its own unspoken divisions that lay subtly along  

racial lines and the number of years one has resided in the community. Coming closer 

towards the middle of town is Alice’s Café. This restaurant is so filled with regulars that 

almost every table is full if you arrive first thing in the morning. Alice’s turns its burners 

on around 6:00 a.m. and is also only open until about 10:00 a.m., maybe noon if you are 

lucky. If I could understand Spanish, it would have been a great place to hear the town’s 

gossip. A few blocks closer to downtown is Boyz 2 Men, the taco trailer. It is always 

blaring peculiar music and is open only on weekend mornings until about 10:00 a.m. On 

the far southeastern part of town is Marfa Burrito. A woman named Romona runs Marfa 

Burrito and she built the structure it resides in with her own hands. This was the best 

breakfast I had in Marfa. Romona does not speak English and I made the mistake of 

going there by myself the first few times, and not knowing any Spanish I managed to 

order the silliest of meals. I finally wised up and started taking my Barcelonian friend 

Esther  with me, who could order exactly what I wanted. There is little opportunity for a 

non-Spanish speaker at Marfa Burrito.  

Moving onto lunch and back to the western part of town is the Dairy Queen. After 

all, what is a small Texas town without a Dairy Queen? From 10:00 a.m. until about 2:00 

p.m. the DQ is filled with border patrol officers eating breakfast and lunch. Occasionally, 

local regulars and some children are found there as well, but mostly border patrol 

personnel. Marfa gave up its police department several years ago and is now governed by 

the Sheriff’s Department and even further by the border patrol. I found out quickly that as 

citizens we have little to no rights with the border patrol. They are a facet of the federal 
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government and their power is nearly limitless. Guarding the south entrance to the city of 

Marfa with a check point station, they are a weight hung over the town of Marfa, which is 

felt by locals and tourists alike. 

 On a trip with my French friend Lucy to swim in a thirty foot water tank about 

thirty miles down the road from Marfa, we were pulled over by the border patrol. We 

were asked if we had drugs in the car and when we said no they asked us if they could 

search the car. When I asked them what would happen if I said no, they told me they 

would detain us. After they lined us up along a fence like criminals they let their dog 

loose in our car to search for drugs. After they found no drugs they ran my license and 

examined Lucy’s French passport for several minutes. When they could still find nothing 

wrong they finally let us back into our car to continue on toward our swimming trip. This 

experience is just one example of how bad the drug trafficking is in the region, even an 

hour away from the Mexican border.  

Back on track to the Dairy Queen now, there is a celebrated happy hour from 2:00 

p.m. – 5:00 p.m. Happy hour is frequented by Marfa’s senior population. As one resident 

Brit told me, “At happy hour we talk about how to take over the world” (personal 

communication, July 2012). With a variety of teas and soft drinks for 99 cents, I have no 

doubt of their world-changing conversations. Approaching the center of town resides the 

Q Café. This cafe is run by a man named Tom who moved to Marfa to retire. Tom and 

his wife run the restaurant and a small real estate business next door to it. Café Q is filled 

with many locals during lunch as well as a few handfuls of tourists. Cafe Q opens at 

11:00 a.m. and closes at 3:00 p.m. Tuesday through Friday. Downtown and across the 

street from the courthouse is Squeeze. Squeeze is owned by a Swiss woman named 

Varena who moved to Marfa almost a decade ago. She wanted to provide a healthy place 

to eat in Marfa. This establishment serves a variety of fresh foods and is the only place in 
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Marfa that has fresh squeezed juices. Squeeze is open from 8:00 a.m. – 4:00 p.m. every 

day except Sunday. There is always a bustle of tourists in Squeeze, and very few locals 

due to the fact that it is located behind one of the main hotels in town.  
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        Figure 2. The Entrance to Adam Bork’s House 

 

If you’re lucky enough to be in Marfa on a Tuesday through Friday you can eat at 

the fabulous Food Shark trailer run by one of the most beautifully distinctive men I know, 

Adam Bork. Adam and his wife Krista cook all sorts of unorthodox food along with their 

standard Mediterranean dishes. This is the place where the community is most readily 

evident in Marfa. Everyone eats there for lunch: a few old locals, the new locals, the 

tourists, and even some ranchers. The Food Shark is a trailer set up in the middle of an 

outdoor covered pavilion. The tables are community style and people of all class, race, 

color, size, and intellect gather underneath this pavilion to share lunch four days out of 
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the week. From 11:00 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. you can hear the best town gossip there is. To a 

researching tourist, the gossip seemed almost like a sport. However, I tried to stay as 

unbiased as possible. As a disclaimer I must say that a large portion of the Hispanic 

community does not eat at Food Shark. So when I refer to “everyone,” it is not 

necessarily a proportionate number of each ethnic, cultural, or age group. I should also 

mention that Food Shark is in the center of downtown. It seemed to be somewhat the hub 

of Marfa’s informal but important wheel of communications.  Food Shark advertises 

around town on multiple cars that Adam owns. They are all vintage cars with “Food 

Shark” magnets stuck to them.  
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Figure 3. Food Shark Car 
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After a day of dancing in the rain and puddles, on the 4
th

 of July, I got to ride in 

one of these vintage cars, a 1963 Belvedere. A handful of us bought about eighty dollars’ 

worth of fireworks and headed out to what I was told would be an abandoned parking lot. 

However, when we got there we were one group of several setting off fireworks and 

Roman candles. As much fun as fireworks are, a parking lot is too close of quarters; 

sparklers are much more my speed.  

On Saturday mornings Marfa residents have a farmer’s market under the same 

pavilion where Food Shark lives on the weekdays. At this farmer’s market the established 

older community and the newer arts community come together and sell their produce and 

goods. It is a wonderful interaction of the community and town coming together as one 

by selling what they have to offer. Marfa is much like this on many levels.  

 

 

Photo by Ali Holder 



 39 

Figure 4. Padre’s Marfa 

 

Dinner in Marfa is always a treat. Another lunch and specifically dinner favorite 

of the local and tourist community is Padre’s. Padre’s is also a bar and music venue in the 

night time. With outside games such as the throwing of washers, shuffle board, and pool, 

the eatery draws a wide range of audience and beer drinkers. Padre’s is only open 

Wednesday through Sunday.  Across the street from Padre’s and only open Fridays 

through Sundays from 2:00 p.m. – midnight is Planet Marfa. Planet Marfa is an eclectic 

outside bar and restaurant under teepees and tents. It is run by a retired couple who 

moved to Marfa to reside in what they consider to be one of the biggest demographic 

groups in Marfa, the retirement community. 
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Figure 5. Planet Marfa 
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Cash, actual bills and coins, are needed in Marfa. I would say that 2/3rds of the 

establishments require cash only. There are a few that can run credit cards, but likely half 

of those utilize the mostly outdated swipe card machines, which take more time than they 

are worth. The most expensive and delicious restaurants in Marfa open around 5:00 p.m. 

One located in the heart of downtown is called Maiya’s, which is open Wednesday 

through Saturday. Maiya, the owner, is good friends with Rainer Judd, the son of Donald 

Judd. Maiya moved to Marfa to help the family settle his estate after Donald Judd’s 

death. In the meantime she opened Maiya’s. She also initated the Get Go, a grocery with 

New York City proportions and prices. She started this grocery because she was tired of 

never having enough ingredients that were fresh. As more than one local said, “You have 

to be a tourist to afford to shop at the Get Go or eat at Maiya’s.” The other high class 

restaurant in town is Cochineal, my preferred deluxe restaurant that is only closed on 

Wednesdays. Cochineal has not only fancy drinks and meals; they also have a high class 

wait staff. The service job market in Marfa is overrun by 20-30 year olds, usually with 

multiple academic degrees who come in and take the waitressing, bar backing, and 

bartending jobs. This, unfortunately, leaves the local residents with few options of 

employment. Both Maiya’s and Cochineal are kept alive by the tourist trade and the older 

and more economically affluent ranching and art community of Marfa. However, the 

younger art community goes there as well to live outside their means in the town where 

they are trying to create and live out their dreams.  

Alive late into the evening on the weekends is The Grilled Cheese Parlor, which 

is owned and run by Adam Bork, of Food Shark. In this small building there are 

installation pieces of televisions with Adam’s face on them. The eerie sound of strange 

and experimental music and the odd glow and hum of the televisions and eight-track 

players gives it an almost space-like vibe. The Grilled Cheese Parlor, of course, serves 
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four different gourmet grilled chesses each weekend night. It is open from 9:30 p.m. – 

midnight. There is some inside seating on bubble-looking chairs, but the main seating is 

out in an old remolded bus with the Food Shark magnet on it. Lit up with Christmas 

lights and with a speaker playing Marfa Public Radio, the bus is where you wait for your 

food to be called. The patrons collect their sandwiches on a plastic cube of AstroTurf. 

Sitting in the old school bus gives you the most strange and wonderful experience, almost 

as if you are in some odd independent movie. It is a magical and surreal experience to be 

eating off AstroTurf plates, sitting with strangers on an immobile bus.  
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Figure 6. Frama 

 

If you are looking to get ice cream or coffee the place is go is Frama. 

