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HW: Joy, when I read your poetry I’m aware that dancing and movement seem so 
important to you.  What do you experience when you’re dancing? How does this image 
of dancing run through your words? 
 
JH: For me, dancing has always been the ability to move about in the world without 
question.  I would often be the shyest person and the quietest person, and then I would 
get on the dance floor and people would stare and gape at me, and I’d go back and sit 
down and they’d say, “Who was that? I didn’t know that was you.” I would say dancing 
is the one thing I can do and be absolutely myself without any restrictions. I’ve found that 
in writing poetry. I didn’t have it in music for a while, but now I’ve found that in music I 
can move that way. And in life, it’s about laying down those restrictions and being able to 
move.  I think poetry, finding poetry and learning poetry, is a way of learning how to 
move.  In poetry you use the restrictions to give a shape, to make the shape of the poem.  
The restrictions of line length, the rhythm, or a metaphor that works correctly and 
beautifully but does not fit with the poem and so you put it somewhere to use later. How 
dancing works through all of my poetry, I’m not sure exactly, but I know it’s there. One 
of my best earlier poems is “There Was a Dance, Sweetheart,” in What Moon Drove Me 
to This? The whole poem was an awareness of dance, of the dance of life, of the dance of 
a particular relationship or movement from a meeting to a departure, from a sunrise to a 
sunset.  Those all require movement to get from one place to another, and you can either 
be dragged or you can find a way to dance. In A Map to the Next World, I said if you’re 
going through hell, you might as well dance through hell, something like that.   
 
ES: Following up on Harbour’s question, I was thinking about the poem “The Evening 
Song,” and how that it ends on the word “bury.” “Bury” is usually an ending kind of 
word, but in the rhythm of that poem it’s like the poem doesn’t end.  We have an ending 
and a word that’s strongly associated with ending, but the rhythm of what’s happening at 
the ending of that poem isn’t really letting the poem end. So often in your poetry I feel 
like I’m entering into a poem that really doesn’t have a beginning or an ending.  Is that 
something that you think about? 
 
JH:  I hadn’t thought about that until now. I still haven’t really worn that poem yet, it’s 
fairly new. Maybe in that particular poem it’s related to moving through water. Water is 
movement.  Usually, you go back on earth to bury. You can bury in the water, but there’s 
always going to be movement.  If you bury in the earth, there’s movement, but it appears 
more static to our human eyes. If you bury something in the water, there will be 
movement as it sifts down to whatever level, the movement of creatures and of the waves 
wearing something down.  What you say might be so in that particular poem, but I think 
you might be suggesting that I am always aware of different kinds of time, every moment 
of past, present, future. Sometimes you can see into that, and so poems don’t always gel 
within a particular space. But I think that there’s always some sort of movement beyond 
time. There’s different layers of time that happen, and I sift back and forth.  



 
ES: I feel sometimes like a poem was kind of there, like something preceded this poem 
and something goes on after it. And this little piece is just part of something bigger that 
doesn’t have an ending or a beginning; it’s kind of confined on the page, which is really 
exciting and wonderful.  
 
JH: Yeah, maybe that’s what’s happened. That’s a newer poem and in some of the older 
more prosaic poems, I may have overwritten all of that too much. I performed the other 
day “Wolf Warrior” and I realized that probably two thirds of it needs to be cut out 
because it’s a narrative that’s pulling things together but doesn’t, I don’t need all of that. 
Maybe this is part of a trend that’s come about from working on music and sifting down 
to just what you need rather than talking too much about it. I don’t know; we’ll see.  I 
might say this and then go back and write heavy prose poems again. 
 
JM: Last night you said that you don’t have any illusions that the poem comes from you. 
I really like that. My own experience with creative things is I just got lucky and was there 
when it arrived. Can you elaborate on that some? 
 
