IN THE LANGUAGE OF SCHOEMPERLEN

SCL/Elc Interview by Darryl Whetter

Diane Schoemperlen was born in 1954 in Thunder Bay, Ontario,
where she graduated from Lakehead University. Since 1986 she has lived
in Kingston, Ontario with her son, Alexander. She has published five books
of short fiction: Double Exposures (Coach House 1984), Frogs and Other
Stories (Quarry 1986; Winner of the Writers” Guild of Alberta Award for
Excellence), Hockey Night in Canada (Quarry 1987), The Man of My
Dreams (Macmillan of Canada, 1990), and Hockey Night in Canada
and Other Stories (Quarry 1991). The Man of My Dreams was short-
listed for both the Governor General’s Award and the Trillium Award.
Her first novel, In the Language of Love, was published in Canada by
HarperCollins in the fall of 1994 and in the United States by Viking
Penguin in February 1996. It will soon be published in translation in
Sweden and Germany.

Nominated for the Smithbooks/Books in Canada First Novel
Prize, In the Language of Love is a novel of one hundred chapters in
which each chapter title is taken from the Standard Word Association Test.

The initial interview was held in Kingston in late December of 1995.

DW In his preface to The Art of the Novel, Milan Kundera
claims that in writing a novel every novelist confronts his idea of
what the novel is. Considering this is your first novel I'm wonder-
ing if you found this true and if so, what is your idea of the novel?

DS It’s not something I thought about a lot during the ac-
tual writing. Having always written short stories before this, I
wanted to write something longer, so of course I thought of it as
a novel. Because most of my short stories are playing with form,
it was quite natural for me to want to continue with this in a
novel. It seems to me in retrospect that the most important thing
about a novel is that you must have a story to tell, and the fact
that it’s longer than a short story is really what makes it different.
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That seems like a simple-minded answer, but I didn’t feel that dif-
ferently about writing this book than I did about writing short
stories, although I liked being able to take my time. I was no longer
constrained by length. As long as you have a clear picture in your
mind of what you are trying to say, you can manipulate the form
as much as you want to.

DW Virginia Woolf claims “writers write atop a stack of
books.” One of the obvious loves in Language is a love of books.
Did your reading alter considerably with this undertaking?

DS T think it did. I do read voraciously, and I always have,
but I found when I was working on this book, what I wanted to
read changed. Once I started working on the novel I wanted to
read other novels. I was particularly interested to find any other
novel that was not following a traditional Beginning-Middle-End
form. I've always learned a lot from reading, from seeing what
other people have done with form and structure.

DW Did any works satisfy this appetite for structure?

DS Well, I started writing it back in 1990 so it’s been a long
time. I can get back to you on that, I keep a reading list on my
computer of all the books I've read since 1977.

[In addition to some old favourites from Margaret Atwood
and Carol Shields, that later response included the following tit-
les: Eduardo Galeano, The Book of Embraces; Milan Kundera, The
Unbearable Lightness of Being and The Art of the Novel; Michael On-
daatje, The English Patient; Stephen Scobie, Ghosts: A Glossary of the
Intertext; Susan Sontag, The Volcano Lover.]

DW Language is very concerned with truth, memory and
story. Il would like to take Joanna’s occasional thought about Plato
as an invitation to discuss his concept of poetry as lying. Is writ-
ing lying?

DS Idon't think of it as lying. I think of it as trying to tell the
truth in a devious way. When I was a student at the Banff Centre
School of Writing [1976], the head of the program was W.O. Mit-
chell and one of his favourite sayings was that writers have to be
good liars. I can see his point but I don’t think about it as lying. I
do think that it's telling stories and I'm sure you know yourself that
when you're telling a story to a friend or to anyone, you're trying
for a certain effect. I think that’s human. So you tend to make the
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story ‘better’ maybe than it really was. You tend to structure
things in a certain way. You tend to exaggerate, embroider on what
actually happened. Although I don't like to use the word “auto-
biographical,” much of my fiction does derive its impetus from
something that actually happened. I take that impetus and yes, I
guess I do lie a little, but not to try and fool anyone—but to make
it a better story.

DW Do you think that fiction can affect someone as much
as “something that actually happened?”

DS 1 think it can. A former student of mine had a saying
that is quite true; she used to say, “This may not be reality but it
is the truth.” I'll say that in interviews for the next ten years! I
think the whole idea of truth in the abstract is very hard to get at.
Truth in daily life should be a simpler concept: either you're telling
someone the truth or you're not. But it’s not that simple when it
comes to fiction. If you look up the word “fiction” in the diction-
ary, the definition has to do with feigning and invention and
making things up. But, like most dictionary definitions, that’s
only the half of it. It does seem to me that there is some mysteri-
ous quality to the act of writing fiction and reading fiction that
does approach that larger abstract truth. I think that’s part of the
reason why people like to read fiction: they want to know some-
thing, they want to read something and say, “Isn’t that true?” As
a writer, that’s the feeling you want people to have even though
you've entered into this little contract where you both know it’s
called fiction and therefore it’s made up, right? Right? But as a
reader, you still go to it looking for truth.

DW Lately you have been very active as an editor (Oberon’s
Coming Attractions) and judge of various contests (Eden Mills;
Prism; Carousel). These roles are undoubtedly one of the faces of
literary success, particularly in Canada, but they must be very
time-consuming? Do you feel that success has demanded too
much of you as writer and interfered with your day-to-day writing?

