












111l' llCBNews 

Bibliofile: Featurin9 Jonis A9ee, Recipient of the First 
NCB Book Award for her novel, The Weight of Dreams, and 
keynote speaker at the 200 I NCB annual meeting 

by Getry Cox 

JONIS AGEE is 
the author of nine 

books. She is 
Professor of 
English and 

Creative Writing at 
The University of 

Nebraska-Lincoln. 
She owns 

twenty pairs of 
cowboy boots 

(some of them 
works of art), loves 
the open road, and 

believes that 
ecstasy and hard 

work are the basic 
ingredients of life 

and writing. 

.... 

Q. 111e 2000 Nebraska Literature Festival held the 
Nebraska Center for the Book's first annual 
Nebraska Book Awards. The winner in fiction 
was your novel, T/Je Weight of Dreams. How 
did you hear about the Nebraska award? 

A. I was called by Denise Brady of Bradypress in Omaha, 
which published a chapbook of one of my stories a 
few years ago. She suggested that I submit my two 
new books-for which I am eternally grateful. 

Q. What were your first thoughts when you were 
notified you were a winner? 

A. I didn"t hear a word until the day of the ceremony 
because there W<L'> a glitch at Viking Publicity. So 
bao;;ically, the call to find out if I was coming that 
evening to the ceremony was the first I knew of the 
p1ize. Of course, I was ecstati c and shocked and so 
grateful to the people of r\ebnL'ika who welcomed my 
work with the award. 

Q. Your books have received awards before, 111e 
New York Ttmes Notable Books Award, for 
one. How do such awards help your writing? 

A. Aw<mls <rnd fellowships merui so much because they 
validate what is otherwise a very solit<Lry business­
writing booko;;. I work so hard to create a world that 
refl ects the way people live mid fee l, and it means 
eve1ything to have those people respond in such a 
positive way. I love giving readings <rnd signings ruid 
workshops because I get to interact with people who 
read <UlCI think about the s<une things I do. 

Q. Who and what compelled you to write? 

A. I just always said I was going to be a writer <rnd like 
most things we believe with our hea11 and deepest 
self, I guess I believed it into existence, phrnning my 
life so it would happen. I always read like crazy ruid 
sti ll do. Most w1iters are great readers. We w<ull to 
know what other people think and experience <rnd we 
w;mt to share what we think ruid experience. I always 
felt that I learned about the possibilities of life from 
books <md that's how I wa<; able to stand the realiti es 
of life around me. I w<mted to give that vision hack to 
others. 

Q. When and where is your favorite time to write? 

A. First thing in the morning ... but anytime I G Ul grab for 
myself too. Ide<L'> <Liid energy sometimes hit in the 
middle of the night. 

Q. Several of your stories take place near Indian 
Reservations. What attracts you to s uch a 
setting? 

A. Reservations are isl;rnds, worlds within worlds, 
parallel universes, countries within countries, and yet 
th ey are often invisible places to the majority culture 
outside their bounda1ies. This creates complexities 
wi thin human relations, forc ing both worlds to 

exrunine themselves. I'm fascinated by the fact that 
these are the two poorest reservations in the country, 
\vith 75-80% unemployment, and Utt.le anention is 
paid to this fact. And despite the extreme pove11Y, 
Native religion survives, a<; profound and moving as 
any on earth . 

Q. W11at authors and books were important to 
your growth as a writer? W11at kinds of books 
do you like to read? 

A. Eve1ything a writer reads contributes to their 
development. I love reading myste1ies now because 
they are plot driven , with great pacing, and the 
lruiguage mid characters of the best are sharp <md full 
of energy-something a literary writer needs to pay 
anention to. I read the classics very systematically. 
Faulkner, Dickens, Mari S<Uidoz, Flannery O"Connor, 
imd Eudora Welty all helped me. I went to school on 
every poet I could lay my hands on so I could learn 
how to use image <md metaphor ;rnd voice. Michael 
Ondaatje mid Toni Morrison's books were wonderfu l 
for showing new fo rms and worlds. 