JH: Yeah, I’ve had students who ask "if that’s true, then do you just go write when you 
get inspired?” and I tell them you can’t do that. If you just write when you’re inspired, 
you may never write. You have to sit there, and sometimes you can sit there and nothing 
will happen and you’ll just fool around. But something is happening. I have come to see 
that many times I am sitting there writing, writing, and nothing’s happening, but I’m 
finding my way and I’m learning something along the way. Maybe a month later the 
place that I couldn’t get to then suddenly appears as a gift. I realize that there were roots 
to that poem or story or song that go back to all the meandering around. But as to where 
they come from, who knows? Sometimes I feel like I’m just constructing little houses for 
the poems or for the songs, I’m making a place for them, and if they like it, if they think 
it looks nice enough or they like the feel of it, a spirit will move into it and live there. 
 
HW: In talking about this place from which the voices come, don’t you sometimes write 
about tricksters, lots of times, maybe? When you’re in that place where voices come, are 
there tricksters that confound and fool you, too? 
 
JH: Oh yeah. I think tricksters always have two sides to them. There’s a purpose to 
tricksters and sometimes they’re almost like laughter and crying all rolled into one, and 
they can startlingly open something up just as they can slam something shut. There’s 
always that duality to them. In our tribe, the Muskogee tribe, it’s rabbit. I always 
remember Bob Thomas telling me, “The rabbit’s not male or female, it’s both. It’s always 
walking that line between – the trickster is always about walking the line of duality 
between here and there, sun and moon, sky and earth. Somebody has to patrol, I suppose, 
or be at that line making sense of what really can’t be made sense of. Sometimes I think 
what I do as a poet or as a human being is walk that line. And when you walk that line 
and you listen and you watch, you have to be able to see the tricky ones. And they can 
fool you. I don’t think there’s anybody on earth that’s not beyond being fooled, or we 
wouldn’t be here. This is earth. But everybody, everything serves a purpose, and 
tricksters serve that purpose of embodying the sublime and the ridiculous. But I don’t 
know if that answered your question. 



 
HW: I think I’m raising a topic to hear your wonder within. One of your earlier poems 
reminds me of what you’re talking about now. There’s a line in “I Am a Dangerous 
Woman” that made me look back at the date it was published, for it seems like a post-
9/11 poem, but it’s not. There’s a line about weapons that security systems will never 
detect and about which guns can or even should always click in your head. 
 
JH: Security will never find these. They can’t hear the clicking of the gun inside my 
head. That was one of my earliest poems when I was feeling pretty much on an edge. I 
don’t think I would write that same poem now. I remember that poem came about when 
the first security system was installed in the old Albuquerque airport. I remember walking 
through and feeling very disturbed that that kind of security had to be put in place, that 
we could no longer dance, in a way, to our gates; we had to be stopped. We didn’t have to 
take off our shoes then, we weren’t patted down, friends and relatives weren’t kept from 
accompanying us to the gate, we didn’t have our bags searched, we didn’t have the 
machine that they’re trying out in Phoenix that looks through your clothes. That early 
system was only the basic, and yet even then it seemed like it was the beginning of a 
world proclaiming the human being is dangerous, just for going to the airport, just for 
wanting to go somewhere, for wanting to go catch a plane. At that point I think I knew 
that so much of me was really deep inside, that there was an opening or a door that I had 
not even touched. There was so much kept inside, so much fury, so much vision, so much 
music, and so on, and it was yearning to come out some way. A pen is better for getting it 
out than a sword, but a lot of people use swords instead of pens.  
 
ES: I was really struck last night hearing you speak, for I thought you were one of the 
few public speakers that I have heard in my life who was the least negative and the least 
judgmental and the kindest. You were so careful in everything you said, never talking 
about them without including yourself among them. You did not talk about your own 
ways of doing things as if they were some kind of universal law. I admired that so much. 
And I’m thinking it was not an accident that she’s presenting herself this way. What kind 
of energy do you see yourself putting out when you’re on a stage speaking or 
performing? Do you feel that you live by that kind of non-judgmental-ness, that you’re 
putting that positive energy out there? 
 