DS Only occasionally. It is important to me to judge these
contests and to edit Coming Attractions because I feel that now I've
reached a certain age and a certain amount of success, it behooves
me to help the people who are coming up behind me. There were
people who helped me when I was in the earlier stages. John Met-
calf and Leon Rooke were very helpful to me and very supportive. I
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want to be able to return that favour by helping in whatever way
I can the writers who are coming along behind me, the ones who
ten years from now you'll hear of in a more public way. But it’s easy
to get overwhelmed with editing, contests, readings, all of that, and
it does take away from the actual writing.

DW Helping and being helped by other writers, is that one
way in which you feel you are a particularly Canadian writer?

DS 1 do feel very much a part of the Canadian Writing
Community, much as it’s a scattered community. I do feel a real
kinship with other Canadian writers. Now with this book coming
out in the States I don’t know if that will change. Will I feel part
of a North American community? The book’s also coming out in
Sweden, will I feel part of an international community? Maybe I
will. . .. I think it’s important to feel a sense of community with
other writers, whether that’s confined to Canada or Kingston. I do
think you need that sense of solidarity with other writers. I don’t
like writers who are too competitive with each other. I guess I'm
a bit of a Pollyanna, I just want everybody to get along. It seems to
me that there’s enough room for lots of writers, for lots of differ-
ent kinds of writers, that we should not be squabbling amongst
ourselves or suffering too much envy over the successes of others.

DW In many ways Language is an extremely formal piece of
fiction. Considering that it is your first published novel, are you
nervous that it will be the form against which your next novel
will be written?

DS Against which it will be written or against which it will
be judged?

DW How about both?

DS What I'm thinking about writing the next time, or the
time after that, and what I'm writing now, they’re all completely
different from this, although they all do have a fairly strong struc-
tural component. Not as strong as this, those hundred chapters
were a very tight structure to work within. I found that quite com-
fortable. It took away some of the anxiety of writing a novel. As
far as how will further works be judged against it . . . I'm not sure.
When I read the reviews, I suspected that some reviewers had
trouble with the structure. It seems pretty simple to me. Although
it’s different, I don’t think it’s difficult. I've always been fascinated
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by form and structure, that postmodern thing. Over time certain
things are expected of you; I know what's expected of me. In a re-
view once it was said of my work that I was “challenging the short
story form.” I didn’t know I was doing that. People expect a cer-
tain thing from a writer. I think what would throw people off most
now is if I sat down and wrote a traditionally structured novel.
That would be really confusing!'

DW Was Language more or less difficult to finish than other
projects?

DS It was difficult to finish. I had worked on it for four years
and I had a little post-partum depression after it was finished. But
it didn’t last long because I already had definite plans for the next
book. I plunged into the new project fairly quickly. I didn't take a
real break. For me the best way of keeping that depression at bay
is to just go on to the next project. One of the things I liked about
writing a novel was not having that between-story feeling. It was
so comforting to wake up in the morning and think, ah yes, I
know what I'm doing today. But it was hard to finish. Finishing it
was not as cut and dried as you might think, not just, “The End,”
“Amen,” “Goodnight.” The actual process of the book went on for
another year after that because HarperCollins wanted to do some
editing so there I was working on it again and still it kept going.
Last year it was sold to Viking Penguin in the US and they wanted
to do a little editing so there I was, going over it again from page
one;i I think it’s finished now, but it was never a cut-and-dried fin-
ish.

DW Do fact and fiction become interchangeable to you?

DS Yes, they become connected in a very complicated way.
There are things in this book that are based very closely on actual
incidents in my life. But I find when I sit down to think about a
real-life incident as fiction, something changes in my mind. I'm
not part of it anymore. It's me looking at characters, actors doing
something. The line between fact and fiction is very blurry, to the
point where (this is going to sound like I'm losing my mind) some-
times I can’t remember what actually happened and what I just
made up and put in the book. The whole thing becomes this
seamless kettle of things that are happening, and some of them did
happen and some of them didn’t. When I was writing about Joan-
na she wasn't me, she was separate. When I stopped writing about
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her, she could just step back in. But as soon as I sit down to write,
the distance is there right away and so it’s all fiction. There are
conversations in the book that I've really had, but as soon as I
start writing about them they become fiction.

DW Borges, and many others, claim that the novel’s grea-
test strength is character. Did the writing of Language change your
attitude towards character?

DS 1 think it did. I think before this I would not have known
whether Borges’s suggestion was true or not. I think before this I
always felt that developing characters was one of my weaknesses.
With the short stories, if I submitted one to a magazine and they
returned it saying in the rejection letter, “We think such-and-such
a character is not developed enough,” I would think, “What does
that mean?” While writing this book I learned about building
characters and how important it is, but please don’t ask me how to
do it. I still don’t know.

DW Let’s examine character and gender. Joanna, your pro-
tagonist, is a woman and we are with her all the way until her mid-
thirties. There is also her father, Clarence, her son, Samuel, and
several lovers; the male characters are all periphery in this work.
You tend to write with female protagonists. Now that you’ve honed
these characterization skills with Joanna, do you think you might
like to move on to a more serious usage of a male character?

DS Yes, I think I would. Now I feel ready to try things that
are more difficult and for me writing from a male point of view will
be more difficult. But I will try it.

DW Language is heavy with pregnancy and motherhood,
particularly through the crucial events of Joanna’s experiences as
both daughter and mother. Has being a mother influenced your
treatment of character?

DS Yes, it definitely has. This is the first time that I felt
ready to write about motherhood and children. In my stories, very
few of them have children, they’re mostly about adults without
children. By the time I sat down to write Language, my son was al-
ready five years old so I had been storing up the motherhood ex-
perience. As with any other experience you need some time to
distance and distill it. I do think becoming a mother changes every-
thing you've ever done, and there’s something about that in the