Coincidently, if you need to do laundry as well, you are in luck. Frama is a combined 

laundromat and ice cream and coffee shop. This is also another hub of communication 
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within the community. Thanks to such places like Frama I became addicted to Topo 

Chico and Mexican Cokes, which have about twice as much sugar in them as regular soft 

drinks. 

I previously mentioned the Get Go as a grocery option. However, the other choice 

you have to buy groceries is at the Puebla Market. The Puebla often loses power and yet 

they still refreeze what was unthawed. Buying vegetables and meat there was almost 

always a last resort unless you had a strong stomach. It was about two blocks away from 

my house though, so I went there periodically to pick up what was needed. Also, it was 

the only grocery that was generally affordable. However, I decided to eat less and better 

and shop at the Get Go most of the time. It has the convenience and prices of a New York 

City or small Austin grocery store, but the quality of the food was undeniable.  

This sums up most of the food and dining possibilities in Marfa. I feel it is 

important to talk about these things because this is how I managed to meet people. I am 

in general a reclusive person. However, my goal in Marfa was to be open to everyone and 

everything. I made myself be almost unbearably transparent during this time of research. 

I found that you must give yourself over to the universe wholly and purely if you want to 

receive anything whole and pure in return. The restaurants, bars, and venues, this is 

where I made the conversations that started not only interviews but also friendships that I 

will have forever. 

 

LODGING 

Marfa has a limited range of lodging if you are a tourist. Even the residents of 

Marfa have few options. You own or rent a house, or hopefully have some lodging space 

provided for you by the establishment you are working for. There are few apartments in 
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Marfa, most of which are already owned. As difficult as it may be to find lodging as a 

tourist it works uniquely, as most circumstances in Marfa do, to bring the community that 

much closer. 

If you are to stay in Marfa, one must either book far in advance or get creative. If 

you are more of the out-of-doors type person there is a beautiful camp ground called El 

Cosmico. El Cosmico was started by a woman and business genius named Liz Lambert. 

Liz has also created such places as Hotel San Jose in Austin. In the camp grounds you 

have the options of staying in refurbished vintage trailers, teepees, or wall tents. I would 

imagine it would be nice in the fall and spring, but in the summer and winter the visitor 

takes quite the beating. El Cosmico is a magical place that I cannot describe as well as I 

would like. I can only pass on the sense of the ethereal. It is something magical with the 

solar powered lights on the ground and the cool night air blowing softly in the evening. 
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Figure 7. Marfa at Sunset 

 

A more traditional place to stay is the Thunderbird Hotel. This is more of an 

average style motel. Previously, it was a somewhat run down motel. However, in years 

past it was redone heavily with minimalist and west Texan décor. The swimming pool is 

often a source of oasis in the desert for not just hotel guests but locals and tourists who 

are sneaky enough not to not get caught! Last, but not least, is the Hotel Paisano, which is 

quite out of my price range but is the place where most celebrities stay when they visit 

Marfa. In fact, Beyonce stayed at the Hotel Paisano when I visited Marfa. The popularity 

Marfa has received on an international level is overwhelming. It used to be that people 

came to Marfa because it was a hub of minimalist art in an arts community. Now, people 

come to Marfa not even knowing about the art but just knowing its element of “cool”! 

The Hotel Paisano is the oldest hotel in Marfa; it was used in the filming of the movie 

Giant. In earlier years Marfa was a place of mystery due to its connection with Giant and 

that such stars as Elizabeth Taylor, Rock Hudson, and James Dean resided there during 

the filming. Giant was James Dean’s last movie before his death, which rests heavily in 

certain pockets of Marfa. That is about all the lodging opportunities that are available. 

There are small camp grounds on the outskirts of town, but they expect you to bring your 

own tent and are subjected to the elements in a harsh way. The living locations are 

mainly supported by locals who have moved their trailer homes onto them.  

According to several residents and business owners, accommodations are difficult 

in Marfa. If something big like Chinati weekend, where artists and art lovers from across 

the world come to town or if a music or film festival is going on, not everyone has a place 

to stay. Not every business can accommodate heavy tourism as well, when they are used 
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to serving only a small population. While beneficial in some ways, this influx of tourists 

brings somewhat of a business nightmare to the small-locally owned businesses of Marfa.  

 

DRINKING AND LIVE MUSIC 

I cannot speak about every population group in Marfa, but I can say that nearly all 

demographic segments enjoy being social in evenings and on weekends. I learned that 

every group has a different dynamic and a particular place to kick back and relax. 

Enjoying life seems to go hand in hand with working very hard in Marfa. Every 

establishment has its patrons and every patron has his or her way of letting loose. 

Hotel Paisano, Maiya’s, and Cochineal have their own bars that are heavily 

populated by the wealthier, quieter community of Marfians. Paisano has a giant outdoor 

tiled patio with a large fountain where tourists sit and drink for hours on end in the 

evenings, sometimes while live music is playing. El Cosmico has great music almost 

every Thursday night and a make-shift bar to go along with it. El Cosmico works with 

traveling musicians a lot to barter music for a place to stay.  Padre’s is not only a 

restaurant but also a bar and music venue at night. Padre’s is the one place where you can 

see an example of the most diverse crowd come together in Marfa: it is locals, tourists, 

snobbish intellectuals, and transient travelers. The joining of a small town through music 

is a powerful thing to witness. The previously mentioned Planet Marfa also has music on 

the weekends. At noon you can hear the battling of the music with the Catholic Church 

bells across the street. The duality of these businesses speaks very closely to the 

resourceful combination of the people working in Marfa. You will rarely meet a person 

who has just one job. Most young residents in Marfa work at least three different part-

time jobs in order to make ends meet.  
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                                   Photo by Ali Holder 

Figure 8. Ty Mitchell at the Lost Horse Saloon 

 

All these places are lovely and interesting in their own right, yet my favorite bar 

located on the far eastern part of town is The Lost Horse. It is a dive if I have ever seen 

one. This is the bar where I played music every Thursday night. I asked the owner the 

first week I was there if I could play, and just on my word he allowed me to have a 

weekly standing gig. The bar is owned and run by a cowboy/model/actor named Ty 

Mitchell. He is probably one of the hardest working men I know. Ty spends Monday 

through Friday working at a ranch four hours from Marfa and then drives back to Marfa 

each afternoon to open the bar around 6:00 p.m. The bar is also open every weekend. It is 

decorated like a ranch, but displays the dirty, non-glamorous parts of a ranch. Ty was, in 

fact, one of the infamous Marlboro men, back in the day when cigarette advertising was 
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prevalent. Marfa has a “no smoking” rule now. However, this does not apply at The Lost 

Horse. The Lost Horse is the place where the young local people go, with pool tables and 

hardly any rules minus politeness; it is a great place to have fun and mingle with a giant 

chunk of not just the local community but the local arts community. At any given time 

you will find at least one person from each arts establishment conversing and drinking at 

The Lost Horse. It is somewhat a place of a communion for the younger community. 

 One night at The Lost Horse when I was playing, a French film crew was there 

filming for a French reality television show that was focusing an episode on Marfa. My 

entire gig was spent sweating because of the unknown camera crew filming me and the 

goings on at the bar. It was just another example of the international presence that art 

brings in different forms to Marfa. Marfa feels much like a magnet for the arts, both 

locally and universally. 

 

ARTS ESTABLISHMENTS 

Along with the actual arts establishments, I also include discussion of things that 

are not necessarily arts related but a part of the tourist community that is held together by 

the economic activity the arts bring. Although not directly a part of the arts, visiting these 

places assisted my research by deepening my understanding of the people and the country 

that is west Texas. One of the first things I was told to do as a tourist was to visit the 

Presidio County Courthouse. Here you can walk the stairwell up to the top and look over 

all of Marfa (see figure 1). It is quite beautiful and somewhat strange to realize how much 

history this small town has that you are overlooking, until you see it in this way. It is easy 

to feel that you, too, could move here and become a big fish in a little arts pond if you 

worked hard enough.  
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Coming into downtown across the street from the court house are a few shops and 

businesses such as the Big Bend Sentinel, City Hall, Quintana’s Barber Shop, the 

Chamber of Commerce, and some overpriced kitschy stores. The Ayn Foundation 

consists of two galleries open only on the weekends and hold several pieces by Andy 

Warhol and other pop and modern artists.  

Donald Judd not only brought minimalist art into town, he also instigated most of 

the buildings downtown, which are now owned and operated by the Judd Foundation. 

