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2026 Wilma Dykeman Stokely Lecture
Announcement

Friends is excited to share that the 2026 Wilma Dykeman Stokely lecture series will feature
Joy Harjo, 23rd United States Poet Laureate. Joy Harjo is a poet, musician, and activist
whose work explores Indigenous identity, history, and survival. Harjo was the first Native
American to hold the honor of United States Poet Laureate and has received many
prestigious awards including the 2024 Frost Medal from the Poetry Society of America, the
2023 Ivan Sandrof Lifetime Achievement Award from the National Book Critics Circle, the
2017 Ruth Lilly Poetry Prize, and the Guggenheim Fellowship among others.

Harjo will join us on February 26th at 6pm at the McClung Museum on the University of
Tennessee campus. There is no cost to attend, but a registration link will be provided as we
get closer to the event to reserve your seat. Keep a lookout for additional information on our
social media and in the February newsletter!

Friends established the Wilma Dykeman Stokely Memorial Lecture in 2007 to honor the late
writer, speaker, teacher, historian, environmentalist, and friend of local libraries. Friends of the
Knox County Public Library and John C. Hodges Society of the University of Tennessee
Libraries have co-sponsored the lecture since 2014.

Upcoming Author Event: Dr. Joshua Cunningham



By Crystal Sansom

In preparation for our upcoming author event with Dr. Joshua Cunningham at 6 pm January 8
at the East Tennessee History Center, we asked Josh a few of our most burning questions.
Read his answers below and reserve your free ticket here for “The Al of the Beholder: Art and
Creativity in the Age of Algorithms.”

Tell us a bit about your journey as a writer.

I've always enjoyed writing, but not in the traditional “creative writing” sense. Even as a kid, |
liked writing reports—especially when the topic genuinely interested me. Writing was a way to
dig into something complex and make sense of it.

That inclination really solidified when | interned at Oak Ridge National Laboratory (ORNL) as
a science writer. Sitting down with computational scientists and asking them to explain what
they were working on forced me to develop a skill set around translation. It was a crash
course in taking highly technical ideas and turning them into something accessible.

| believe that engaging writing is a critical bridge between experts and the broader public.
Ever since those early interviews | conducted at ORNL, I've been motivated by the challenge
of making emerging technologies understandable, and relevant, to people who don’t
necessarily live and breathe them every day.

What first sparked your interest in artificial intelligence and its role in creative work
and our daily lives?

Professionally, I've spent years working around cutting-edge technologies like
supercomputing, quantum computing, and Al. But in my personal time, my life takes on a
different focus. | make electronic music and design my own album art. For a long time, those
two worlds, the tech-driven one and my creative life, never seemed to overlap.



Generative Al changed that. It created an unexpected bridge between my technical work and
my creative life. What fascinates me is the irony: Al was originally framed as a way to
automate menial tasks and free humans to be more creative. Yet some of its most visible and
disruptive advances have happened in music, art, and writing -- the very spaces we tend to
think of as most human. That tension is what really drew me in.

For writers or readers who are just beginning to engage with Al as a concept, where do
you think a healthy starting point is?

| think Al is worth learning and experimenting with - it's clearly here to stay. But a healthy
starting point is to engage Al deliberately, and to resist the urge to outsource your thinking.

If you don’t practice a skill yourself (whether it's writing, art, mathematics, or something else)
you eventually lose the ability to judge what the system gives you back. That's why |
encourage people to treat Al as a second pass, not a first instinct. Use it to refine, challenge,
or explore ideas — but it is important to continue forcing ourselves to be critical thinkers first,
and users of tools second.

What is one idea or question you hope attendees walk away thinking about after your
talk?

| hope people walk away realizing that Al, and how we choose to use it, tells us as much
about ourselves as it does about the state of technology. The debates around Al creativity are
really debates about how we define originality, labor, and human worth.

Happy birthday, Dolly!

Dolly Parton turns 80 this month, and the library is celebrating!

On Jan. 21 at 10 am a special toddler storytime will be held at Lawson McGhee Library in the
meeting room.

Toddler storytime is an engaging program designed for ages 2 to 3. Short, age-appropriate
stories are typically accompanied by lively rhymes, music, and movement to capture little
imaginations while building critical early literacy skills. Children must be accompanied by an
adult.



This storytime is a special "Happy Birthday, Dolly!" program. Enjoy cupcakes, crafts, songs,
and stories for Dolly Parton's 80th birthday.

Can't make it at Lawson McGhee? No problem! Visit a "Happy Birthday, Dolly!" storytime at
one of our other ten locations.

For ADA accommodations, call (865) 215-8703 or send request to director@knoxlib.org 72
hours in advance of program.

Read Clty Kickoff Jan. 24
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By Jon Herrmann

The start of the 2026 Read City season is right around the corner, and this year it's packing a
bitel The Stomp, Roar, Dinosaur! kickoff is set for 10 a.m-2 p.m. on Saturday, January 24,
at Bridgewater Place (205 Bridgewater Road).

This year’s kickoff brings prehistoric fun with the chance to examine fossils, exhibits, and dino
skeleton replicas in the Traveling Dinos Museum. Check out a velociraptor, a full-size
allosaurus replica skull, and measure your hand against a gigantic allosaurus footprint.

The museum will feature paleo art murals from Disney artist Phil Wilson, and after touring
the museum you’ll have a chance to visit the Dinobrary and take part in prehistoric activities
from the Library, Hands On! Discovery Center, and Zoo Knoxuville.

Knox County Mayor Glenn Jacobs will lead the charge as we kick off the first challenge of
2026 — Stomp Back in Time!



Make sure to grab your time travel passport so you can take part in the first challenge,
running January 24—March 8. The second challenge, ROAR into a story, runs May 16-August
9, and the final challenge, DINOSAUR Fossils Galore, will wrap the year from October 12-
November 22.

Find a full Read City schedule.

Charting the Path Forward: Friends’ New Strategic
Plan

We are excited to share that the Friends of the Knox County Public Library Board of Directors
has officially approved a new three-year strategic plan. This plan will serve as a guiding
roadmap for our organization, helping us strengthen support for the library system while
promoting a love of reading across our community. Key priorities include improving
communication, strengthening collaboration, creating clearer organizational practices, and
reaching new and younger audiences to ensure long-term sustainability. This plan reflects our
shared vision and commitment to growing in thoughtful and meaningful ways. We invite all
members and volunteers to explore the plan located here on our website as we move
forward together with a clear and shared direction.

We'll explore the plan in more detail in the upcoming print newsletter Best of Friends, due in
your mailbox in about a month.

Brews and Books Jan. 13-20

Hi-Wire Brewing, 2020 Barber Street in South Knoxuville, supports Friends and the public
library by hosting a used book sale Jan. 13-20 during regular business hours. Drop by for a
brew and a book bargain and say thanks to the folks at Hi-Wire!

Grab bag bargains at Rothrock

It's a happy new year at Rothrock Used Book Shop! This month Rothrock will hold a Buy One
Grab Bag and Get One Free sale. That's 10 books for $1!

The shop is open from 11 to 2 pm Monday through Saturday at Lawson McGhee Library.
Come see us!
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Hi-Wire Brewing
During Business Hours
hiwirebrewing.com

“We Love our Members”
Members Only Sale
Bearden Branch Library '

4:00-7:00

Crafty Bastard Brewery (West)
During Business Hours v
craftybastardbrewery.com
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During Business Hours
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Support Friends Today

Friends v KCPL is a monthly newsletter
produced by the Communications
Committee of Friends of the Knox County
Public Library.
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