
Talk about role models—a prolific visual artist, mom to one of the most famous 
sons in the world, head of John Lennon’s estate, and an underground remix diva. 
It appears that for Yoko Ono, 70 years on earth is Just Like Starting Over…
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By Dianne Spoto Shattuck
I ONCE HEARD A RUMOR THAT YOKO INSISTS VISITORS 
REMOVE their shoes upon entering her famous apartment in the 

Dakota building in Manhattan. So I wore my very best socks, just in 

case. It was colder than a witches you-know-what that day, and the 

grand Victorian lobby wasn’t much warmer. Security was predictably 

tight, so I wasn’t surprised that I was being surveilled as I sat shivering 

in a mammoth antique chair. I think I even saw Kirk Douglas gavotte 

through the lobby. After a few minutes, a man from Yoko’s biz office on 

the first floor escorted me into the gothic, wood-carved elevator that 

led up to Yoko’s floor. 

The apartment entrance loomed large, and I thought I’d never get 

warm. But the huge door opened, and a tiny, smiling Yoko appeared, 

dressed head to toe in black (turtleneck sweater and slacks), with slim, 

petite bare feet. She shook my hand warmly, said hello, then turned around 

and walked away, stepping lightly down the hall. Stopping  in her tracks, 

she turned around quickly and snapped, “Take off your shoes!” Then, just 

as abruptly, she turned and disappeared around a corner. My escort disap-

peared as well, so I slipped off my shoes and trotted after her. Where’d she 

go? Was I supposed to follow her, would she come back, or what? I didn’t 

want to disrespect Yoko by prancing through her private domain. Good 

God, this was where she and her beloved John had lived together for so 

many years! As I walked, I noticed the toasty warmth and soothing scent of 

incense wafting through the apartment—it was lovely and gentle. I caught 

a glimpse of Yoko’s beautiful, airy living room—a huge, cozy space with lots 

of colorful paintings and sculpture on a canvas of neutral-hued walls and 

furniture. Reaching the end of the hall, I peeked into the kitchen, where 

Yoko was already sitting at the table waiting for me. I walked in and took 

a seat next to her, thinking, I am in Yoko Ono’s kitchen. The same kitchen 

in which John Lennon had baked bread during his famous househusband 

phase after Sean was born. I so love this gig.

As I looked at Yoko, I couldn’t get over the fact that this woman is 70. 

With translucent, radiant skin, and the body language of one decades 

younger, Yoko is agile, flexible, and lithe. She lounged comfortably, one 

knee resting on the edge of the table, one arm hanging over the back of 

a chair. When she popped up to answer the phone, it suddenly dawned 

on me that Yoko is still expanding her prolific artistic horizons—here was 

a woman who just last week performed to a jam-packed crowd of twen-

tysomethings in a downtown club, and who will be touring galleries in 

Korea with her visual art show later this year. I watched her on the phone 

as she tapped her toes on the terra-cotta tile, and spoke with that famous, 

soft Japanese accent. At that moment, I had hoped, but never could have 

predicted, that we would find such a sympathetic understanding of each 

other as women.

I had the 45 of “Kiss, Kiss, Kiss” in sixth grade. I used to play it all the time! 

Every time it got to the part where you started moaning, I’d turn it down 

so my parents wouldn’t hear! This is very interesting! [laughs] A guy 

commented once that it was too overt to say “Kiss me, love”—it’s 

better that you don’t ask for it. To some, it was not sexual; it was 

arrogant. 

Really? Yeah. That’s interesting, isn’t it? But it’s good, in a way, that 

each person has a different taste.

You’ve said that even strong women live in fear because 

of  our society.  And yet you’ve continued to per-

severe fearlessly, it seems, in the face of adversity.  

I’m not fearless—but there are certain situations 

that we can’t avoid. Also, they say you only get 

a problem that you can solve, though you 
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don’t feel that way when you are confronting the problem.

How did you come to feel free to explore art in ways that might not be 

well received by society? I think if an artist cannot be creative in 

the sense that they cannot make a difference in people’s aware-

ness, I don’t think there’s a reason for an artist to create. I really 

think that we are here to make a difference—that’s how I feel.

What are your thoughts on youth-sex-image–driven pop culture? I 

think it depends on the taste. Women all sort of bearing their 

skin or nakedness—you feel like you are in a meat market or 

something.