The Judd Foundation is Donald Judd’s private collection of his own work and others; this 

foundation is now run by Judd’s two children. The Judd Foundation owns five buildings 

downtown, one which was a guest house turned studio, another his fabrication studio. He 

also has another gallery that used to be the old Marfa Bank building, which is beautifully 

decorated in Spanish tile. The fourth building is the actual Judd Foundation. This space 

used to house a gallery on the second floor but now just operates as a business on the 

lower level due to decomposition of the building. The fifth structure is the house for the 

interns of the Judd Foundation. My French friend, who was a conservationist intern for 

Judd, lived in this building. The acoustics in this building are undeniably beautiful. I was 

lucky enough to record some music in this building. Another wonderful part of this 

building is its roof. A few nights we watched the movie Giant from a projector on the 

side wall of the roof. In the evenings you can look east and west and see two totally 

different scenes: one, of the mountains, and the other the deserts. So many naturally 

intrinsic things I experienced spoke to the dualities of Marfa as a community.  

Several blocks west of downtown is “The Block” where Judd and his family used 

to live and where some of his work and library still resides. The interesting thing about 

these spaces and galleries is that they were all strategically laid out by Judd before his 

death. Judd became ill  with lymphoma in the early nineties, and drew out detailed plans 



 49 

of how his private work and spaces were to be situated and never changed. This is seen as 

another part of Judd’s art work.  
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           Figure 9. Jonathan Richmond at Marfa Book Company 

 

The Marfa Book Company is across the street from the Judd Foundation and 

filled to the brim with books of all interests. It contains local books, music, and a gallery 

space for art work. This store is run by a man named Tim Johnson who is one of the most 

intelligent people I met in Marfa. The gallery in the back changed twice during the month 

I was there. Every Saturday night they had readings put on by the Lannan Foundation. 

This foundation sponsors writers, giving them a stipend and a place to stay to work on 

their craft out in Marfa for 6-8 weeks. I also attended a concert at the Marfa Book 

Company given by Jonathan Richmond, which turned out to be one of the most unusual 
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experiences of my life. This unorthodox music was a mixture of punk, folk, classical 

Spanish guitar, and interpretive dance. Adam Bork of the Food Shark and Grilled Cheese 

parlor also had a show there, along with his art in the gallery. Adam’s work was 

installation and video, which was quite different from the paintings that were hung in the 

gallery previously. What was also intriguing about the Marfa Book Company was that a 

lot of the same people come to the events and visit the book company. This is standard 

for most of the arts events around town, however, especially at the Marfa Book 

Company. As far as social outings go, about 15% of the town is almost always there, this 

being the white artist community. Even if it is the same 100 people, they are almost 

always at these events supporting each other in the community, which is what makes 

Marfa so special. Everyone there wants you to be creative and desires to support each 

other’s expressive attempts and creativity. The arts are rewarded in Marfa, which is a 

beautiful thing to see. 

 Behind the Marfa Book Company at the end of the block is Robert Arber’s 

studio. Robert used to be a printmaker for Donald Judd in the 1970s and ‘80s. Robert and 

his wife live above the gallery and show their own and other’s work. Some of the 

collections they have are absolutely fascinating. One of my favorite exhibitions was the 

30cm x 30cm Project. In the words of Arber & Son Editions, the 30cm x 30cm Project 

was begun in 2003 as a collaboration between Arber & Son Editions and visiting artists-

in-residence at the Chinati Foundation in Marfa. The name of the project reflects the 

physical dimensions of the pages upon which the artists work. The techniques employed 

for each edition vary from lithography and relief printing to digital prints. Each of the 

boxed works consists of six to nine prints. The editions are limited to forty numbered 

copies and are contained in archival boxes hand built by Arber & Son. The boxes are 

bound with a foil-stamped linen spine, and have a debossed title on the cover 
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(http://30x30cmproject.com/index1.html). Across the street from that gallery is Cobra 

Rock Boot Company. Musician and boot maker extraordinaire Colt Miller and his 

girlfriend Logan own and run the shop selling handmade boots and other leather goods. 

Colt plays in multiple bands around Marfa and throughout Texas. He is truly one of those 

people who does not talk about his art, he just does it. The impact from that alone is 

inspiring. Much like working multiple jobs, the artists here tend not to just stick with one 

specific medium but combine several different in the production and execution of their 

work. I find that this approach to life makes their work and its inspiration on others much 

more full and multi-dimensional. Another thing I recognized in Marfa is that people come 

there to focus on creating and perfecting their craft. People move there to make art, and 

no matter what genre they start their process and follow through with diligent dedication 

to their work. 

On the main street that runs through the town of Marfa is Galleri Urbane, a small 

contemporary gallery that holds hours known only unto itself. There are other galleries 

and establishments that have been closed down or are still under construction on this 

street, but I will not discuss them as they are in transition were not a part of my 

experience. Going to the south of town is Gallery 2D. This gallery is so very 

contemporary that it is quite difficult for many visitors to understand. Dennis, who runs 

2D, is very kind and a lover of contemporary minimalist art with a passion I cannot 

depict in words.   
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            Figure 10. Concrete Boxes at The Chinati Foundation 

 

Heading further east towards El Cosmico is The Chinati Foundation. This is 

Donald Judd’s public work and holds not only his artwork but the art of John 

Chamberlain, John Wesley, and Dan Flavin. The Chamberlain building is actually located 

downtown, but everything else is situated at the Chinati Foundation on the edge of town. 

This is a giant compound on a piece of land that was originally bought by Dia Art 

Foundation in the early 1970s to assist Judd in starting his large landscape installation 

work. Eventually Judd became the owner of the land and has kept it and the Chinati 

Foundation intact upon it long after his death. Today, the Chinati Foundation is an arts 

establishment that would not exist without the passion and hard work of its employees. 

Much like Judd’s finalized layout of his spaces downtown, he also felt the importance of 

and need for his large scale landscape installations to go back into the earth eventually, 

with as little intervention as possible. There is much discussion regarding the 

conservation of Judd’s private and public work. The debate is between respecting Judd’s 
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wishes and preserving his art work, as it is a reason this community consists of what it 

does today.  

This compound of the Chinati Foundation was originally Camp Marfa in 1911. In 

the 1920s it became the military fort D.A. Russell, used during World War II. Fort D.A. 

Russell closed in 1947. After the DIA Art Foundation’s reign from 1970 -1986, Judd cut 

ties with the foundation and took over the fort, and continued to build his own art and it 

became a place to also house the work of his friends. The Chinati does much public 

outreach in the community. They have open house days as well as a public garden, free 

art classes in the summer, and other free art workshops for adults. Judd’s partner ran the 

Chinati Foundation until recently. The Chinati and Judd Foundations both have public 

tours Wednesday through Sunday, which are the meat of the art community. According 

to those linked to his foundations and from what people who knew him firsthand have 

said, Judd would not approve of Marfa the way it is today. When Judd came to Marfa it 

was a place of vastness where he could create. Marfa was simple, as was his presence 

among the community. Judd was a minimalist artist, not much of Marfa today speaks to 

minimalism, with the exception of his art.  However, as much as Judd might not have 

liked what Marfa has become today, it was rebuilt in the ‘70s upon his revival of the town 

by minimalist art, thus creating tourism and jobs that still continue today.   

In front of the Chinati Foundation is Building 98. This facility is run by an elderly 

couple who appear wealthy and a part of the local retirement community. It is a place 

where mature women artists come to create and display their artwork. There is also a 

recording studio, and other rooms with murals left over from Prisoners of War held there 

during World War II. The building is also compound-like in that it used to be where the 

highest commanders of the military were housed. This is the only piece of the military 
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fort not owned by the Chinati Foundation. It is a very new establishment with good 

intentions; it is something a little different from the mainstream of minimalist art.  

 

 

Photo by Ali Holder 

            Figure 11. Audio Installation at Ballroom Marfa 

 

My favorite local arts establishment is Ballroom Marfa. Ballroom Marfa is a 

lovely little gallery near the center of town. It displays extremely interesting exhibits. At 

the time, they also had an audio installation of the sounds of Marfa outside. It was 

haunting. They present a free DJ Camp for kids every summer, as well as other 

community events such as extremely highbrow concerts for very inexpensive prices so 

everyone in the community can be a part of them. They are also building Marfa’s drive-in 

theater starting this year in hopes of bringing the community together for evening 

gatherings. Ballroom Marfa is associated with Marfa Studio of the Arts. This is run by 
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one of the previous art teachers in the Marfa Independent School District. Because there 

is so little funding for the arts in the Marfa ISD, there are usually few art classes available 

in the public schools. Marfa Studio of the Arts is a nonprofit organization that brings 

artists into the classroom as well as takes the students on field trips. Without this 

organization it is likely that art in the local school district would be almost non-existent. 

Without the efforts of Ballroom Marfa, The Chinati Foundation, and Marfa Studio of the 

Arts, the youth of Marfa would have little to no formal exposure or access to the arts. 

Located between downtown and “The Block” is the Crowley Theater. The 

Crowley Theater is owned by Tim Crowley who originally opened Marfa Book 

Company. The theater has monthly plays and concerts. One of my favorite experiences in 

Marfa was sitting in on the rehearsal of “Three Penny Opera.” My French friend and I 

walked in to see some of our friends at practice only to be pulled on stage ourselves. 

