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15 Interview Questions
Janell Strube, author of                                         
 Adélaïde: Painter of the Revolution

Why do you like to write about the past?
As an adoptee, I have always focused on the past; in particular, the broken or lost past. You can think of someone as a child being told that they are just like their father, their aunt, or someone else in the family; I didn’t have that connection or experience, yet we are all unfolding into the future from the continuum of the past. We are the link between the two. Telling the stories of forgotten people of the past reminds us of the ordinary people, who did extraordinary things, shows us that we can do the same, and gives hope to those who follow us in the future.
Plus, there was an element of cheating, if you will – I thought in the beginning that if I wrote about real people, the plot was already there for me, and I could just worry about the writing. Little did I know! Stories and characters have a way of taking control and presenting their own view. History becomes the framework, but the characters are the engine.
Why did you select this era for your book? 
I loved Rococo art and that is where I found the story of Adélaïde Guiard – the stories of the female artists of Paris before the French Revolution. It was the Age of Reason, the Age of Conversation, a time when women assisted their husbands with chemistry experiments and helped document the periodic table; a time when a woman discovered the E in E=mc2 decades before people understand its significance. During the Age of Reason, women accomplished things that moved the world forward, and I want people to know that. The truth is that women have done a lot in every era of history.
Where does the seed of your stories start from?
Often, the seeds of my stories, whether poetry, essay, or fiction, come from an idea that I want to explore, or certain words that call to me. The story of Adélaïde: Painter of the Revolution germinated for a long time, then grew into a mighty tree. All the way back in 1985, I asked an art professor why he wasn’t teaching us about any women artists. I was in a big lecture hall at the University of California, Riverside. There were very few students in the auditorium because this was an advanced art class, but I will never forget that he turned from the slides and said, “No woman has ever contributed to the history of the arts.” That was the end of my desire to study art history, and I graduated a year early with an English degree. Fast forward to a whole life lived, in 2012 I was walking through the Louvre’s Rococo gallery and came across a painting of a mother and a daughter – by a woman. Ironically, this professor was quoting one of the characters in my book, who said the same thing about Adélaïde and her competitors. Thirteen years after that visit to the Louvre, and decades after that art professor’s comment, I will set some of the record straight. 
Right now, I am exploring a tangential story about the wife of a male artist, a much younger woman who managed his career and saved his life. Her name does not appear on their combined tombstone. She is listed merely as “his wife.” 
How do you create your characters, or get to know them?
In Adélaïde: Painter of the Revolution, almost all the characters were based on real people, but a couple of people called themselves to the story. I researched the era, the times, society, what people believed, what they ate, what they were doing. I examined the paintings that Adélaïde and her compatriots created, looked at their art, made inferences, and gradually stepped into their minds and bodies. For example, I came across a sketch François Vincent drew of his brother wearing pajamas. It was so hilarious that I just knew these two had a very comic relationship, and although I knew nothing more about Alexandré, that funny sketch set me on the path to his comedic character.
I really wanted to know what made my artists who they were, determined women who overcame everything to get to the top of their field, at great cost to themselves. I resonated with that desire to survive, to thrive in an alien landscape, one that was not your own, without people like you, and I channeled that emotion and purpose into them.
They channeled me as well. In Paris last summer, when I came out of a building, a wave of emotion came over me. I heard a voice in my head say, “This is where I took my painting out.” I had just stepped out of the Bibliothèque National on Richelieu Street. In Pre-Revolutionary Paris, this was the King’s Library where Adélaïde lived and had her studio for several years. I got chills as I stood there and realized that Adélaïde spoke to me from the past, and I felt her in my body. Going into the library, I hadn’t thought about where I was at all–it was just when I came out the double doors in a different part of the building.
Do you develop your characters first?
My stories are about people. I love to deeply see them and understand their motivation. When I found the first artist, I was like a detective at a crime scene. I wanted to know the who, what, where, when, and why of everything. For my characters, I did character sheets, did their families’ character sheets, picked their clothes, did their hair, investigated how much money they made, what the price of rent was, how and where they slept, even how hot and cold water was piped into some houses. My stories are about people living in the system that surrounds them, trying to push against it with their dreams and accomplishments. I come from a family of builders, and no story would be complete without buildings, layers of time, and a bit of food thrown in. We are all a product of our time and what it calls for us to be.
Do you handwrite or type?
