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The fifth annual Dallas Festival of Books and
Ideas promises a lot of moving parts, involv-
ing discussions about the elderly, cultural and 

racial diversity, and Dallas as a beacon of science 
and technology.

But that’s not all. This year’s festival also prom-
ises a candid look at Dallas’ present and future as a 
literary city.

The 2019 version, which will open May 28 and 
continue through June 1, looms as a first for the 
festival, which is now a partnership, shared with
The Dallas Morning News, the Dallas Institute of 
Humanities and Culture, the Dallas Public Library,
Friends of the Dallas Public Library and the Dallas 
Museum of Art.

Speakers will range from poets and novelists to 
scientists and architects, who, over five days, will 
consider a range of topics underscoring the theme, 
“The Open City.”

J. Larry Allums, executive director of the Dallas 
Institute of Humanities and Culture, loves the fact 
that this year’s festival “will have a different look.” He
calls it “new and improved.”

Allums welcomes the inclusion of the Dallas Mu-
seum of Art and the opportunity to realize “a long-
held desire to extend the festival over several days 
and conduct different sessions — which we call ‘city 
tracks’ — at different venues across the city.”

Since this is “the Dallas festival,” Allums says, 
“we’ve always believed it should be for all of Dallas.”

He calls the lineup of keynote speakers, panelists 
and authors “among the best we’ve ever had.”

Carolyn Bess, director of programming for Arts & 
Letters Live at the DMA, says she’s excited about the
partnership, which permits “a daylong celebration 
of books, where we can really make exciting connec-

tions between books and works of art — for all ages.”
She’s especially thrilled about bringing in Rhett

Miller, singer-songwriter from the band the Old 
97’s. He teamed up with a Caldecott Medal-winning
illustrator “for a hilarious collection of poems in a 
picture-book format.” 

Here’s a look at the topics the festival will cover:
■ “The Physical City” will consider the elderly 

and how Dallas can address “its elders’ needs and 
benefit from the wisdom and experience.”

Its keynote speaker will be professor Emi Ki-
yota, an environmental gerontologist who directs the
nonprofit Ibasho, whose motto is: “Creating socially 
integrated and sustainable communities that value 
their elders.”

Sandra Bond Chapman, director at the Center for
Brain Health at the University of Texas at Dallas, is 
part of the panel, which will be moderated by Mark 
Lamster, architecture critic of The News.

That discussion will take place from 6:30 to 8:30
p.m. on May 28 at the Brain Performance Institute 
of UTD, 2200 Mockingbird Lane in Dallas.

■ “The Welcoming City” will “delve into ques-
tions of how Dallas can adequately welcome and 
include its great and growing diversity of residents 
and visitors.”

Keven Ann Willey, a former vice president and 
editorial page editor of The News, will serve as key-
note speaker of the program. Panelists include Al-
fredo Carbajal, a senior editor at  The News and the 
managing editor of Al Día, its Spanish-language 
publication.

Willey’s panel will take place from 6:30 to 8:30 
p.m. on May 29 at the Dallas Institute of Humani-
ties and Culture, 2719 Routh St. in Dallas.

■ “Science in the City” will “seek to answer how 
Dallas can utilize its extensive resources of data to 
connect and harmonize different parts of our city.”

Its keynote speaker will be Dr. Samantha Cheng, 

While spring storms 
whipped through 
the Dallas skies one

Saturday evening in early April,
artist Erin Stafford and her boy-
friend sat down for a picnic in 
Kirk Hopper Fine Art, a gallery 
in Deep Ellum.

They shared an array of fruits, 
vegetables and bread, on a plush, 
pink rug set atop a short pedes-
tal. Fresh flowers sprouted from 
vases, wax dripped down ornate 
candlesticks and they sipped red 
wine.

“You can see which glass was 
my boyfriend’s, because it’s emp-
ty,” Stafford says, as we survey 
the scene a week later. Just hours 
after the picnic, her exhibition,
“Lovesick,” on view through May 
18, opened to the public. Over the 
course of the show, the food will 
rot and the wine will coagulate, 
like a Baroque still life in real
time.

“I think of the picnic as epito-
mizing a relationship,” Stafford
says. “It starts off enchanting, but 
time elapses and a relationship 
can change and decay.”

Throughout her career, Staf-
ford has used recognizable ob-
jects or scenes to subvert ideas 
about femininity, domesticity 
and beauty. She’s covered claw-
foot tubs in sheaths of fur, grown 
colorful crystals on Victorian
kitchenware, and carved soap
into sculptures of 1970s gelatin 

culinary dishes. In this latest
body of work, she turns her at-
tention to the trappings of love, 
because two years ago she was
going through a breakup.

“I didn’t want to do anything. 
I didn’t want to make any art,” 
she says. “When buses would
drive by, I would imagine throw-
ing myself in front of them.”

