Speech for the opening of the Big Read Visual Art Contest
--Shaun Perkins
“Do the thing that is most alive in you.”

This is something Kim Stafford, the son of the famous poet William Stafford, once said at a poetry conference I attended.

Poets, like any artists, who keep at it all their lives are doing that thing. There is very little motivation otherwise for someone to be a poet, to write poetry. It does not pay. It has a small audience. It has been misused, misinterpreted and maligned for more people, even though it was our first literary art form from that time of campfires and the telling of stories—oral poetry—so that we humans could share tips on how to survive the winter, know who are ancestors were, understand what was worthy of the life we were living.

Poetry is a necessary act for the poet. And good poets use it to share the emotional experience of what it means to be human with other people. For example, this poem by our Big Read poet Joy Harjo:

REMEMBER

Remember the sky that you were born under,
know each of the star’s stories.
Remember the moon, know who she is.
Remember the sun’s birth at dawn, that is the
strongest point of time. Remember sundown
and the giving away to night.
Remember your birth, how your mother struggled
to give you form and breath. You are evidence of
her life, and her mother’s, and hers.
Remember your father. He is your life, also.
Remember the earth whose skin you are:
red earth, black earth, yellow earth, white earth
brown earth, we are earth.
Remember the plants, trees, animal life who all have their
tribes, their families, their histories, too. Talk to them,
listen to them. They are alive poems.
Remember the wind. Remember her voice. She knows the
origin of this universe.
Remember you are all people and all people
are you.
Remember you are this universe and this
universe is you.
Remember all is in motion, is growing, is you.
Remember language comes from this.
Remember the dance language is, that life is.
Remember.

The Rural Oklahoma Museum of Poetry and the Locust Grove Arts Alliance, in partnership with the LG Schools, the LG Public Library, and the LG Chamber of Commerce, sought and received the Big Read grant to read Harjo’s book in our community.

A national initiative of the National Endowment for the Arts in partnership with Arts Midwest, the NEA Big Read broadens our understanding of our world, our communities, and ourselves through the joy of sharing a good book.

We believe that having an experience of poetry is valuable to all people.

Poets are valuable. Artists are valuable. Creativity is valuable.

Tonight we are celebrating artists inspired by poetry. This exhibit shows how the two are linked and how both poetry and art have much to say about the human experience. 

We are honored to have a wonderful judge for the art contest. Bill Guthrie, an artist and art historian, had the tough job of picking winners out of so many wonderful entries. He picked six winners for the 6th-12th grade category and three for the adult category. So, let’s have him give those awards out now.