1 ·ve also always read history, psychology, science, 
religion , myth, anthropology, and political science. 
Right now I'm reading one on the histo1y of space 
exploration lliid a<>tronomy, a dictionaiy of scientific 
mid mathematical terms <Uid theo1ies, and ]<mies 
Hilbmm ·s The Force of Charactet: I just fini shed a 
history of <Ui English forest over the past t.liousand 
years. I'm about to read Richard Russo's new novel, 
mid some more Anita Shreve. I just read Fortune's 
Rocks, which I loved <Uid will read a.II of her bookc; 
now. 

Q. When and where is your favorite time to read? 

A. I cany a book wi th me constantly. I will and do read 
any free moment I have. I read myself to bed every 
night , read <mytime I'm waiting imywhere, have read 
stimding up, walking, on planes, trains, in 
automobiles, movies, plays. conce11s, doctors· offices, 
and in pre-op surgery rooms. 

Q. Who would be your ideal literary dining 
companions? 

A. Flannery o·connor, my husband Brent Spencer, 
Wil.l.iam Faulkner, ;rnd Grace Paley. 

Q. What do you think is the biggest change in the 
literary world during your lifetime? 

A. The computer, without a doubt , <Uid online 
publishing, which is giving voice to hundreds of 
thous;mds of people who previously fe lt daunted by 
writing. Next would be the proliferation of writing 
progrruns around the count1y, train ing ruid 
producing wonderful new voices. we·re in the midst 
of ru1 incredible Renaiss<Uice in writing lliid it's the 
most thrilling time to be a.live. .A. 
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tlebrasll3 aooll festival 
set for september t :S· t 4 

NATIONAL BOOK MON'lll . Comae1: \ation ;~ llook Foundation. 212-685-026 1. <11\m.muionalbook.oq\> 
GET CAt;GHT READING MON'Ill . Contact: :\ssociation of American Publishers , 212-255-0200. ext. 15--

. ;\LIY 1002 

<11\\w.publishers.org> . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .......... 1\'tl) 2002 
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Lincoln, NE 

Barn Again! Celebrating an Arnericm1 Icon. Contact: -102-;5+r.H. <11\\w.nelmL,kahumanitics.org>. . .... M:11 15--:June 10 ..... ~ 1 :tdi,on 

Lady Vesty Festi\·al . Comact: Superior Chamber of Commerce. ;02-8--9-.\; 19. <11\\w.victorianfestival.info> ......... Mai 25 . . ..... Superior 
Beginning GenealO!,'Y Workshop Series. Contact: ;02-;;+;826. <11\\w.omaha.lib.nc.us> ................. ~ l:tv 25. June 15 ...... Omaha 
··Mayhem in the Mid lm1ds" Mystery Conference, Comact: ;02-;;+;828. <11\\w.omaha.l ib .ne.us>. .......... Mav 50- :)tmc 2 ...... Omaha 
Buffalo Commons Festival. Contact: Steve Hall\» 508-:\; 5-; 02 I . 
<sbauv@mccooknet.com>. < 11\\w. buff;~ocommtms .org>. 
Lewis & Clark Teachers Institute. \"ornge of Discover\ with Gan ~toulton 
Comact: Ha1·1110nd Screws. ;02-; --+2151. ext . 15. <ray@nebr'L'kahumanities.org>. ... . 
Lewis & Clark Teachers Institute. \·mage of Discme1~ · with II ;~ Stearns 

.. Vi a\ .\I. June I 

. June l - -- . . . 

Contact : Hmmond Screws. ;Ol-; --+21 :\ I. e\t. I). <rav@nclmL,kahumanitics.org> ........................ .. . June l - 1; 
Mayor's Art Awards, l.iterarY Heritage Award. Contact: Deb \X 'ebcr. ;02-;.)+r8--. <m1scene@;~ltcl. net > . . . ... June 5. 
Barn Again! Celebrating an American Icon. Comact: ;02-5""+ 1505. <11\\w.nclmL,kahumanitics.org> ........ June 15--:Jul ~ 11 
Scan Doolittle. \mclist. Omaha Puhlic 1.ihra1». Comact: ;02--i;+;800, <11\\w.omaba.lib.ne.us > . . . . . . . . . . . . June I (i 
Bess Streeter Aldrich House Cookout and Concert on the Lawn. Comact: Teresa Lorensen. 
;Ol-')')+.\855 . <hsa[mus@vahoo.com>. 
Great Plains Studies: Works of Nebras!G1 Writers: 
Con tact : < 11"". u n k. cdu/acad/cngl ish/facu I t\/hloomficlds/l; real Plai nsSt udics/G reatPl<ti nsStudies. b11 11 l > 
.. l,cwis and Clark Trails" Teachers Institute. A I 0-da~ trip along the Lewis and Ci<trk trail , 