Even if you are not in the Opera, if you attended rehearsal you must sit on stage with 

everyone else who is. Bystanders are subjected to settling any arguments that arise among 

the players. This rehearsal has been going on for over a year and will continue until it is 

perfect, according to the director who happens to also be the same man who runs the 

Chinati Foundation. He directs this production with an almost terrifying vigor and 

passion for theater. In the middle of watching this practice I became aware that a lot of 

people here are out to not only work in the arts establishments but also heal and grow 

personally through the arts by being a part of them in any way possible. On the opposite 

note of that though, I found that a majority of the Hispanic population who have been 

there for decades find little to nothing healing or positive from the arts. To them, the arts 

are simply something that have come in, taken over, and kept them afloat as a town. This 

juxtaposition of ideals weighed heavily on me the entire time in Marfa, like a balance of 

two scales. This matter will be discussed in greater depth in later chapters. 
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One great thing about all these arts establishments is that they are almost always 

free or extremely inexpensive. I didn’t realize the impact it could have on me being able 

to visit the same pieces of art over and over again. It deepened my understanding of 

myself and my connection with the artworks.  

 

THE SURROUNDING AREA 

Marfa is glorious, there is no doubt about it. What is even more majestic is how it 

is folded so beautifully into its surrounding environment. Coming to Marfa from the east 

you will pass through the community of Alpine. Alpine is a wonderful little town one 

must travel to in order to get or to do anything besides the basic necessities of life. You 

must pass through this area if you are going to visit The University of Texas’s McDonald 

Observatory. This astronomical observatory is overwhelmingly fascinating; at night you 

can attend a star party to learn about the constellations through an enormous telescope. 

Between Marfa and Alpine are the Marfa mystery lights. This phenomenon has been 

unexplained since its first documented sightings in the late 1800s. Critics claim a number 

of reasons for these lights, including one theory that the bouncing balls of light are just 

far off car head lights in the distance. But these lights have been around much longer than 

automobiles. There is a rest stop that has approximately five telescopes and two 

restrooms. At any given time there are handfuls of people looking at the stars and waiting 

for these mystery lights to appear. The lights are quite magical. Several different people 

came to stay with me in Marfa, so each time we could pack up at 10:00 p.m. because the 

sun was not even fully set until then and we would head out to the rest stop. All bundled 

up, we would watch for the colorful little balls of light. One night we pulled up and two 
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girls had their music blaring, dancing in their headlights and under the stars. It was a 

secretly shared beautiful moment.  

To the north of Marfa is a piece of conservation land owned by the government. 

To be able to walk out into the landscape for miles is a luxury. Almost everything else in 

Marfa is private property, and nearly all of it ranch land. Going further north out of Marfa 

is Fort Davis. Fort Davis was also a military camp. It is currently just filled with 

reenactments and tour guides at the foothills of the Davis Mountains.  
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           Figure 12. McKnight Ranch, Fort Davis, Texas 

 

Heading further north from Fort Davis is Balmorhea Springs. This is the world’s 

largest natural spring-fed pool. On a hot summer day you can find west Texas residents 

from all locations swimming in the freezing water. They not only have a high dive, but 

thousands of fish to swim with. I handled the initial swim just fine only getting bitten 

from time to time by the schools of fish. I unfortunately made the mistake of putting on 
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goggles the second time around and actually saw the multitudes of fish around me. I 

never got back in the pool after that experience.  

Heading even farther north about two hours is Pecos, Texas. This is where I, with 

a Frank, Barcelonan, and two New Yorkers attended the Pecos Rodeo, the longest 

standing rodeo in Texas. Growing up in North Texas the rodeos I attended were nearly 

always run by Caucasian cowboys. Here in Pecos I felt almost as foreign as my friends 

when we pulled up to the rodeo with nearly 100% of the patrons being Hispanic. Sitting 

in the evening sunsets on the metal bleachers felt like a high school football game as the 

announcer opened with a prayer and the Pecos football coach’s daughter singing the 

national anthem. After hours of watching the rodeo, eating an assortment of deliciously 

terrible rodeo food, and riding the mechanical bull, we decided to go to the rodeo dance. 

However, there were two dances, one for Hispanics and one for Caucasians. We decided 

just to head home and skip the thirty dollars worth of segregation. 
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Photo by Ali Holder 

           Figure 13. Pecos Rodeo 

 

On the drive back to Marfa our atheist Barcelonan friend told us how upset she 

was that they started the rodeo with a prayer. Something that seems traditional to me 

upset her ideas that she came to America to have freedom from religion. We tried to 

explain to her that Texas was much different from many other parts of the United States. 

It was a full moon that lit our path through the canyons of the mountains on our way back 

home. We saw two javalina in the brush and our New Yorker friend explained to us all 

the blood shed between the Comanche and Apache that went on in these canyons. This is 

why he was in Marfa, to write a book about this historic bloodshed. The stories of Native 

American wars left us with silence the last bit of the drive home, realizing that we were 

not the first people to travel in this desolate and at times highly contested country. 

Heading out west of Marfa about an hour is Valentine, Texas where the famous 

Prada Marfa installation by Elmgreen and Dragset resides. Prada Marfa is casually 
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located on the side of the highway with a traditional Prada store front. Inside are the latest 

collections of Prada shoes and handbags. Soon after Prada Marfa opened it was broken 

into and vandalized. However, since the store has been around a while now it has been 

left alone, for the most part. Every month the people from Ballroom Marfa come to 

change light bulbs and paint over graffiti on the front and sides of the building. My 

favorite part about Prada Marfa is the back of the building. This is left open for use by 

graffiti artists, as to say we are all in this together as artists. Even recalling this fact 

warmed my heart and spoke to the boundaries that art can cross. I imagine to the 

unassuming traveler Prada Marfa might seem like a figment of their imagination.  

South of Marfa is the previously mentioned border patrol check point. You can 

leave Marfa and just drive past it, but coming back into Marfa you are stopped and 

interrogated thoroughly regarding your citizenship and your cargo. I took a trip to the east 

one afternoon with some friends to go out to the Chinati Hot Springs, which are natural 

hot springs inside a resort. As we started out driving we noticed the rain clouds above the 

desert lands towards the west. We drove for an hour right up to the edge of the Mexican 

border before taking a sharp turn west for another hour. About thirty minutes away from 

the hot springs it started to pour. Once again, in my low to the ground car we came across 

a pass of road that had been flooded. We were not able cross it. Two and half hours lost 

to driving only to turn around and drive back to Marfa. I will admit that even in five 

hours of driving, the landscape was so beautiful it did not seem boring, even once.  

 

REFLECTIONS 

I had previously thought that I would want to move to Marfa and that this would 

be my time to view the town as a possible place to live when I graduated. I learned 
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though that it is too small of a town to live in for my own personal taste. By the end of 

my five weeks in Marfa the majority of people knew my name and exactly what I was 

doing there. Gossip around town is like oxygen, which is how many small towns thrive 

on their basis of legends and lore. Marfa is interesting in that there are rarely house 

numbers; you must have a P.O. Box or receive mail there by general delivery to the post 

office. To give an idea of the smallness of the town, most directions that are given to you 

are not presented in street names, but rather in passing lampposts, turning left at fences, 

and driving down to the fourth house on the left of the first dirt road. 

As I was driving into Austin, on my return from Marfa,  I came upon I-35 at Ben 

White and saw Austin with a completely new pair of eyes. For a town I thought to be 

perfect to my size I felt so incredibly overwhelmed. Reentry was difficult for the first 

night back, realizing that I was no longer in Marfa. I will probably never live there, yet it 

holds a part of my soul that will remain there for eternity, and maybe even become 

another star in its skies. 

I spent as much time researching as I did opening myself up to the community 

and the world in Marfa. I had only about five interviews set up when I arrived. I believe 

that by being so open to circumstances and opportunities that I was allowed to meet more 

people in an almost domino effect, which made my interviews so organic and 

meaningful. A presentation and discussion of these interviews is found in the following 

chapter. I strive to keep that same spirit of openness in my daily life outside of Marfa as 

well now. My time in Marfa helped make me believe that I never have to settle for 

something ordinary if I don’t want to. I can make my own path my own way, that is one 

of the transforming powers the arts and Marfa have bestowed upon me. 
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Photo by Ali Holder 

           Figure 14. Glass Rock Wall Portrait  
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Chapter Four: Analysis of Interviews 

Throughout the five weeks I spent in Marfa, Texas I conducted 40 interviews with 

residents of this community. I set out to ask questions that answered, to what degree and 

in what ways has contemporary art impacted the community of Marfa, Texas as described 

through the experiences and perceptions of its residents? Through these interviews I 

affirmed things I had already surmised, and learned several new things I had not 

expected. This is often what takes places in research. 

 An overall approach in this methodological process would be that when I 

conducted the interviews, most of them were done in the interviewee’s natural settings. 

