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This year, CAM Perennial is curated by a leading figure in the contemporary arts field, Bill Arning. De-
lighted by the “dark humor” of San Antonio’s art scene, Arning presents a selection of local artists who 
remind him of Bite Like a Kitty, one of his favorite post-punk rock bands. Arning has over thirty years of 
experience as a cutting-edge curator and innovative leader. He was formerly Curator at MIT’s List Cen-
ter for eight years, and previous to that he was Director at the New York City based alternative gallery 
space White Columns. Currently, Arning is the Director at the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston. We 
had the opportunity to talk with Arning about his experience as the CAM Perennial Curator. 

Alana Coates: Why did the artist studio visits in San Antonio remind you of the post-punk rock 
band Bite Like a Kitty? 

Bill Arning: There was a certain type of devil-may-care humor looking at the dark side of life, politics, 
and society,. Yet finding a sort of joy and belly laughs in it made me think of where my aesthetic was 
formed, which was in the punk rock period of the late 1970s in New York.   

I was in the studio of Julia Barbosa Landois, and I was thinking her monologues were some of the darkest monologues; but nonetheless we were sit-
ting there and laughing too.  

AC: Was there a particular Bite Like a Kitty song that the San Antonio artist studio tours evoked? 

BA: No, no, I actually hadn’t listened to the record in probably twenty-years. I don’t even have a working turntable now. I tried looking for 
it online but couldn’t find it, so I wasn’t able to go back and listen to it again. There were so many bands of that period that I was think-
ing of like the Sleds and a little bit later L7 who had that certain type of gender play in their work. But Bite Like a Kitty was such a great 
name for a band, and it seemed like such a great name for a show, too. I should also say that before I was working in the art world, I had 
a band for a period of time called the Student Teachers.   We were all kids. I think the oldest of the band was seventeen, and we played 
together up to when we were about twenty years old. We made records, and we got adopted by the band Blondie. 

I think about the art world today and my colleagues, the senior curators and directors, and for a lot of us—the crucible—where our aes-
thetic was formed was in mosh pits.  I think that actually explains a lot about the type of art that we think of today as the dominant artists. 
People like Mike Kelly, who are the sort of major artists of my generation, all came out of rock and roll.

AC:  You described the artists as having “a notable pervasive sensibility that was biting but sweet, a place between anger and 
humor, sorrow and joy.” Could you elaborate on this comment? 

BA: Saintlorraine’s piece is looking at the pleasures of being in a space with another human body. It is also made into something some-
what darker where you see the other body in your space as a series of fragments. For example, you never actually experience the lover 
as the whole being; they are always something that you recombine. As in acknowledging the incompleteness of our love relations and 
the fact that we are always struggling to get some sort of completion in it.  I think this is both funny and sad. We always go to desperate 
measures to try to hold onto something that you can never actually hold onto with something that is always going to be transient. 

Julia Barbosa Landois’ performance, the song and video she is presenting, starts off sounding like a sad love song, and then it turns out 
to be the break of her relationship from her religion of origin. And so what becomes a cast off of an unfaithful lover suddenly becomes 
much more political.  

Sarah Sudhoff is photographing objects at The Kinsey Institute that are important for their studies of sexuality, but they are so jerry-
rigged and pathetic looking.  When you are reading the titles and what these objects are supposed to be measuring, it feels as if they are 
from another era. They are also awkward and funny. When you read the titles, you might look around and make sure that your mom is 
not watching. 
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Joey Fauerso, with her work, is getting her friends in these poses and really playing with gender norms. It’s kind of uncomfortable making 
when you’re in her studio and you’re looking at the way she is putting her images together.  All these address a sense of common human-
ity. When we look at the absurdity of these works, we also remember how absurd all of our own desires are in retrospect. The stuff that we 
would have died to make happen four years ago now seems sort of awkward.

AC: Can you describe your process of selecting the artists for this exhibition?  How did you first narrow down your search to 
the artists that you visited and what aspects finalized your selection to the final group? 

BA: I know the San Antonio scene very little.  I moved to Texas four years ago, and I have been trying to devote time to learning the five 
major cities in the region and what their art scenes are, as well as, the smaller cities. I have gotten to know Austin pretty well, Dallas a little 
less so. I was really excited when I got the opportunity to look at San Antonio more closely and spent two solid days doing studio visits.  

I came up with a list of people who I wanted to visit that had something that appealed to me.  Then there is always that point at the end of 
one of those trips where you have too many possibilities. I had to sit back and rely on what I call the creative power of forgetting.  About 
four or five days after visiting the studios, what I saw in these particular artists kept coming back to me.  And then I had to think about what 
would make an effective show. When I whittled it down to this group, I was thinking that these would go together. There is some sensibility 
that will hold these works together and make an effective show. There are also a number of artists that I am a huge fan of that could not be 
selected because they are involved in the process.  

AC: In addition to the artists, dealers, collectors, critics and curators that all contribute to shaping the platform of the art world, 
how do you see events such as Contemporary Art Month in San Antonio, and its newly added sister-city program CAMx, further 
molding the forum?  

BA:  Any culturally sophisticated person is going to have an awful lot of demands on their time of fun stuff to look at.  I never, even in a 
smaller city, found a place where nothing was going on.  There is typically more stuff to see than time.  Something like this is a way of 
focusing attention. 

One of the main goals is that at least 50% of the people who come to the show will have an argument with one or more of my choices. 
That is the best thing that can happen because it means people are thinking about the art hard and debating it.  

AC: You stated that the exhibition will have “bubbling provocations [that] share nothing but an overarching sensibility that 
seems appropriate for our times and promises to deliver some troubling fun as well.”   Could you elaborate on what makes this 
show appropriate for our times?  

BA: Appropriate for our times—I would say that being a bit of a news junky, if you take everything 100% seriously it would drive you crazy.  
So the appropriate for our times I would say is the political response to the absurdities we have to deal with on a daily basis. Humor and 
art making help us negotiate our political and social realities.

AC: How do you feel that an exhibition like this relates to the national and international art scene? 

BA:  Almost all of these artists’ concerns would not be out of place in one of the big art shows in one of the large art distribution centers. I 
think, hopefully, this show will get some attention outside the region. 

AC: Is there anything of a sneak peek that you wish to offer our 
readers…what do you what them to know about the exhibition 
further?  

BA: You should all come with friends so that you have someone to 
debate with! One of the things I had to work hard on—and this is 
because San Antonio has very good mechanisms in place for show-
ing its artists’ work and I knew that a lot of these artists are familiar 
to San Antonio—was working with the artists to make sure that they 
were showing things that were not previously shown before or much 
before in the region.  So even if you think that you know some of 
these artists’ works, come to the show anyway because there will be 
some surprises. 
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Julia Barbosa Landois. Star-Crossed, video still, 2012.
 Image courtesy of the artist