. .. ..... June n 

June 2+28 

. ~kCook 

. Lin coln 

. \\ arnc 
. l.i ncoln 

. Tekunah 
. Omaha 

. El11111 oocl 

. Kearne1 

Comact: \\ il l Locke. ;02-;6 I --- .111. <wlocke@hastings.edu >. ..... June 16-Jull ) ...... 11 ,L'iting' 
Nebraska Sto111elling Festirnl. Comact: -102-55 1-; 5.ll. <Stong;tlore@homc.com>.<1rnw.,tongalore.com > ..... June r - :\0 . Onrnha 
NATIO:'iAL LITERACY DAY. Comact: Focus on Literae1. Inc. . 856-62')---989. f;L\: 856-629-1222 . . . .Jull l 
Great Plains Chata uqua. ··from Sea to Shining Sea:· Contact: Barbara Mclntrre. :\08---5+5.115 or 
Peter Beeson. ;02-; --+1 151. ext.1-- .<peter@nchnL,kahumanities.org>. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .full ll - 16 . . . St. Paul 
Barn Again! Ce lebrating im American Icon. Contact : ;02-l')l- 1880. <\rn\\.nebnL'kahum:tnili es.org> ....... .Jull 15- \ugu't 18 ... Springfield 
Paul Fell. Satirist. Omaha Puhlic l.ibran. Contact : ;02--1-1+-1800. <11\\Womaha.lih.nc. us >. . . . . . . . ...... Jul ~ 18 . . ..... .. ~lill ard 
Sto11· Telling OLIO. \ 01fo lk Public l.ilmm. Contact: Karen Dre10. ;Ol-6;+8--1 0. <kdrcro@ci .n01folk.nc.us> ....... .Jull 16 ......... \ 01folk 
8tl1 Annual Literature Festival . \01folk Public 1.ihran. 
Contact: Karen Drern. ;02-(>+1-8--10. <kdrc1o@ri.norfc1lk.ne.us > ........................ . ........... . .full r . . \ 01folk 
Ncihardt Day, Comact:John \ eihardt Center. 888--- ---- --16(1--. <neihardt@gpcom.net >.. . .............. \ugu,t 5 ........ llannoft 
Lewis & Clark Bicentennial Media Specialist ;uul Librarian Institute. Distance I.earning. . .\ugu,1 l-1 ..... Kmrnl'I. l.incoln 
Contact: lblll10nd Screws. ;02-; --+1 151. e\t. 15. <ra1 @nehr,Lo;kahumanitic,.org> or \ orth Plane. om,tl1a 
Pall\ Birch . <pbirch@csu 16.org> \ ;~entinc. \\ a111e 

Scou,b lu ff 
Barn Again! Cdcbrating m1 Amcricm1 Icon. Contact: ;02-·i--+5.i"" I. <1nrn.nehr'L'ktlrnmanities.org> . \ug. 25-Scpt. 2 ...... Lincoln 
Steve Langm1. Poet. Omaha Public 1.ibra1"\. Con~1ct: ;Ol-;;+;800. < 11"\lw. 01m~1a . lih . ne . us > . . . . . . . . . . . . . . \ugust 2-1. ........ Omaha 
:"\cbraska Book Festival. Stuhr Museum. Contact: Charles Peck. 508-865-8289. <Capitan@nehi.mm >. 
<11"\l"\l .Stuh rmuscum.or)?'hook.htm> Scptemher I :\- l-1 ... Grand bland 
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