These were primarily at their homes, places of work, or at a restaurant or bar in the 

community. Due to the organic nature of the interviewee’s surroundings, during every 

interview there would be pauses in the recordings due to conversations between the 

interviewee and other residents. Whether just a passing hello or a full-on conversation, it 

was all informative to understanding the nature of the community in Marfa.  Holding 

these interviews at someone’s place of business was especially interesting because it 

enabled me to see how the businesses and their employees interacted with members of 

the community. These residents really do live and breathe their work in Marfa, but they 

always make time for good conversation. It was also intriguing that in most of my 

interviews I could hear the same train that runs through the middle of town, regardless of 

what part of town I was in. This was a marker of reality for me, acknowledging how 

small Marfa is and how everyone, at any given time, is connected even if just by the 

noise of a train.  

Communication is interesting in Marfa. Some of the elder locals who I 

interviewed did not have a cell phone or computer. The main form of interaction for these 
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residents in the community is running into people on the street and having face-to-face 

conversations with them. When I would set up a time to interview them it would be 

concrete and fixed; no room for rescheduling.  

Identifying various aspects of my interviews, the residents fell into a few different 

categories. 19 of the interviewees belonged to the arts community, which ranges from 

residents who have lived there anywhere from 2-30 years. 14 interviewees were locals 

who were born in the area and spent the majority of their lives in Marfa; the eldest had 

lived there 69 years. Two of these local residents’ families have been in Marfa for over 

100 years. Three interviewee cases were special in that they were from Marfa, yet heavily 

involved in the arts community as well. One interviewee belonged to the ranching 

community, and three others moved to Marfa specifically to live in the community of 

Marfa and work in the service industry. 

I learned that among the arts community, the majority of residents moved to 

Marfa because they took a job working at one of the major arts foundations, or because 

they visited these arts foundations and enjoyed Marfa so much during their visit. 

However, more so than this, one of the largest themes I came across of why people love 

to live in Marfa was actually not related to the arts at all. It is because of the environment 

in which Marfa resides. Being situated 5,000 feet high in the beautiful desert country, the 

stars, the cool climate, and the mystical element Marfa holds is something that runs deep 

in the hearts of all the town’s residents. R.M. said, “Even before I moved here it felt like 

home, I have always felt a magnetic pull to Marfa and its beauty.” Relating one’s 

environment to the arts, it seems as if a place holding such special people and creativity 

has been built upon an incredible canvas to begin with. Yet there is more that draws 

people to Marfa than the natural environment.   
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Through the analysis of my interviews a number of themes and sub-themes 

emerged. Sorting through these conversations I have identified seven themes that provide 

insight into Marfa and the role the arts play now, and in the past, in contributing to the 

development of this community. These themes, and relevant discussion follow. 

 

THEME I: ARTS COMMUNITY SUPPORT 

The most apparent overall theme I found throughout my interviews was that the 

arts are not only encouraged but well supported. In the words of one resident G.G.: 

 

Art sets the tone for the community, it informs the way people conduct 

themselves. You are allowed creative freedom and support…. Everyone in the 

community is open to the possibility and creativity of art. The idea that you have 

permission and that someone is going to say “yes” or is going to be there to 

support you is huge (personal communication, July 2012). 

Along these same lines, resident T.J. says,  

 

Marfa is a lot of things. The most private or personal one being a place where art 

is taken seriously and its commercial aspect exists here, but does not dominate…. 

People can have an active generative relationship to art…. For 25% of the 

community it’s the basis of most relationships. Talking about it, thinking about it, 

going to other peoples’ shows. It’s a social basis; it provides us with objects and 

events to which we come to know each other. It’s a tremendous part of the town 

and one of the biggest engines of the economy (personal communication, July 

2012). 

 

Another large part of this creative and supportive nature is the collaboration that 

occurs between the foundations, businesses, and individuals alike, pulling together their 

own resources to help one another. For example, the bookstore owner holds art openings, 

musical events, and poetry readings at the bookstore. The food truck owners cater events 

for parties at foundation functions. Artists go into the local school and teach art classes to 



 66 

the students. During one of my interviews I saw one foundation owner greasing the door 

hinges at the bookstore with WD-40 just because it was squeaking. Adding to the 

supportive nature of the arts community in Marfa is the friendliness and safety of the 

town. Many people leave their houses and cars unlocked, without fear of anything being 

stolen. 

B.M. states, “Watching this slow transformation over time, it makes you realize 

that when you get some like-minded people together, anything can happen.” This “like-

minded” and supportive community based on and centered around the arts seemed to be 

one of the primary reasons why the community can exist the way it does. This is 

meaningful because it strongly supports the positivity that comes from people with like 

minds and interests working together for a greater good. K.S., who was raised in Marfa, 

moved away, and then transitioned back in her mid-twenties, says,  

 

I wouldn’t live here if it weren’t for the new vivacious, artistic culture, type of 

things that have moved in here from other places. And I wouldn’t have stayed 

after I moved back if it weren’t for the community of people that live here 

together (personal communication, July 2012). 

A sub-theme of this art community support I found was that it is fairly easy to be 

a big fish in the small pond of Marfa. This can be seen in the massive opportunity there is 

for those trying to actively pursue a career in art or in their business in Marfa. There are 

people from throughout the spectrum of Marfa who are involved in community plays, as 

well as other community events that engage the arts, which in a bigger city they may 

never have had a shot at trying. Some businesses and artists have received international 

attention due to the fact that Marfa is a small enough place to make a name for yourself if 

your art or craft is regarded as worthy of merit, as opposed to living in a bigger city 

where you might get lost in the shuffle. T.M. expresses, “I’ve travelled around the world 
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twice and now I don’t have to travel because the world comes to me” (personal 

communication, July 2012). 

More importantly, on the “small pond” side of things, it is easy for everyone to 

get involved in the community civically.  Most residents are engaged not only in their 

own work but also in community services. From the Marfa Volunteer Fire Department, 

school board, chamber of commerce, rotary club, town softball teams, and cleaning the 

city swimming pool are all areas of participation by the citizens of Marfa. These are just 

some examples of how important it is for these individuals to work together for the 

betterment of the community. From all different areas of Marfa the majority of people 

seem to be working towards the same goals of civic engagement and improvement. 

 

THEME 2: HARD WORK 

C.M. says, “A lot of people wear a lot of different hats here in Marfa.” Harkening 

back to the multi-hat wearing community aspect of Marfa, I found this to be another 

theme seemingly present throughout the town. Everyone who is in Marfa works hard to 

be there and stay there. Most residents have at least two jobs, if not more. The highly 

established residents may have one main avenue of employment and supplement it in 

small ways. But for the most part everyone is always working hard, and sometimes 

playing hard, too. One resident is a bar owner, rancher, actor, and model, which together 

gives you an idea of the effort and hours he puts into just surviving.  Because of the 

limited number of services in Marfa, the city is left with a somewhat fixed amount of 

work. A handful of the closer friends I made in Marfa while I was there would work part-

time jobs at three different places. M.G. told me, “This is a work a day place where 

people have to work hard in order to live here” (personal communication, July 2012). 



 68 

Most of the temporary arts internship positions in the foundations are unpaid, thus interns 

are left to work as bartenders or waiters in the evenings in order to survive financially. 

This, unfortunately, causes the situation of having people who are extremely 

overqualified for jobs that otherwise could be filled by the local citizens of Marfa. 

Regardless of who is employed, it is good that there are jobs. 

 

THEME 3: DISCOURSE AND THE INFLUENCE OF ART 

Discourse about art, and its meaning and influence on the individual and the 

community of Marfa specifically, became another theme that emerged in my interviews. 

For many individuals, art is simply expression and creative involvement. J.D. states, “It is 

really any creative endeavor that someone undertakes without profit as a motive” 

(personal communication, July 2012). For most individuals I interviewed, art has 

impacted them in ways that have changed the direction of their thought and character. 

This was the case even for some residents who had no intention of being a part of the arts 

community. A handful of people described art as a process and how you respond to a 

problem, and not necessarily the product of a process. Many people believed that art, 

although most often tangible, can sometimes be intangible. It can be theoretical, an 

attitude, a mode of attention, and a spirit which inspires someone. A large amount of 

people said that nature and the mountains around them were the most pure form of art, 

God’s art. Some people really loved minimalist art and that is why they came to Marfa; 

others did not even consider such objects worth being called “art.” However, most 

everyone agreed that no matter what form the art may take, it needs an audience in order 

to be considered art. More than one third of the interviewees said, verbatim, “Art is in the 

eye of the beholder” (personal communication, July 2012). M.G. exemplified this 
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position: “Art is in the eye of the beholder, not everyone likes minimalist art or traditional 

art. There’s something for everyone in the art world” (personal communication, July 

2012). This may seem rudimentary, but it is the case in Marfa.  

Speaking about art in Marfa, T.J. declared, “I feel more stimulated and educated 

by being here, I feel rejuvenated daily in my life and work because I have inspirational 

encounters with art and even the bad ones have helped my well-being.” Art is a balance 

of aesthetics and intent. Art is also craft: it is making boots, making soap, laying tile, 

building a home. L.L states, “The arts are a way of thinking, engaging, and creating, they 

have an everyday impact, both emotionally and economically” (personal communication, 

July 2012). 

