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Look, not everything is bigger in Texas. Marfa, for example, may loom

large in the collective imagination—thanks to the efforts of artists like

minimalist titan Donald Judd and more recently indie director Joey

Soloway—but as a town it remains charmingly compact, with a

population of around 2,000 people, give or take the several hundred

new arrivals this past weekend for the third annual Marfa Invitational

art fair. And it is a pleasure to report that bigger isn’t always better, even

when it comes to the seemingly endless boom of the contemporary-art

world.

A scene from the Cynthia Rowley presentation during the Marfa Invitational. Photo:

Matteo Prandoni

The invitational was created in 2019 by the artist and curator Michael

Phelan and his wife, art advisor Melissa Bent, who are both Marfa

residents. Distilling the art-fair experience to its most, well, Marfan, it

features a small clutch of exhibitors embracing the natural limits of a

high-desert town that has more Judd museums than drug stores. (And

more alleged alien sightings than either, though that’s another story.)

This year’s fair spoke to the town’s position as a place of pilgrimage for

the artist or spiritual seeker, with a blend of exhibitions, cocktail

parties, live music, and starlit dinners all set within the vast, iconic

landscape that has inspired creatives for generations—essentially, the

best West Texas has to offer. (There was even a fashion show, with

comely local cowgirls on horseback in spangled Cynthia Rowley

designs.)

Will Cotton and Yvonne Force Villareal with Cotton’s Portrait, 2022, at the Brite House in

Marfa. Photo: Makenzie Goodman
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During a time of ongoing global and national upheaval, the strongest

works at the far harmonized with Marfa’s mystical allure. For Half

Gallery, Emma Stern’s standout paintings featured pouty selfie-taking

purple mermaids lounging around living rooms—sort of like if Lisa

Frank illustrated for OnlyFans. Across town at Yvonne Force Villareal’s

inaugural “Brite Force” exhibition, Will Cotton’s portraits of cotton-

candy-clouded cowboys and rosy-hued unicorns mingled with black-

and-white photography of the settlers who built and ran the

Reconstruction-era Brite Mansion. In the back of St. George Hall, The

Valley—a contemporary-art gallery from Taos, New Mexico—

presented a solo presentation by Fernanda Mello, an artist from the

Amazon region of Brazil. Mello created 32 new paintings for the show

from her Earth Constellations and Image Skin series, meticulously

rendering microbial-looking interlocking chains of spheres that the

artist called “meditative geometries.” Mello was inspired by the cosmo-

ecological thought of Davi Kopenawa, a shaman and spokesman for the

Yanomami people of the Amazon region, and a prophecy that when the

last shaman dies, the sky will fall and the world will end. Her paintings

form a net intended to hold the sky together and Indigenous traditions

with it.

A view of The Valley’s booth at the Marfa Invitational, featuring a solo show of

Fernanda Mello’s paintings. Courtesy of The Valley

Around town, galleries outside the fair stood out for the electric

intimacy of their exhibitions. Alex Tieghi-Walker of Tiwa Select and

Max Farago of Farago Gallery joined forces for the much-buzzed-about

“Farago Tiwa,” taking over a 100-year-old adobe house in central

Marfa. The show presented an appealing curation of the former’s cult-

favorite ceramics by artists like Andrée Singer Thompson and Jim

McDowell and Farago Gallery’s painted and photographic works by

artists like Noel Guzmán Bofill and John Kayser in a setting that felt far

more personal (and infinitely more shoppable) than the typical gallery

space. 

At Nino Mier’s gallery in town, Jan Ole Schiemann’s excellent aqueous

and atmospheric abstract paintings shared a connective hallway with

brightly colored wood cutout landscapes by Zeke Williams at Eugene

Binder. Artist and gallerist Willamain Somma held a sort of guerilla

fashion show all weekend long, with herself and other Marfans-about-

town turning up in her charmingly patterned 1960s-inspired designs

handmade by women in Grenada and around the world. At her gallery,

Jeff Marfa, Somma had curated “Soft Anatomy,” featuring works by

Aurora Pellizzi, Victoria Dugger, and Amy Butowicz.

Victoria Dugger, Wallflower Target Practice, 2020, nylon, ink, acrylic nails and

hair. Courtesy of the artist and Jeff Marfa

Dugger’s work, especially her stuffed sculptures—muppet-y tangles of

neon limbs, tassels, bows, and fringes of hair, with pearl-lined orifices

and hernia-like bulges—was impossible to ignore: At once girly and

grotesque, naive and knowing, it spoke to the unique challenges of

being a body in the world from the artist’s perspective as a Black

disabled woman. This kind of bodily awareness came up again on the

penultimate day of the fair at the “Monuments” exhibition, where

works by Ethan Cook, Charles Harlan, Ryan Schneider, and Emma

Stern were situated on the desert site where the Marfa Invitational

cultural center plans to open its doors year-round. Stern’s larger-than-

life-sized 3D-printed iridescent mermaid sculpture, Desert Pearl, lay

shimmering and sunbathing, a busty avatar beached in the dust—a

reminder that outside the welcome of this oasis, it’s a hard, hot world

out there.
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Emma Stern and her sculpture Desert Pearl. Courtesy of the artist and Half Gallery
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