On the other hand, there are many incredible artists—like your-

self—who openly embrace sexuality in art. I don’t know if I’m using 

my sexuality. I’m using myself, the experiences of my life. So 

it sometimes connects to sexuality, and it connects to social 

commentary.

Do you think near-naked pop girls are expressing feminine strength, 

submissiveness, or a fear of being liked? Women are liked, believe 

me! [laughs] But women are not respected. All of us need to 

have a basic respect for one another. We as women don’t always 

get that respect.

Why do you think that is? I think it has to do 

with a kind of societal tradition that we 

created. That’s how it is explained in soci-

ety—in books, the heroine was always dying 

of consumption or something [laughs]. 

I met John, and he was commenting on 

a woman we knew, and he said, “She’s so 

strong! Strong as shit—it’s great!” I thought, 

“‘Strong as shit,’” is that good?” [chuckles] 

He told me that where he comes from, 

you need a strong woman as a partner. 

Together they have to face the world. So he 

wasn’t afraid of my strength; he thought it 

was good.

What is being famous like? It’s very compli-

cated. There are many things in life that 

seem not to be a blessing, but the way you 

deal with it, it might become a blessing. For 

instance, in my case, John and I met each 

other, and I saw what was happening with 

him [with the Beatles’ fame], and I said, 

“Why don’t we use this?” So we did the Bed-

In [For Peace, Montreal, 1969]. 

So you can accomplish great things with it. Yeah. 

But at the time, people didn’t think it was 

so great.

Your peace work together is now a part of 

people’s consciousness. Yeah, but the thing 

is, it was so hard for us.

Was it? At the time we were doing the Bed-In, of course, we were 

enjoying it, you know? But after that, we got so much flak about 

it. So we weren’t particularly happy about it.

Isn’t it amazing how time changes people’s perceptions? Because now 

people look back on that time and think, “If only—” 

—If only he was here now…? I feel that way, too.

[After a pause] What is your idea of complete paradise? I think 

paradise is here now. We just don’t see it sometimes or we don’t 

know it, or we are focusing on something negative. But if we 

really center ourselves and see clearly, you know that paradise 

is here now.

Someone once said, “We are all happy, if we only knew it.”  

Yes! [laughs]

What would you say to someone who is still searching to find their “bliss,” 

to quote Joseph Campbell? I really think that every woman has a 

very interesting story about her life. All of us have a different back-

ground—there are so many variations of a woman’s experience. So, 

if they are themselves, totally, then just by that unique experience 
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“ [John] told me that where he comes from,  
you need a strong woman as a partner. Together they have 
to face the world.”
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or stating, expressing, or making a statement 

through that unique experience, you’re 

giving something to us, to this society. We 

have to all report to each other about the 

experience.

Is there anything about your public perception that 

you would like to clarify or make known? There is so 

much fictional information out there about me. 

I’m sorry there are misconceptions about me 

that probably bring people down. Maybe 

that’s a blessing in a way. As John Cage 

said, “All accidents are beautiful.” I 

give the real me through my work. 

Maybe that could inspire people 

or give some energy to people. 

That’s all I can ask for.

What’s it like to turn 70? I was 

never worried about turn-

ing 30, 40, 50, 60. And then 

turning 70, I got a little bit 

worried—not about myself. I 

got worried about the ageism 

in the world, you know? I used 

to fight racism and sexism and 

all that. Now do I have to fight 

ageism? But no. I hope that people are going 

to understand that it’s all right to be this age, 

because I feel all right. So I’m just telling you: 

It’s not bad at all. It’s beautiful—you shouldn’t 

worry. 

I try not to, but I admit I do. Oh—my mother’s turning 

70 this summer, too. Well, tell her that it’s really 

something to celebrate.

Wow, you really feel no fear? Not fear that is 

attached to age. I’m more frightened 

about this political situation, but 

age is not frightening. So don’t 

you be frightened—you’re 

gonna enjoy every decade. 

And you’re gonna learn so 

much from every decade. 

I’m still learning, and I 

want to learn for several 

more decades. Every day’s 

a surprise.… Don’t condi-

tion yourself to be limited or 

depressed, okay? And say hello 

to your mom. WWR

To read more of this interview, log onto 

YOKO ONO
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