Several residents offered that Donald Judd’s aluminum boxes at the Chinati 

Foundation were their favorite pieces of art. These interviewees spoke of a consciousness 

that can be learned through sustained encounters with these boxes at various times of day 

in different seasons. Another favorite was the Lannan Foundation and the readings it 

offers to the community. An additional important feature of this theme occurred in the 

arts being so present that the residents who were interested in them are constantly 

stimulated and learning new things, having fresh experiences with art. It may be that the 

same 25% of the Marfa population comes to these arts events, but this attendance and 

activity keeps the discourse of the arts steady and lively amongst them. 

An intriguing sub-theme emerged through my interviews. Although the arts 

establishments of Marfa put a significant amount of effort into public outreach and arts 

education, some people in the community are just are not that interested in them. This 

was either due to a lack of understanding or general disinterest in the arts. Most 

foundations in Marfa offer summer art classes, camps, concerts, and exhibitions for very 

little cost. A large number of events are free. The Chinati Foundation does not charge 
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admission to local residents, and they even have a Spanish version of their newsletter. 

Arts education is so important to me that it is difficult to consider that some people just 

do not care about attending arts events. I have to recognize this point of view.  C.L. says,  

 

I was never educated in art so some of it I don’t get, but some of it I do, and I like 

it. A lot of locals don’t go to the arts events but a lot of arts people don’t go to the 

softball events. It’s not that they don’t like each other, it’s just that they’re not 

interested (personal communication, July 2012). 

Another resident brought up the fact that even in a large community the arts are 

not trying to reach out to every demographic of every community; the arts are there to be 

available to those who are interested in them. I had conversations with a few Marfians 

who said Judd had perceived outreach as arrogance.  Outreach is not a part of the mission 

statement of every arts establishment in Marfa. This was a key learning point for me, in 

helping me to sort out what possible divisions there were between organizations and 

individuals in Marfa. I think this is a valuable point for every different niche of the 

community to understand as well, whether arts related or not. 

 

THEME 4: CULTURAL DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES 

Another theme emerged throughout my conversations, but seemingly only 

because I asked. Had I not done so, I am not sure the information would have presented 

itself so casually.  Considering that approximately 75% of the population of Marfa is 

Hispanic, and that Marfa is a small west Texas town, I assumed there would be some 

visible points of contention between ethnic and cultural groups within the community. 

After investigating the issue, there seemed to be a subtle underlying tension that 

apparently did not cause major, or even minor, conflicts to occur. Although I found that 

there is some animosity between people, it is primarily a matter of different cultures 
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coexisting within the community. There are several small and different sub-communities 

that make up the parts to the larger municipality of Marfa. About this, P.V. states,  

 

This town stands like a stool on three legs each just as important as the other but 

they all stand separate and independent, but together they hold up the community. 

However, they are not completely exclusive, they overlap at some points and 

where they do they create a beautiful and interesting synergy that the art has a 

great deal to do with (personal communication, July 2012). 

The three legs he was speaking of are the Hispanic community, which makes up 

the majority of residents; the ranching community, which used to drive the economic 

wheel of Marfa; and the arts community, which is currently propelling the financial 

position of the town. If I were to broaden that three-legged stool, I would add a leg to 

include the merchants of the town and retirement community. However, these two 

features are neither as concrete nor are they as separate as the other three “legs.” What 

seemed to reflect the most separation in the town is the “old guard” of the  longstanding 

municipality versus the new arts community.  Regarding this, C.L. says,  

 

Marfa has been a conservative, red meat eating, brass tacks kind of community 

for a long time. Now, the artists are a bit more creative and have a different social 

and political ideas, but it’s the real world and frankly I find it refreshing to talk to 

someone who doesn’t look, act, and talk just like me (personal communication, 

July 2012). 

The “old guard” that I interviewed were all positive in their perceptions, but 

sometimes having a hard time adapting to change in the community. P.V. states, “With 

all this change over time, you’ve got to understand that nothing is completely good or 

completely evil. But overall, the changes have been overwhelmingly positive” (personal 

communication, July 2012). Several residents called it growing pains, knowing that 

although different from what they are used to, the arts are what is keeping Marfa intact. I 

learned that with the town being 75% Hispanic, a big part of the community falls in line 
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with Catholicism. Known for its conservativeness, this segment of the community has 

had a difficult time adapting to a culture of youth and tourism that is much more liberal in 

thought and action. D.B. says, “Even in a town not related to the arts, there will still be 

divisions. It’s human nature to compartmentalize ourselves” (personal communication, 

July 2012). 

During my interviews I found that I had some cultural barriers of my own. Two of 

my questions asked what the role of the arts was in Marfa, and what the individual 

thought their role was in the community. I found that in the Hispanic community this idea 

of “role” did not translate well in Spanish. In my two interviews where I utilized 

translators, it was easier to get this point across. However, in several of my interviews my 

insufficient Spanish caused me to remove these questions. There was another cultural 

barrier: politeness. In all honesty this never seems a barrier in life, but for the purpose of 

my interviews it might be considered so. I was warned by a Hispanic friend, after he read 

my interview questions, that I might come across the problem of politeness in my more 

controversial questions. I did not understand him at the time, but he was correct. Due to 

the amiable nature and politeness of the culture, some interviewee’s would say there was 

no division amongst the people of the community and move on to the next question. I 

found in my research that there seemed to be some divisions among old and new 

residents, Hispanic and white, as well as between those considered educated and non-

educated. It seemed that on some days these divisions were felt, slightly, but on most 

other days they were hardly present at all. The community of Marfa is, for the most part, 

peaceful and friendly. I think this is a testament to the organic cohesiveness of a 

community. People generally respected one another and learn from each other. One 

primary thing to be learned from this experience is that regardless of some divisions that 
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occurred, everyone was aware that Marfa is special and that the great majority of 

residents appeared to be working towards keeping it that way. 

T.J. told me, “Everyone from out of town brings a representation of change in the 

culture, and if you like the culture the way it is, change is a hard thing” (personal 

communication, July 2012). Even though residents admit that change is difficult to 

handle sometimes, the majority of my interviewee’s agreed that the changes brought by 

the arts have been, overall, positive. That said, there were a few less-than-positive sub-

themes which were consequences of art’s presence in the community. For instance, 

although there is a rise in economic well-being due to tourism, infrastructure, businesses, 

and everyday amenities like a pharmacy or an optometrist have not come with it. A 

majority of the buildings located downtown are already owned and utilized by individuals 

and foundations, and there is often empty space where other businesses could be.   

The biggest negative sub-theme I encountered was that property taxes have been 

raised due to people from outside Marfa coming in and buying up homes for many times 

their previous value. Moreover, most of these purchases are made by people who only 

live in Marfa part-time or use the property as a vacation rental.  This higher property tax 

on housing makes it harder for someone with a small west Texas income to buy higher 

quality housing.  In addition, most art establishments, being non-profit, do not pay 

property tax. This brings about a shrinking tax base, which leaves little money for the 

city. However, all this said, in the words of one resident, T.M., “We all look back at the 

past and say, ‘I miss the good ole’ days’ but that’s because we only remember the good 

times not the bad” (personal communication, July 2012). 

 



 74 

THEME 5: ECONOMIC BENEFIT OF THE ARTS 

One of the other larger themes uncovered by these interviews was that although 

there may have been some negative effects because the arts, without the arts and the 

economic benefits they bring to the town Marfa would not exist. Rancher, B. M., said, 

“The impact that art has had on this town is that it kept it from dying or turning into a 

ghost town” (personal communication, July 2012). The cattle industry, which used to 

sustain the town, is now a shrinking business. There is, of course, the small amount of 

tourism from Big Bend and west Texas travelers, but tourism from the arts and the 

businesses amenities that come along with providing for a tourist town are the largest and 

most viable source of economic stability. About this, C.L. says, 

 

I have to live in the real world of economics in that the arts foundations have a 

pay roll and events that bring people to town. You can say what you want about 

whether the arts are valuable or not but the economic impact it has had is real.  

It’s a tourist town now but tourism is just one pillar. We need more infrastructure 

and more businesses, because the economy is still fragile (personal 

communication, July 2012). 

The arts are the cash cow that provides Marfa with the money it needs to survive. 

Without such income the town would wither, much like the surrounding towns in the 

area. J. D. said, “The backbone of this town is cultural tourism”  (personal 

communication, July 2012). Without the art foundations and the galleries there would be 

no need for places to stay or locations to enjoy a meal when people come to town. There 

would be no use for gas stations or shops where money can be spent. Tourism, due to the 

arts, took an interesting shift when I realized that some people come to Marfa not even 

knowing what they are looking for. They just know it is a place to visit. 

