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From cowboys to cool hunters: once a dusty 
railroad water stop in the Texas desert, now 

a contemporary art oasis and must-visit 
celeb hangout, marfa has come a long way.
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El Cosmico,  
“a trans-Pecos 

kibbutz for the 
21st century”; 

desert highway 
between Marfa 

and Valentine 
(opposite)

WHETHER ITS THE RUSTY WELCOME sign that 
claims it is “What the West was” or the vast desert skies stretching 
on forever, the small West Texas town of Marfa exudes a cinematic 
time-warp quality. Indeed, when you first enter this single-stoplight 
Presidio County town on the edge of Big Bend National Park, it’s 
easy to feel as if the 21st century were still several decades away. 

But first impressions can be unreliable. Far from being frozen in 
time, Marfa, a three-hour (322km) drive from El Paso, the closest 
major air hub, has emerged as America’s most famous small town. 
Unlike other popular destinations in Texas, known for celebrating 
its bigger-is-better maxim, Marfa is prized for what it lacks: freeways, 
strip malls and golf courses. There’s no Wal-Mart, but there is an 
ineffable grassroots spirit, producing artisan-minded restaurants, 
cultural entrepreneurs and an impressive number of art galleries. 
Despite a population of less than 2000, the town has emerged as a 
popular pit stop on the international contemporary art circuit.  
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music performances and visits from writers such as michael Pollan. 
Ballroom marfa is currently working with architecture firm mOS to 
develop a sculptural interpretation of a drive-in movie theatre.

arT haPPENINGS aSIDE, there’s plenty to keep visitors 
occupied: morning yoga classes at the marfa Book co, photography 
workshops, and daytrips to Big Bend National Park, a 3.24sq km 
expanse of desert, canyons and red mesas rising to meet the rio 
Grande. The marfa Lights, an unexplained phenomenon, have  
been witnessed outside town for more than a century. conspiracy 
theorists, X-Files aficionados and the simply curious gather each 
evening at the viewing site 15km east of town.  

Fine food is increasingly part of the mix. a group of chefs, mostly 
transplants from larger cities, has spawned a range of exciting  

Clockwise from left: 
Donald Judd works at 
Chinati Foundation;  
a Michelada (Modelo 
beer, tomato juice,  
lime juice); Prada Marfa 
roadside art installation 

Something about the area’s landscapes seems to encourage  
myth-making and reinvention. Founded as a water stop along the 
old Southern Pacific railroad between San antonio and El Paso, the 
town was allegedly named in 1883 by a railroad executive’s wife after 
a character in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. as the rail 
industry declined in the 20th century, hollywood came calling. In 
1956, marfa became famous as the backdrop of Giant, the Oscar-
winning film, starring Elizabeth Taylor and James Dean, about a 
Texan cattle-ranching dynasty. 

Two decades later, in 1972, conceptual artist Donald Judd beat a 
path to marfa, having grown tired of New York’s increasingly  
commercial art scene. Judd, considered the godfather of minimal-
ism, purchased – among some dozens of buildings and about 
16,000ha of land – the decommissioned Fort Da russell, converting 
it into a showcase for his oversized sculptures. Now known as the 
chinati Foundation, a contemporary art museum founded on Judd’s 
principles, it’s one of the most extraordinary art sites in the world, 
featuring site-specific works spaced over 162ha. accessed by tour 
only, there are six barracks filled with Dan Flavin’s coloured lights, 
Sea Lava Circles (1988) by British artist richard Long and pieces by 
coosje van Bruggen, David rabinowitch and John Wesley. Judd’s 
spectacular untitled works are housed in two huge artillery sheds. 