When assistant gallery di-
rector Giovanni Valderas ap-
proached her about her next solo 
exhibition, she was feeling unin-
spired until she happened upon a 
movie from her childhood, Some-
where in Time. In it, Christopher 
Reeve plays a man who travels
backward through time to fall in 
love with a woman. Its deeply ro-
mantic premise gave Stafford a 
starting point to consider the re-
lationship between time and love,
desire and heartbreak.

The first works she made for 
the exhibit draw directly from 
the film. There’s a pivotal scene 
in which a Lincoln penny dated 
1979 thrusts Reeve’s character
back into present day. Stafford
began collecting pennies that
were so severely scuffed, even a 
close viewer couldn’t make out
the date. In a series of framed
works on paper, she’s paired
these pennies with quotes from 
the film.

“I started collecting these, 
thinking I wish that these were 
the pennies he had found in-
stead,” Stafford says. In the mov-
ie, contemporary objects are po-
tential harbingers of heartbreak;
similarly, Stafford has attempted 
to erase the present moment
from these works, scribbling over 
or erasing words after she wrote 
them. She’s matted the works

with colorful paper that seems
both of the present and the past. 
In that way, the works take on a
sense of timelessness.

For Stafford, it’s the presence
of time in romantic relationships
that gives way to darker themes 
in this body of work. In a sense, 
the exhibit functions as a me-
mento mori — a reminder that 
all relationships end, even if the 
end is death.

“When someone exits your
life, you talk about them in the 
past tense,” Stafford says. “It’s like 
they die.”

In the work Cuddle Death, she
has sculpted two embracing rab-
bits out of dead bees. The work is 
behind glass, Stafford explains,
because of its strong smell.

“I learned that bees, when
they want to kill their queen for 
whatever reason, will smother
her,” Stafford says. “I thought,
‘That’s exactly how I feel right
now.’”

Another theme that runs
through the exhibit is the bal-
ance of artifice and reality. Fake 
hair is used as thread in a cross-
stitch; paper is adhered to ped-
estals to give the impression of 
marble. But the bees were once 
really alive, the pennies are worth 
one cent, and the fruit from the 
picnic really is decaying.

“It’s a little strange that I’m 
opening an exhibit of work about 
a relationship that ended two
years ago,” Stafford says. “And it’s
such a sad show. But I’m really 
happy that it’s here now.”

Lauren Smart is an arts writ-
er and critic. She teaches journal-
ism at Southern Methodist Uni-
versity.
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a biodiversity scientist at the Center for Bio-
diversity and Conservation at the American 
Museum of Natural History.

Moderating the panel will be Jeff Whit-
tington, who formerly worked at KERA-FM 
(90.1).

Whittington’s panel will be from 6:30 to 
8:30 p.m. May 30 at T. Boone Pickens Bio-
medical Building, UT Southwestern Medical 
Center, 6001 Forest Park Road in Dallas.

■ “The Literary City” will “invite discus-
sion on what makes a city literary. Given its 
rich talent, is Dallas already a literary city? If 
not, what will make it one?”

Its keynote speaker will be author Oscar 
Casares, who wrote Brownsville, a collection 
of stories. The American Library Association 
named Brownsville a Notable Book of 2004.

Panelists include author Ben Fountain, 
whose many honors include a PEN/Heming-
way award for Brief Encounters with Che Gue-
vara: Stories (2007) and the National Book 
Critics Circle Award for fiction for his debut
novel Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk (2012).

Moderating the panel will be Southern 
Methodist University journalism professor 
Lauren Smart, who will lead the discussion 
on May 31 from 6:30 to 8:30 p.m. at Intera-
bang Books, 10720 Preston Road, Suite No. 
1009B in Dallas.

■ The Dallas Public Library will host 
“Summer in the City” from 9:30 a.m. to 2 
p.m. on June 1 at the J. Erik Jonsson Central 
Library, 1515 Young St. in Dallas.

Its featured authors will include Laura Nu-
meroff, author of If You Give a Mouse a Cookie
and Steven L. Davis and Bill Minutaglio, who 
wrote The Most Dangerous Man in America: 
Timothy Leary, Richard Nixon And The Hunt
for the Fugitive King of LSD.

■ The Dallas Museum of Art will host 
“The Inspired City” from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
on June 1 at the DMA, 1717 N. Harwood St. 
in Dallas, where you can catch Rhett Miller of
the Old 97’s. 

For additional information about all the 
speakers and other details, visit TheDallas-
Festival.com.

twitter: @mgranberry

Details
“Lovesick” continues through May 
18. Kirk Hopper Fine Art, 3008 
Commerce St., Dallas. Noon-5 
p.m. Wednesdays through Satur-
days; Tuesdays by appointment.