JH: We’re all putting energy out whatever we’re doing. You saw my wise self; I was 
pretty tired last night, and my wise self can come through then and help me out or speak 
through the poems saying, “Okay, I’m really tired.” And that wise self is the 
compassionate one. There’s an onomatopoeic word in Hawaiian, Li-I Li-I, which means 
“small,” and sometimes my small self comes through; that’s the one who isn’t that wise 
at all.  I have become aware of that thought. I talk about working with words and the 
power of words, and you can’t get this far without knowing that power, that I’m not 
serving the Li-I Li-I Joy Harjo; I’m serving something that’s much larger than me. I can’t 
turn back now, and that’s where that voice and that kind of vision come from; it’s 
something I’m learning along the way. 
 
ES: Incredibly wise and mature.  
 



JH: So I’ve learned a lot along the way. That’s why it’s hard to come back to Oklahoma 
sometimes, because of my Li-I Li-I self. 
 
ES: Do you see anger as having a positive value? 
 
JH: Anger is anger and there’s going to be anger where there’s human beings. I’ve 
learned that everything has two sides to it. We’ve all experienced the negative aspects of 
anger. There’s a Gandhi quote I never get quite right about anger, that anger is what he 
used to transform his country. That was a useful way to use anger. Because if you think 
about it, there’s a way of seeing things where you look from a view of polarity, where 
you say, “Okay, here’s this side of it and here’s that side of it.” And then there’s another 
point of view like standing on the moon and looking: you can see the whole and all the 
places around it, how all becomes one thing. This way of seeing can be useful but 
dangerous too. I’m going back to that trickster now, but I think anytime you get into the 
in-between or the point between or just one point of view, there’s anger that is useful and 
there’s anger that is destructive. It’s very tricky, it’s like handling power. It’s powerful 
and it’s dangerous. I think writing, of course the arts, are wonderful. They’re a wonderful 
means to transform or transmute anger into something else. 
 
ES: What you said this morning about war triggered my question., You were saying 
there’s a war in me and I have be able to claim that, take responsibility for that, separate 
myself from it. even while condemning it. 
 
JH: Yeah, it was difficult to recognize that. I used to think I didn’t have a temper, that I 
was Mrs. Peace and Ms. Peace and so on. When I began to really examine myself,  I 
didn’t think I was that competitive until I started racing canoes and I realized that I was.. 
Humans….we’re very competitive. The anger thing, once I started really to look, I 
realized “you have a terrible temper.” With war, it’s easy to say “Okay,” to judge and to 
point fingers. We’re all very good at that. But then I realized, I can’t see war and see 
what it is and know what it is unless it is in me also. That’s when I understood that anger 
was in me. And it’s up to me what I do with it.  
 
JM: Last night you said most poetry is not in a book. I want to hear more about that. 
 
JH: Books are a relatively recent invention in human time. The roots of poetry are oral; 
most poetry comes about with a guitar, a drum, or some sort of accompaniment, with 
dance. I am not a good researcher or scholar, but I imagine if you were to go back and 
look at the roots of all cultures in the world, most of the poetry that has been produced  
is probably embodied in song.  Much of it is spoken or sung.  Some of it is mixed with 
oratory, but you won’t find most of those poems in books anywhere. Some people retain 
some of them, but some aren’t; they’re out there languishing and lonely for people to 
remember them and speak them.  It’s been proven that people can call some of these 
poems back. I think of poetry as song language, and as soul talk.  Some poets have said in 
public that there are no good Native writers; there’s nobody worth being part of a canon.  
I pulled out a music textbook at a friend’s house the other day that was written about 
fifteen years ago, and it said there’s no such thing as Native American music: it’s all a 
bunch of howling, This was a college textbook. Many people in this country that are at 
the head of the academic poetry power center will say that a poem must be verse. For a 



poem to exist or for a poem to be a poem it must be verse. Some of the academic poets 
have told me there are two kinds of poets in this world, Jacob and Esau poets. The Jacob 
poets are the first poets, the mannered and cultured poets; the Esaus are the wild poets 
who live out in the wilderness and aren’t very attuned to intellectual things.  I’ve been 
told I am an Esau poet.  I have always thought that was very strange; maybe some people 
want to make a dividing line so  poets like me, whom they call wild, are categorized as 
different, as not having as much value. I’ve always been a little nervous around people, 
whether they’re in religion or politics or poetry, who would put such strictures and such 
harsh rules and control on those kinds of things, on people’s lives.    
 