Judd died in 1994, but his creative legacy fuels the town’s new wave 
of cultural tourism. This sophisticated but rough and tumble spirit is 
increasingly attracting artists from Texas and further afield – Los 
angeles, New York and London. among the many artists’ studios 
is Ballroom marfa, a non-profit venue in a converted old (1927) 
dancehall. Founded in 2003, the arts organisation promises “the 
frontier of the extraordinary”, with a calendar including exhibitions, M
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hotel Paisano 
207 North Highland Avenue. 
(432) 729 3669. hotelpaisano.com
Built in 1930, this iconic property 
telegraphs vintage charm and 
faded hollywood glamour. the 
latter still lingers from 1955, when 
the cast and crew of Giant, 
including Elizabeth taylor and 
James Dean, decamped to the 
hotel during the film’s three-
month shoot in and around Marfa. 
the hotel has been revamped to 
include 33 comfortable rooms, 
some with lovely wrought-iron 
balconies overlooking the 
courtyard. Jett’s grill, the resident 
restaurant named after James 
Dean’s character in the film, is one 
of the town’s most popular 
hangouts – a great place for a 
martini and a chat with the locals. 

Thunderbird hotel
601 West San Antonio Street.  
(432) 729 1984.  
thunderbirdmarfa.com
there’s always something going  
on at the thunderbird, the 1950s  
low-fi roadside motel that gave 
the Marfa renaissance its 
cosmopolitan sheen. Entrepreneur 
Liz Lambert was an early investor 
and creative force behind the 
property, which blended a Palm 
Springs modernist sensibility with 
plenty of vernacular touches that 
have been called “cowboy Zen”. 
the landscaped grounds are 

designed for ultimate hangout 
time, whether it’s drinks around 
the fire pit during the cooler 
months or a lounger by the pool 
on summer days (average June-July 
temperature is around 31˚C). the 
hotel’s bicycles are perfect for 
tooling around town, but be sure 
to reserve your wheels in advance.

El cosmico
802 South Highland Avenue.  
(877) 822 1950. elcosmico.com
this experimental property, also 
created by Liz Lambert, has been 
described as “a trans-Pecos 
kibbutz for the 21st century”. 
Confused? Don’t be: the 
commune-like site features a 
group of restored Airstream 
trailers, teepees, tents and yurts, 
all decorated with a playful 
countercultural dash of joie de 
vivre. Most comfortable are the 
lavishly restored trailers, which 
range from the pimped-out 13.7m 
1956 Imperial Mansion down to 
the adorable 5.5m Little Pinky, 
which has its own outdoor shower 
and toilet. the campsite, host of 
the annual trans-Pecos Festival of 
Music and Love each September, 
takes full advantage of spectacular 
sunsets and star-filled skies. 

WHERE TO STAY

“Cowboy Zen”at 
the Thunderbird 
Hotel; laid-back 

local (right)

 For airfares and holiday 
packages to Texas call Qantas 
Holidays on 1300 735 542  
or visit qantas.com/
holidaysaustralianway

dining options. cochineal, a restaurant started by New Yorkers Tom 
rapp and Toshifumi Sakihara, is as fancy as marfa gets, with its 
courtyard fairy lights and candlelit dining room. With an indie rock 
soundtrack and menu prepared with ingredients from the organic 
garden, you forget you’re far closer to mexico than Brooklyn.

The same applies to Food Shark, a gleaming silver, retrofitted food 
truck, which feels like the town’s nerve centre during lunchtimes. 
Billing itself as mediterranean by way of Texas, the 1974 Ford truck 
parked beneath a massive canopy (the “Shade Structure”) does a 
mean trade with “marfelafel” sandwiches and specials such as 
roasted beet salads and homemade macaroni and cheese (with kale). 
The operator has inspired a food truck micro-scene, which now 
includes Boyz 2 men (tacos) and Fat Lyle’s (fried chicken to bánh mì). 

marfa’s paradoxical cosmopolitanism – hipster-chic hotels pressed 
up against ranching supply stores – offers amusing and occasionally 
jarring contrasts. That mirage-like sense of high art sprouting in the 
desert is encapsulated perfectly at Prada marfa, a roadside structure 
conceived by Scandinavian art duo Elmgreen and Dragset. The 
permanent installation, which juxtaposes a boutique of the milanese 
luxury goods brand against the stark beauty of a dusty highway, 
seems an apt metaphor for the area’s contradictions. In suitable 
outlaw fashion, the art work has been repeatedly defaced. Townsfolk 
say that local cowboys use the building for target practice. In the 
Wild West, some things will never be tamed.  