There has been a hint at another theme throughout this chapter about Marfa: The 

notion of this municipality being an international town. A large part of Marfa’s tourism is 
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international. In some cases it unfortunately heightens the subtle race and class divisions, 

but for the most part is just a part of what T.J. says is, “the big interesting encounter” 

with people. Because much of the town is connected through the arts, being able to have 

a worldwide discourse with the people who visit the town only makes connection through 

the arts even more powerful. Everyone brings with them a representation of change in the 

culture of Marfa which can be hard to accept if change is not something that comes to 

you easily.  

 

THEME 6: CULTURAL AUGMENTATION 

This national and international representation of change has had, and likely will 

continue to have, a strong impact on a theme that emerged in my interviews, and which I 

had not anticipated. This is the cultural augmentation of the younger, and perhaps not yet 

existent, generations of Marfa. Instead of growing up in a small west Texas town perhaps 

having only traveled in the state of Texas, these last two generations of the town, and the 

ones to come after them, will be strikingly influenced by an array of various people, 

cultures, ways of thinking, and encounters with art. How magnificent that the arts will 

have such a direct and perhaps unintended influence on the children of the future. I met a 

handful of high school aged residents in Marfa who were working in local arts 

establishments, taking summer art classes and DJ Camps, and making their own art with 

a variety of mediums.  

One young resident in particular, who played music, has been in a major film due 

to the attraction of tourists that was a part of the Cinemarfa Film Festival. Some 

foundations like Chinati and Ballroom have been working with educational outreach in 

the community, thus providing opportunities for young people to have grown up going to 
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summer art classes and visiting the museum every year throughout most of their lives. 

Having arts education as a foundation of one’s schooling is so very important. J.D.,  who 

works in art education outreach, states,  

 

I think that you are not going to change someone’s mind who is forty to sixty 

years of age. But, if you are dedicated enough you can start with the students in 

Kindergarten and take them to visit these arts establishments every year over a 

span of their 12 years of schooling, it will make a difference in an entire 

generation of the local community and the view’s they have on art with in it 

(personal communication, July 2012). 

There is much to learn when someone is young. Being provided a situation where 

your mind is opened not only to options but opportunities during your formative years is 

also crucial in the development of one’s identity and belief that nothing is beyond reach. 

This is the heart of what the power of the arts and arts education can bring to people of all 

ages within a community. It is also exciting to realize that these young people will one 

day take this knowledge and experience with them out into the world. J.D. also told me, 

“The youth here now are all aware of this bigger world out there and they are all starting 

to think about what they can do and how they can push themselves to be a part of things 

that are exciting and happening in the world” (personal communication, July 2012). 

Indeed, Marfa is fertile ground for the arts, and the next generation of citizens is 

benefitting from this experience. 

 

THEME 7: DONALD JUDD, THE CENTER OF INFLUENCE IN MY INTERVIEWS 

Another interesting theme I found was that most residents believe that Donald 

Judd changed the direction of Marfa for evermore. C.L. says, “You can imagine a meteor 

hurdling through space and when it hits something it changes its trajectory forever. 

Donald Judd was that meteor and he changed the trajectory of this town forever” 
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(personal communication, July 2012). Although this may not have been Judd’s intention, 

his influence to alter a community started with his arrival in the 1970s when he brought 

new forms of art to the town. M.Q. said, “When Donald Judd came to Marfa it was 

deteriorating, the buildings, the homes. That started to change when Judd came to Marfa” 

(personal communication, July 2012).Working as an artist he employed hundreds of 

people in the community, building and manufacturing the supplies he needed. With this 

art came the art pilgrims and slowly the beginning of tourism in Marfa. Because of that 

tourism a road was paved to a second wave of financial and cultural insertion into Marfa. 

Tim Crowley, in the late 1990s, put a lot of time and heart into buying buildings, starting 

businesses, and making Marfa not only culturally viable but also sustainable with more 

amenities. Over time restaurants, hotels, and merchants of various kinds have been able 

to develop and survive because of the tourist economy. As is the case with most things, 

expectations take unanticipated turns within a journey to get one to where they are going. 

Even though paradigms have been shifting for a century in Marfa, these arts now are 

what is keeping the town alive. Although there have been unintended, unavoidable, and 

inadvertent consequences, I believe Judd did, in fact, change for the better the trajectory 

of Marfa and the people that have and will continue to live in this community. 

 

SUMMARY 

I set out to investigate to what degree and in what ways contemporary art has 

impacted the community of Marfa, Texas as described through the experiences and 

perceptions of its residents. I did this through a process of interviewing forty residents of 

Marfa and obtaining their oral accounts of the community. Through conducting and 

analyzing these interviews, seven main themes arose. The first theme was Arts 
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Community Support. This seemed to be the glue that held the pieces together in that it is a 

primary reason people come to Marfa, and a main reason why they stay. There is truly an 

arts community existing within Marfa. The second theme I identified through this 

research was Hard Work. Witnessing the residents working with purpose and intensity in 

their own fields, I saw this to be extremely true. This hard work is spawned again, from 

the desire of these individuals to stay in Marfa. Discourse and the Influence of Art was a 

third theme. Art is the conversational piece that much of the community rests upon in 

Marfa, I think this relates directly to the supportive community as well. I found that 

discourse about art and the influence of art leads to a stronger community. This is 

supported by my community development through the arts section in my review of 

literature (chapter 2). The fourth theme focused on the Cultural Differences and 

Similarities that coexist in Marfa. Although there is a subtle divide between some cultural 

groups, Marfa is a friendly and peaceful town, overall. Community development through 

the arts is referenced again as my fifth theme with particular focus on, the Economic 

Benefit of the Arts. The arts appear to be the central reason Marfa still exists as a town. 

Although this comes with its drawbacks, it is a beautiful thing to experience the power of 

the arts, not just spiritually and emotionally, but tangibly and financially.  Cultural 

Augmentation is the sixth theme and one that was unexpected. Unknowingly, Marfa has 

paved the way of opening the minds of the town’s younger generations through the arts. 

This is something that will change their disposition as people forever. As one resident 

L.C. said in reference to the Chinati Foundation, “You can always feel the ghost of 

Donald Judd around you.” This brings me to my seventh theme, Donald Judd, the center 

of influence in my interviews. Although possibly unintended by Judd, it is his influence 

that brings the majority of people to Marfa, myself included, and he is responsible for the 

early revitalization of the town. His work is what brings many tourists to visit Marfa and 
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has motivated and paved the way for many of the workers in the arts establishments 

within the community. 

 Although some themes identified here are more pronounced and influential than 

others, it does not make the seemingly smaller themes to be less important. I wanted this 

study to be representational of how the arts have affected the community of Marfa and 

how they may continue to influence the people in Marfa today. There are times when the 

community’s affluence may have been trying for some residents, but overall it is a town 

full of aesthetic objects and conversation, with good intent. These were the major themes 

I found and developed through the support of my interviews. The next and final chapter 

discusses this study as a whole and how reflecting on this investigation may contribute to 

the larger field of art education. 
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Chapter Five: The Importance of Arts Education 

The purpose of this study was to find, “To what degree and in what ways has 

contemporary art impacted the community of Marfa, Texas as described through the 

experiences and perceptions of its residents?” In search for answers to this question I 

rented a house in Marfa, Texas for one month in the summer of 2012, to use as a location 

for getting a sense of the town and talking with its residents. In order to get the full 

experience of being a part of the community, I decided to obtain the information I was 

looking for by collecting a number of interviews from various residents throughout the 

community. My first handful of interviews were set up before I arrived in Marfa. From 

those interviews and from immersing myself into the community, I organically met more 

and more people who were willing to give me their oral accounts. In the end I recorded 

forty interviews from a diverse spectrum of residents in the community. After listening 

and transcribing these interviews I came to a few conclusions, some more weighted than 

others. 

Seven primary themes emerged from my interviews. Considering these seven 

themes, the following four seemed to be the most important in answering my central 

research question. The four most important themes I found through my interviews were 

the following: (a) Arts Community Support, (b) The Economic Benefit of the Arts, (c) 

Donald Judd Changing the Trajectory of Marfa, and (d) Cultural Augmentation. 

Although only approximately 25% of the population in Marfa is involved directly in the 

arts, they are united in what seems to be an extremely supportive community woven 

together by the arts. Art is the basis of their discourse. Visual art, literature, music, 

theatre, whatever you can image in the arts is supported by the people of Marfa; if you 

dream it, someone in Marfa will encourage you to make it a reality. What I found to be 
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even more encouraging was not only the community support of an idea, but the actual 

physical support of the community as shown by residents showing up to each other’s arts 

events. There is a tremendous sense of collaboration and support shown to others 

throughout the community. 

The economic benefit of arts may be the most important theme I found in terms of 

sustainability through the arts. Without the economy the arts generate, Marfa would be 

another dying west Texas community. The first round of money brought in occured 

through the arts establishments, including the foundations, galleries, and events held by 

them. The second is the service industry, including everything from the unique shops and 

bookstore to the hotels and restaurants, which provide entertainment and services to those 

who come to enjoy the arts establishments and their happenings.  