JM: From that, how do you define poetry?   
 
JH: Song language.   
 
JM: And “soul talk”? 
 
JH: Soul talk, song language.  That’s not the whole definition, because there are people 
who write poetry as theory, theory as poetry, or language play That’s fine; there’s a place 
for everything.  So my definition I guess wouldn’t include them; so maybe I’m guilty of 
doing the same thing.   
 
HW: Your wisdom voice is so communicable and clear without simplifying things. The 
poem “When The World As We Knew It Ended” is powerful, haunting, and sometimes 
I’ve had tears in my eyes when I’ve read it; I feel you were singing about anger having 
the possibility for transforming. Maybe you were coming to the kitchen table to find what 
you needed to release, and maybe you wondered as Americans, you and me and all of us, 
or as humans, what it is we need to come to the table to release.  I don’t know if it’s a 
question or just a place to go into. 
 
JH: Yes, I was trying to find the question in that… 
 
HW: What do we need to release to each other in the world we find ourselves in?  
 
JH:  There’s probably nothing better than to be able to sit down with people, sit across 
the table and eat with each other and visit and laugh. I remember going to my cousin 
George’s the last time I was in Oklahoma. He’s always very sharing, very giving. I 
remember he said, “people don’t do it; used to we would, like our parents.”  I used to go 
with my aunt Lois Harjo to his parents in Okmulgee, and we’d just sit and visit and visit.  
I would take her around and go visit people and hear all these stories. Genealogy is a 
story that’s really a web of stories about people and the tribe and so on.  But he was 
saying people don’t do this anymore and people seem to feel a little lonelier.  Sometimes 
when you’re lonely and carry things, they start growing. You don’t have the circle to give 
them equilibrium or the perspective that’s gained from sitting around a table with others. 
It works both ways though, for you need time for yourself to gain perspective; but in a 
society you need the perspective of the larger whole. So we were talking about that the 
night I went over to my cousin’s place, and we sat there for about three hours just 
laughing, telling stories. And I realize, too, that so often we’re so busy, that what I’ve 
seen happen in my lifetime is this busyness. You think that a computer is going to save 



you time, and it does, but then it adds more and more and more and more till… The other 
day I was at a breaking point remembering that I thought twenty years ago I couldn’t 
handle anymore, and it just keeps getting larger and larger, more and more emails, but 
fewer phone calls. The time is moving so fast and there’s so much required.  It seems like 
with each of these time-saving devices there’s a hole, and so everything else comes 
rushing in.   
 
JM: How much time do we look at that little hour glass on the screen?  
 
JH: It fills the soul to be able to sit with people and visit and tell stories in a way that’s 
direct.  What you were saying earlier about the computers and Internet is that there is a 
web and it puts you in touch with one level of the “web,” a certain level or spectrum of 
the web. But it doesn’t really put you into the other levels that I think are possible. You 
need a little bit of all of it. I’ve noticed too with e-mails that language tends to be much 
more curt or short.  Text messaging even brings it down to… it’s communication at its 
barest form.   
 
HW: An assignment might to have students write an essay, and then to have a student 
say the same thing in an e-mail, to translate, from one rhetorical context to another. 
 
JH:  Yeah, that would be a good one. And what happens in between. 
 