For a long time, I handwrote in notebooks, but I have a way of losing my writing, or later, not being able to read what I wrote. I even type my morning pages on my laptop now. My poems, on the other hand, often start out with a scribbled word–while I am working, talking, looking outside, and I need to catch the word out of the universe before it goes away. When I’m out walking, I work hard to remember the poetry that comes to me then. Sometimes I will stop and dictate notes on my iPhone. 
What’s your favorite stage in the writing process?
I’m not going to know until I open that cardboard box and take out my baby books and smell that new book smell…It’s something I have loved since I worked on literary magazines in high school and college. Writing calls to me. It takes me somewhere else in time and space, and sometimes I get irritated when I can’t be there because I have so much else going on in my life. Every time I finish a draft, I get a rush of emotion. I also love it when I’m working on a poem. For a few days, I might only have a couple words scribbled on a page because I’m waiting for more of the poem to come to me from the universe. I don’t treat that wait as frustration, but as anticipation because sometimes it takes me in a whole other direction. Every part of getting this book out, from cover design to interior design, has been amazing – I’m loving the entire process.
Do you enjoy writing?
I think that writing for me has been a calling that I have avoided for such a long time – but it’s something that I must do. When I married at 20, I really put aside my writing, but in my early 40s, I realized that I had put my heart self in a dark closet for many years, and once I let my writing brain out, it didn’t stop. I love writing. And even when I thought I wasn’t writing? There are drawers and drawers in my house of lined notebooks full of my writing. The truth was that I was getting ready to trust my voice and what I had to say, and I needed to mature a bit for that to happen.
Do you mind spending that amount of time alone?
I can write almost anywhere. I count it a great privilege when I can be in a coffee shop or restaurant writing, so I pretend I’m not alone. The hard part may be the research trips when I would love to share the experience of discovery and exploration with someone. My career is in hospitality, and I am not a loner. I counteract that solitude by having people over and cooking for them and actively involving myself in the writers’ community.
 What was the best thing about the research aspect?
Research is a dangerous thing! I bought over forty books to research this novel, and I read most of them. Not to mention the websites, the follow-up, the trips. I have a true love of learning, and I wanted to know every aspect of this world about which I was writing. I love discovering something new or that isn’t common knowledge. The best part of research on Adélaïde was when I came across a sketch drawn by François, and I recognized him and Adélaïde! Imagine knowing something about a drawing where the entire world has lost the memory of who the people were! I loved that! The thing is, you can fall into a sink hole and not come out because one question leads to another and then another.
 How do you know when you’re ready to move on from research and planning and start the first draft?
Going into my next novel, I will approach this differently. For Adélaïde, I did all my research in the beginning, then plotted, then wrote twelve versions while I learned how to be a better writer. This time around, scenes about two difficult characters, complicated families, trauma, mental illness, and politics are coming to me. I will let it play out among the characters and then layer in the research. It may still be the same research from before, but I will have to refresh my memory as I go along and review the latest scholarship. I will trust myself more this time and lean into everything I learned from my great coaches and read and critique partners.

 What Inspires You?
I’m inspired by the ability of words to connect past to present to future, for words’ ability to move people, to shape and measure what we think and feel. Imagine that words are the biggest thing in the universe, because the universe is contained in all the words we can think of to describe it–and yet that doesn’t touch the world of what we cannot yet see, haven’t discovered, and can’t even imagine. This keeps me going, keeps me thinking, keeps me wanting to learn and be a connecting light between what is known and what is unknown.
 Is there a unifying theme or question throughout your writing?
Right now, I have so much to write about that it may be too early to answer this question. But the things that intrigue me–why people do what they do; how they were shaped by the world going on around them; what are the impacts of the pain caused by racism and fear and hatred of the other, or by the desire to keep one’s societal place at the expense of others–will always be in the lens of my writing.
 How do you want people to remember you?
There’s a verse in the Bible about words being like apples of gold in pictures of silver. I want to be a person whose words are precious, whose words lift people up, and help them see something they did not see before. Not everything that I write about–like adoption and racism behind closed doors–will make people feel comfortable, but I want to always do it in that setting of precious words.
 How will your work change/help people/society?
Adélaïde and the women of her generation and time were deliberately erased. It is time to illuminate, remember and honor their efforts, how they fought to improve society and the conditions of women. It’s time to show and honor what women can do and have done. Adélaïde: Painter of the Revolution comes out one month before the 250th anniversary of the closure of the guilds, when the women painters of Paris lost their right to work. This set off Adélaïde’s life’s quest. Right now, with everything that is going on, it’s more important than ever to recognize the efforts and achievements of women through history.
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