Another very important theme I found in my interviews was how Donald Judd has 

changed the trajectory of Marfa. In the early 1970s Donald Judd came to Marfa to make 

art. As a positive consequence of this he employed several Marfa residents. With the 

passing of time, his private and public works became foundations that brought people 

from throughout the world to see his artwork and that of his friends. Over the course of 

several decades, these artworks and art activity brought more and more people to Marfa, 

which escalated an increasing amount of business to Marfa. This art and economic 

development has grown and continues today. The immersion of this international art 

culture into this small west Texas town has forever changed not only the financial 

composition of the community but the overall culture within it. What I find critically 

important about this cultural transition is the impact this culture has had and will continue 

to have on the most recent generations of residents. Although unintended by Judd, this 

domino effect of artistic development will forever broaden the cultural range and outlook 

of the youth in Marfa. 
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This leads me to cultural augmentation, another significant theme I found in this 

study. The arts have brought a spectrum of culture to Marfa. Although cultural 

augmentation influences every resident of Marfa, most importantly it impacts the youth. 

Art, as a formative influence in children’s perceptions of the world, can be so important 

in their outlook on life and in developing their own identity and self-esteem. Beyond this, 

growing up in a community that values the arts and is sustained by the arts provides 

opportunity for young people to see and encounter firsthand the economic and 

employment benefit gained through the arts. 

Other themes I found in my research were: Cultural Differences and Similarities, 

Discourse and the Influence of Art, and Hard Work. All of these themes, much like the 

previous four, were interconnected and important in helping the arts to sustain the 

community of Marfa. Tying into the theme of Arts Community Support is the Discourse 

and Influence of Art. For a certain number of residents in Marfa, art is their livelihood not 

only in making a living but also in satisfying their passions. Being able to create or 

admire art and to have a common ground of the arts in general is something that 

strengthens the residents as a community and enlivens their support for one another. Hard 

work proves to be the glue that enables this type of community to exist. Everyone who is 

there works hard to be there and stay there. Clearly evident are multiple jobs being 

worked by one person and a variety of hats being worn by the people working together to 

keep the community alive through the arts. Cultural Differences and Similarities proved 

to be another theme that was easily overlooked, yet powerful. Marfa co-exists peacefully, 

but like any community it is not without its subtle dividing lines. Some markers are built 

on the presence of the arts, but are more constructed around differences in class and race. 

However, all this is said with the acknowledgement that the arts and the tourism it brings 

is what keeps the town alive.  
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There were three questions I was searching to find answers to before I conducted 

my interviews. One query addressed the role the arts can and should play in a 

community. The second centered on how the art can help revitalize a community; and 

third, can all of this ultimately better a community? My goal in finding answers to these 

questions was to identify what elements and influences the arts brought together to assist 

in regenerating a community. If answers to these questions could be identified, then we 

might be better able to use these artistic features to help build up and solidify other 

communities and bring support to the people within them. 

I found the answers to these questions to be not only valuable resources, but also 

applicable characteristics or approaches that may be adaptable to our own and other 

communities. In answering what role the arts can have and should have in a community I 

came across a few different answers. Starting with what role the arts should play in a 

community, I found that much like any community, regardless of size and intention, some 

people are not and will not be interested in the arts. This is an idea that was new to me. 

However, through consideration I recognize this reality it and reflects an attitude I must 

accept. Everyone has their different interests. Though some in the community may take 

the change the arts have brought as negative, it is never a waste to attempt outreach 

through the arts. Even if it occurs indirectly or passively, the arts still reach people in 

some form, hopefully for the better. In theory, the arts can move and shake as many 

mountains as they come across. However, it is the openness of oneself that allows true 

transformation, and is not something that can be forced.  

Answering the question of the role the arts can play in a community, I found that 

in this one, much like its hard working patrons, wears many hats. The arts play not only a 

culturally stimulating role for much of the population, they are the cash cow that allows it 

to exist. It provides tourism, which is the primary economic pillar supporting Marfa. 
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 This carries me over into my next question. Can the arts revitalize a community? 

I have found whole heartedly that yes, they can. Marfa was once a community which 

survived through ranching; it now thrives because of tourism brought about through the 

arts. Had the arts not been a growing economic force over the last several decades Marfa 

would be much like its neighboring ghost towns. Although the economy is still fragile, 

the money the town receives through arts tourism provides avenues for businesses and 

organizations of all kinds to thrive. 

 My third question, can the arts and their role in the community and in 

revitalization better a community over time? I believe the answer is, absolutely 

affirmative. Yes, it is important in the building blocks of a community to be fiscally 

sound. However, the most important character of betterment in a community is the 

cultural broadening and impact on all the residents, especially the younger generations. 

Currently, Marfa is a community where residents are not only asked to step up and help, 

but are encouraged to be civically minded. This, along with the immersion of the arts 

culture into the town, sets up a base for the children of Marfa to grow up with this 

knowledge and influence of the arts. I believe this provides the most impact for the future 

community of Marfa and for each of these children’s lives ahead of them. To recognize 

and understand the aesthetic and problem solving nature of the arts can only help further 

these children as people who will one day be in charge of their own communities, 

whether that be in Marfa or beyond its borders. 

 

EXTENSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

In doing my research I came to the conclusion that the knowledge I gained 

through this study is just the beginning steps toward future research. Knowing of 
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communities like Marfa and MASS MoCA, which was referenced in Chapter Two, what 

other places might there be nationally and internationally that may have a similar 

relationship to the arts? How has art affected these towns and residents economically, 

culturally, and emotionally? It would be worthwhile to explore these questions in depth, 

and perhaps on a large international scale. Another suggestion of research would be a 

longitudinal study of the youth that are being so heavily impacted by the arts in Marfa. It 

would be useful to go back to Marfa in ten or fifteen years and see how the arts have 

continued to impact the youth in this community. Is the impact stronger or weaker? What 

arts culture is happening amongst the youth in Marfa? Have some of the youth left? If so, 

what are they doing related to the arts in their communities? It would be interesting to ask 

about their memories of art experiences growing up in Marfa. What do they recall? What 

did they learn or experience as children or young adults that has carried on with them? 

These may then be the things to stress in communities looking to serve their residents 

through the arts. A third suggestion for investigation might be the search for the voices of 

Marfa who have left or been pushed out due to the arts. Where are they now? Are they 

currently being impacted by the arts in a different way? It may be useful to learn from 

these individuals what the arts did not provide for them, looking to see how this may be 

altered in the future. These are just some examples of studies that could be conducted 

relating to the impact of the arts on community development and the residents within 

these communities. However, much like arts education, the impact of the arts on 

community development seems to be limitless. 
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CONCLUSION 

After the time I spent in Marfa getting to know the culture and the residents 

through my interactions and interviews, I find that many of the beneficial elements that 

the arts bring to this community may be transferrable to other communities. The 

importance of the arts can be viewed in several ways. First, it can be a source of financial 

income. Much like the town of North Adams, Massachusetts and its installation of the 

Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art that I referenced in Chapter Two, the arts 

and art establishments can be injected into a town to provide business and jobs for the 

community. This stimulates the economy in two ways: bringing in money through 

tourism and providing jobs for residents of the community. The Chinati and Judd 

Foundations, Ballroom Marfa, and the Lannan Foundation are some examples of this in 

Marfa.  

Another instance seen in Marfa, of the benefits the arts can bring to a community 

occurs in the uniting of the residents through providing art events and discourse about art. 

A community with a common goal is a strong community. When a group of people work 

for the betterment of their lot in life, anything is possible. This influence and community 

support that the arts can bring is something that can be infused into other communities 

through outreach and application. This is all clear support for the belief that art can 

sustain our communities in both tangible and intangible ways.  

Evidence of sustainment through the arts on all levels is why the field of art 

education is so very important. Without education in the arts, the Donald Judd’s of the 

world would not exist. Without the people in each arts organization that work tirelessly to 

reach out to the public through their schools, community centers, or museums, by classes, 

practice, or events, the cultural spectrum of our world would be very limited and the 

impact of the arts quite restrained. The economic viability and the cohesiveness of a 
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community can occur through art involvement and education. The arts can help to sustain 

a community. Arts education can be manifested and executed in small ways as well as 

large. From a simple art lesson in an public elementary school classroom to an exhibit at 

the Museum of Modern Art, each moment, big or small, can change the trajectory of an 

individual and a community. 

My journey in finding out that the arts can cultivate and sustain a community was 

a wonderful experience for me. Being provided the opportunity to submerge myself into 

the culture of Marfa and its residents and hearing their stories was an even more 

incredible endeavor. However, knowing the power the arts can have and will continue to 

have throughout my life and in the world was the most affirming thing I could gain from 

this experience. Because I have witnessed it and been a part of it, I believe in the 

transformative power of the arts. To me, that is the most encouraging thing I have found 

to keep me steady on the path of my own practice and advocacy of arts education. 
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MAPS 

 

Photo taken from http://dsranchhunting.com/location.html. 

Figure 15: Regional Map of Marfa, Texas 

http://dsranchhunting.com/location.html
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Photo taken from www.googlemaps.com. 

Figure 16. City Map of Marfa, Texas 
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