ES:  I want to ask you about myth and talk about the importance of myth: myth as sacred 
truth and something that human beings need and yearn for. How does myth get 
transformed into pernicious ideologies?  I think of the horrible things that have been done 
because people have used myths to defend the myth of ourselves as God’s chosen people 
who are bringing enlightenment to the savages, and conquest and imperialism and 
genocide and all kinds of terrible things done because people are connected to a myth in a 
kind of pernicious or poisonous or destructive way..   
 
JH: I guess we need another word then, because I wouldn’t call those… 
 
ES: That just wouldn’t be a myth or… 
 
JM: Story? 
 
JH: A distortion? I hear what you’re saying. Ideologies like go “west young man” or 
Cotton Mather with all of his fury and foaming calling native people evil, and where does 
that come from?  Other myths of sentimentalism, of living on the land and so forth.  I 
guess when I think of myths I think of the mythic as the underpinnings. I don’t see them 
able to be transformed into ideologies. Myths are the root stories that give shape and 
meaning, and they’re not for a particular people or a place. I don’t know, it’s tricky; I’d 
have to think about that before trying to answer. I think too about the Middle East and 
how one opposes the other and yet they’re really brothers and sisters and how that 
happens. They come from the same mythic structure basically, if you think it.  They have 
the same mythic underpinnings, but something politically has… I’d have to think about 
it. That’s something maybe I can elaborate on at a different program because I think of it 
as something else.   



 
HW: I guess one of the inevitable questions when you come here and it is the state 
centennial, what different voices do you hear within you? Do you hear different voices, 
that polarity, that Oklahoma state centennial celebration? 
 
JH: Actually, I wrote about it in a Muskogee nation news column. I addressed it. I can 
understand the organization of the state wanting to celebrate its beginning, and not all 
beginnings of anything are easy necessarily. But the expression “The Sooner State” 
always bothers me. Why is that the motto? The Sooner reference honors people who 
jumped the line to get land claims because they were more robust; it comes directly out of 
one of those myths, the survival of the fittest. Those who survive are the fittest. The 
survival of the fittest is why we have the state of Oklahoma; the survival of the fittest is 
why Indian people are under us. I don’t see it as survival of the fittest; it’s the people with 
the guns. It’s really more about gun power, and the ability to roam and use guns and to 
control. It’s more about guns and control. Yet that is too simple, for it’s more complex. 
That’s why I’d rather write this kind of thing down.  
 
At the same time there’s a celebration of the multiplicity of voices and how we all can be 
here. A lot of good can come out of this, but at the same time if you look at the state now 
and where native people are, it’s still rather deplorable. And so for Native people to 
celebrate we’re American citizens—we didn’t necessarily sign on to be American 
citizens—some would now, some wouldn’t. There’s a state of Oklahoma, states 
countrywide are not great on Indian affairs because they’re in competition with Indians 
over rights and resources and so on. So when I hear “Centennial,” I cringe; and when I 
can think of celebrating and being part of it, I always say I’m from Oklahoma, but at the 
same time there’s that other unresolved, rough, raw part. Are we celebrating a takeover? 
Because it is a takeover. And yet I understand the need of a community to build itself.  
And I see it as a time for people; maybe once and for all there will be that conversation 
that needs to be had where everybody sits down at the table and has equal power, or equal 
place. And there aren’t different tables for… “you go over there” and “you can eat out in 
the back” or “we won’t let you in here.” 
 
JM: Or “you have to learn English”. 
 
JH: Yes, at the same time say, “this is English only, we want English..” To me that 
sounds ridiculous and preposterous.  
 
JM: It’s interesting that you’re from here and the two states you live in, New Mexico and 
Hawaii, are more known for Native Americans. 
 
JH: They’re the only two states in the US that have more non-European Americans in 
population. 
 
JM: And you just gravitated. 
 
