
I find it difficult to write this, my final letter from the editor. Most of  all, I want to express how 
much I’ve appreciated the writers, artists and curators with whom I’ve worked, the readers 
who’ve read …might be good and the visitors who’ve come to testsite. Collectively, you have 
taught me a tremendous amount about how to participate in an emerging scene like Austin’s. 
The reflections that follow condense the wisdom of  my peers into a few concise points. It’s 
nothing new to you; you are the ones who’ve modeled these ideas for me over the past four 
years. They bear repeating not as prescriptive advice, but rather as a reflection of  this commu-
nity at its best. I’ve been deeply shaped by you, and these are the practices, attitudes and 
strategies I’ve learned here that I want to take with me now.

(1) Be Relevant
Understand the art scene close to home—both the work being made and the institutional 
models being used—in relationship to the larger art world. Yes, this includes New York and 
L.A., but also cities more like ours whose models may be more productively translated into our 
own community.

(2) Be Irrelevant
Do something to stretch your mind outside the same-old-same-old art world conversations. 
Read history books, poems, or graphic novels. Become an expert on horror films from the 
former Soviet-bloc. Spend a lot of  time in antique stores in the middle of  nowhere.

(3) Find a Mentor
My working and personal relationship with the director of  Fluent~Collaborative, Laurence 
Miller, has probably been the single largest factor in my growth as a curator and arts administra-
tor. Find someone.

(4) Be Critical
Self-criticality and critical thinking (not negative, but challenging) about art work and art 
institutions are essential to change and growth.

(5) Be a Mentor
The fact is many of  us will have to leave Austin for jobs eventually. Once you’ve been here for 
at least two years, you know the ropes much better than the new arrivals. Find someone who’s 
just arrived (and thus has a good chance of  having a longer shelf-life here than you do, and who 
will be taking up the mantel as one of  the long-timers when you leave), and share your 
experience and knowledge of  the history, institutions, successes and failures with them.

(6) Be There
Be at openings. If  you didn’t go to the opening (or if  you didn’t really see the work at the 
opening), go back for open hours.

(7) Be Organized
Whether short-lived or long-lived, the meetings of  peers in which I’ve been involved have been 
the most energizing activities in which I’ve been engaged. Start a reading group, or a research 
cluster on a topic of  mutual interest or a crit group. Getting together to shoot the shit is 
important, too, but what I’m talking about here is being invested in one another’s intellectual 
transformation.

(8) Be Collaborative
Easier said than done, I know. However, no institution can be truly vibrant in a vacuum all its 
own. The success and sustainability of  every artist-run space, every commercial gallery and 
every museum depends on the success of  all of  them.

These are the things I want to take with me. It is this experience here in Austin that has led me 
to the next stage of  my own journey: business school. This step could be the subject of  its own 
essay, one I’ll be better prepared to write after I take the plunge in August. More importantly 
now, …might be good is about to enter a new phase, too. After a month’s hiatus, the journal 
will return early this fall under the leadership of  a new editor. It’s exciting to bring a new voice 
and vision to the magazine, and can’t wait to see where it goes. testsite, too, will continue under 
the guidance of  Laurence Miller and Mike Chesser. The current show, Michael Krumenacker’s 
Your Hair Is Mine, will remain up through August, followed by an exhibition of  drawings by 
Mary Walling Blackburn in September and testsite 10.2: Roberto Tejada & Rob Verf  in 
November—an outstanding line-up.

In closing, I want to reiterate my appreciation for the writers, readers and artists who have 
contributed to …might be good, testsite and Austin at large during my time here. I can’t say it 
enough: thank you. You made my time here a pleasure.

Claire Ruud is Associate Director Emeritus of  Fluent~Collaborative.

Hello Meth Lab in the Sun: Ballroom Marfa
Marfa TX
by Martha Schwendener

Installation view, Hello Meth Lab in the Sun

 Is it better to have seen—experienced might be more 
appropriate—the work of Mike Nelson, Christoph Buchel, or Gregor 
Schneider prior to encountering Hello Meth Lab in the Sun? In one 
way, yes, since those artists provide a context for this (relatively) new 
breed of installation art in which galleries and other spaces are 
transformed into labyrinthine, hyperrealist fun houses. As with 
Buchel's and Nelson's works, Meth Lab looked like an assortment of 
abandoned spaces, but the chambers were actually constructed from 
scratch by Jonah Freeman, Justin Lowe, and Alexandre Singh (and a 
bevy of assistants), albeit with found objects and fixtures. Similarly, 
they draw on the vocabulary of Kurt Schwitters, Surrealist exhibition 
design, Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, and Ed and Nancy Kienholz. (Marfa 
itself feels like an appropriate location for Meth Lab, as the west 
Texas outpost for Donald Judd's own form of the site-specific 
mega-installation has spiraled into a kind of art theme park.)

To experience Meth Lab, you moved past an unmanned motel-type 
check-in counter (behind which was a bulletin board papered with 
zodiac charts), through a hallway and then a room decorated with 
cheap wallpaper and stained carpeting, and into a fire-blackened 
kitchen. After that, you came upon another dingy passageway and 
two windows, one looking into a dim terrarium with cacti and artificial 
flora, the other into a fluorescent-lit, white-paneled 
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chamber—reminiscent of a cheap retail store—populated with 
mannequin-like heads wearing wigs slathered with plaster and 
sprinkled with cat litter, a material used to absorb gas by-products in 
actual meth labs.

From there you entered the meth lab proper: a table with tubing and 
glass spheres eerily lit from below and piles of cold-medicine boxes 
(pseudoephedrine being a primary ingredient of methamphetamine) 
fabricated by the artists, giant stacks of magazines, a lofted area 
displaying a collage of Fangoria magazine tear sheets, and other 
visuals that gave the look of chaos and clutter. You subsequently 
entered a sleek space with red carpeting and white walls, a gallery 
hung with black-and-white photographs of anonymous people 
holding crystals before their faces. Then into the "hippie kitchen" and 
“hippie pantry,” a homespun, woodsy environment with a geodesic 
ceiling, and finally, you stepped through a backless refrigerator into a 
"normal" white-walled, concrete-floored gallery space, where, if all 
was functioning (it wasn't when I was there), you could have heard 
anything you'd said during your visit, recorded with a time-delay, 
played back over speakers.

The work was grand and ambitious. In many ways, installations like 
this are a new generation's version of Earthworks, in that they 
circumvent the stultifying properties of the white cube and invoke 
aspects of the sublime, with its overtones of vastness, terror, and 
awe. (Similarly, they cost a lot to produce.)

The downside of being familiar with the work of Nelson, Buchel, et 
al., however, is that Meth Lab registered as a textbook rendition of 
the genre, complete with torched-flophouse elements and old-school 
countercultural references (illicit drugs, astrology, the occult) 
presented in a fairly unexamined way. The work functioned as a kind 
of deadpan, walk-in realism. Virtuosity and gigantism were its primary 
attributes. In contrast to a haunted house (the form from which these 
installations liberally borrow), Meth Lab suggested fear, anxiety, 
paranoia, and intoxication from a comfortable, almost academic 
remove. These artists, unlike Nelson and Buchel, don't attempt to get 
“political”—although you could get Marxist about the practice of 
fabricating an expensive facsimile of down-rent environs for 
"aesthetic" consumption. Instead, Meth Lab collapsed the old triad of 
transgressivity—sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll—into a cliche fit for 
family viewing and made you ponder the future prospects for this 
spectacle-heavy format, which, even in its infancy, feels plagued with 
stylistic tics and repetitions.


