
Twenty Writerly Questions 

for Erratics and the Art of Slow Mountaineering 

Frye Festival, Moncton, April 2014 

 

In a seminar at the 2014 Frye Festival, book publicist Adria Iwasutiak distributed 

a 20-question questionnaire for writers. At the time, I had been working on my 

novel Erratics and the Art of Slow Mountaineering for about ten years. For fun, I 

answered the questions, while waiting for my plane back to Calgary. 

 

Gisèle Villeneuve: Before we begin, I feel compelled to ask my writer: Erratics and the 

Art of Slow Mountaineering, isn’t that a rather long title? 

 

Gisèle Villeneuve: You’re afraid it won’t fit on the cover, eh! And in the era of the 140 

characters! In fact, without spaces, the title holds 37 characters, with spaces, 43. As you 

know, climbing a mountain is not something you do in a jiffy. And so, the long title 

performs the text. Besides, that’s how you feel when you’re on a mountain. With each 

step, the summit seems to get higher and farther, and the slope, longer and longer.  

 

1. How would you summarize your book in one sentence? 

 

Gisèle Villeneuve: How long a sentence? (laughter) Seriously, how about this? When 

you live with a climber, you learn to measure your emotional distance, you expect 

nothing and you keep alive the fear of the fear of falling. And a little hook: there is an 

edgy documentary at the core of the novel. 

 

2. What inspired you to write this book? 

 

GV: My mountaineering experience clashing with much of what I was reading on the 

subject. Not that many of those books, fiction and non-fiction, were not grand, exciting, 

fascinating. But after a while, the tone and context and drama seem to repeat themselves. 

And there was the question of the language itself. A kind of set language that all writers 
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used, without giving it much thought. I became too aware of the vocabulary, the 

expressions. I became sensitized to the point that the language was masking meaning. I 

had to explore the language of mountaineering. 

 

3. How long did it take you to write it? 

 

GV: Like climbing a mountain, it took a while. Up until now, about ten years. And I’m 

not done yet. I expect, in all, a dozen years. 

 

4. Where is your favourite place to write? 

 

GV: At my desk in my writing room flooded with north light, which is the best, because 

it is a constant light. And, from time to time, to rest my eyes from the screen or the page, 

I glance at the large spruce trees and the other trees I see out my windows. It gives the 

impression of being in a forest. I watch the magpies and the squirrels and smaller birds 

like coal tits (it sounds better in French, mésanges à tête noire) do their things. 

 

5. Did you do much research? 

 

GV: Too much. You can become embroiled in the research material. It can pull you 

down, stop you in your track, and become a ponderous master that you feel obliged to 

honour. The trick with research is to allow time to decompose it and to transform it into 

the substance of your imagination, so that you incorporate it into the act of writing 

without being aware of it. But we are impatient beings and, too often, we will not take the 

necessary time. That can be fatal to the flow of the creative process. 

 

6. If there was one book you wish you had written what would it be? 

 

GV: I’m writing it every day. And I’m not there yet. 

 

7. What’s the best piece of writing advice you have ever received? 
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GV: I thought that it was the one I had discovered myself: observe to excess. Then, for a 

while, it was the old Henry James’s advice that everyone repeats, especially in creative 

writing classes: “Show. Don’t tell.” Finally, the advice that for me has had the greatest 

impact and still holds true and encompasses any other advice is from Lou Andrea-

Salomé, which I translated from the French this way: For a text to work, “it is essential 

not only that the source material sink into oblivion, but also that it be exhausted.” In 

French, it reads: Pour réussir une écriture, “il faut non seulement que la substance de ce 

qui l’a initiée ait sombré dans l’oubli, mais encore qu’elle ait été épuisée.” You will 

recognize that it applies very much to the problem of undigested research. 

 

8. If you could talk to any writer living or dead who would it be, and what would you 

ask? 

 

GV: I honestly don’t have such fantasies. 

 

9. Do you listen to music while you write? If so, what kind? 

 

GV: No, I don’t. Silence is my “must” sound. 

 

10. Who is the first person to read your manuscript? 

 

GV: In French, I don’t have a trusted reader close at hand. So, the first person is likely to 

be my editor or publisher. In English or in my bi-langue texts, my partner. I know what 

you’re thinking: not a good idea! Trust me. He knows how to separate the work from the 

relationship. And so do I. 

 

11. Do you have a guilty pleasure read? 

 

GV: No. I don’t experience guilt. Truly. 
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12. What are you reading right now? 

 

GV: At the festival, I bought Guillaume Berwald’s short novel Edmonton. I’ll start 

reading it out the planes, Moncton-Ottawa, then Ottawa-Calgary. 

 

13. What was your favourite childhood book? 

 

GV: Two sets of encyclopedia translated from English into French. Otherwise, we had no 

books at home. 

 

14. Were you always interested in writing? 

 

GV: Since age six. 

 

15. What do you drink or eat while you write? 

 

GV: Coffee. No food. 

 

16. Typewriter, laptop, or pen & paper? 

 

GV: For a time, all of the above, until I donated my IBM Selectric typewriter. Now, I use 

a laptop, and also pen, pencil, eraser & paper. 

 

17. What did you do immediately after hearing that you were being published for the very 

first time? 

 

GV: I hollered with joy and relief. It was a Friday morning in March. Friday is my 

favourite day of the week. And we were having a snowstorm; more like a blizzard. In the 

evening, I drank champagne with friends, champagne that, months earlier, my mother had 

brought back from France and had offered me as a souvenir of her travels. At the time, I 
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had told her that I would drink it if my novel got accepted. She lived in Montréal, I in 

Calgary. That Friday after she got home from work, I phoned her: “Ce soir, I’m 

uncorking the Canard-Duchêne.” First, there was silence, then a breath intake. She 

remembered. She hollered with excitement. 

 

18. What was the most surprising fact you uncovered while writing your book? 

 

GV: The one with the long title or the first one? This current one: the notion of 

landscape, which we mistake for the land, and, in that context, how misleading it is. 

 

19. If readers learn one thing from your book, what do you wish it to be? 

 

GV: Don’t take anything for granted. 

 

20. What is the best gift someone could give a writer? 

 

GV: Publish her manuscripts, so that she can move on. 