JH: New Mexico, I went there for Indian school. And I love that place, it’s been home to 
me; it’s been a home to my art. I think my art, my poetry, painting even, I mean I started 
painting there, doing artwork, but it’s really a home to my art self. Coming here to 



Oklahoma always has this mix of a love and hate. And yet over the years I’ve had to 
come back and hammer on and work things out so that I can wind up…and here we are at 
this table. But that’s part of what I was given. We’re given things: “Okay, here, this is 
going to be something that you can enjoy, here’s something that’s going to test you. 
We’re going to give you a test on this and you have to see how you can maneuver 
through.” And Oklahoma’s one of those challenges, like how are you going to maneuver 
through? Yeah, there’s been a lot of gifts. It’s what it is.  
 
And for me Hawaii is a place of refuge and inspiration. The Hula tradition is quite 
incredible, it’s really poetry. Most people have no idea that the Hula is based on epic 
poem tradition; the whole Hula epic poem. And it’s sung and danced. There’s different 
schools. Hawaii, with the water around it, is a place of refuge. And actually in my tribe 
there’s a story in my ceremonial grounds of seven canoes coming up from Polynesia to 
the place that we lived, and they are part of our people. That’s something you won’t find 
in history books; although I’ve been reading of archeological discoveries in the last few 
years that back it up. So there’s a connection. Maybe it’s a poet’s due, too. Sort of like 
historians, or, I tell my friend who’s an astronomer, we’re all kind of working on the 
same thing, but we come at it in different ways: through math or through digging around 
archeologically or through a poem. Things will come to you  in a poem and you have no 
idea where they come from, and you start looking around to find them; it’s surprising.  
 
ES: You have talked about Toni Morrison and Emily Dickinson as writers who had a 
significant impact on you, and I was thinking, like with Toni Morrison, I can remember 
reading her for the first time and feeling like I was reading English, but it kind of wasn’t 
English, and part of what she had had to do was create a new language. As a reader I had 
to transform myself to be able to read the language, and that was what was so wonderful 
and exciting about it. I was wondering if you think of yourself as changing the language 
through the poetry you do, or creating a new language. 
 
JH: I like the way you put that. I have never thought about Toni Morrison that way 
because I’ve always thought, “She’s just a poet.” Of course she has stories, but she’s very 
poetic and she’s very visionary and unique. She’s made her own world and it’s a 
compelling world, and it’s exciting on so many levels. I like to think, all artists like to 
think, that their work will help rejuvenate culture, the art form itself. I know I’ve been 
aware with poetry and even with music; and I’m starting to find how to put them all 
together. I’m aware that I’m doing something differently and I never wanted to copy or 
do everything like everyone else. In kindergarten in Tulsa—I remember going there, 
drawing away, I loved art. They’d often try to put me over with beads, to put beads 
together, but I remember just drawing away and being at this little table with kids, and I 
loved the smell of the paper and crayons. I remember one of the little kids next to me 
said, “What are you doing? What are you drawing?” And so I looked at what I was doing, 
and I still remember I was trying to do something different. And I remember looking 
around the room and everybody was drawing the same square house, the same lollipop 
trees, the same stuff. I had decided, I remember having this conversation with myself in 
kindergarten, why do what everybody else is doing?  If I’m going to make a drawing, 
then I might as well do something that’s different. And so I was drawing people all in a 
circle, a design with people. But I thought about that for a long time; it really puzzled me 
why people were so—I would watch somebody looking over at somebody and copying 



the other person’s work, and it really perplexed me. So with my art even at that age, I 
remember trying to do something different. With poetry I think maybe I wasn’t smart 
enough to know how to copy other people. I wasn’t well-read enough to know how to 
follow the rules. I decided that I was going to do what felt unique and to say things in a 
way that I had not heard them said. Or even to sing them in a way that… That seems to 
work best for me; it doesn’t work for everybody else. I just have to do it this way. I’ve 
tried it other ways, but it doesn’t work for me.  
 
HW: We call this “Conversations with Joy Harjo”; the posters and the postcards, they all 
say that. And I think that’s what you’re bringing us, conversations. Thank you for being 
with us. 
 
Transcribed by Diana Silver and Ted Stoller 
 
 
 


