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Questions and Answers  
 
“If we find poetry in the service station and motel, if we are drawn to the airport or train 
carriage, it is perhaps because, in spite of their architectural compromises and 
discomforts, in spite of their garish colours and harsh lighting, we implicitly feel that these 
isolated places offer us a material setting for an alternative to the selfish ease, the habits 
and confinement of the ordinary, rooted world.” (Alain de Botton, The Art of Travel, 
London: Hamish Hamilton, 2002) 
[Genni suggests this expresses something she has said herself in different words] 
  
 
 

1. You said in an interview with KBW:  "Like David, I was born in Italy, but I lived there 
for the first ten years of my life, versus David who comes to Canada as a newborn. 
This sounds like a tiny detail, but childhood is a monumental time for building 
character and for beginning to understand how to maneuver one’s way into the 
world." Would you like to enlarge on this at all? 

 
I spent my first formative years in Italy, therefore my understanding of the world was 
formed in that ambiance of great differences, not only in terms of emotional and cultural 
differences, but also in terms of physical differences. In Italy we grew up with a set of 
cultural behaviors appropriate to age, position, place.  My aunt’s house in Italy, where I 
spent a lot of my childhood, was a very large one, with an inner garden in which I was free to 
play, though I was not allowed outside of the confines of the walls of this garden. I don’t 
believe this was particularly unusual, given the culture and the time. I had both freedom and 
borders. I felt very self-contained, and maybe this has continued in my life here. 

 
2. You and your parents and sister only began to live together in one household when 

you came to Canada. Do you think this has had an impact on your ability to make a 
home wherever you are? [I'm thinking of the answer you gave to the student in 
Siena who was so home-loving and fearful of moving out into the world.] 

 
We became a family in Canada, in the sense that for the first time, we lived together in the 
same house. Not living together in a family home in Italy must have had an impact, but not 
to say that it has made me feel homeless. Rather, it has defined my concept of home as 
something more than a physical space.  For many years, for example, I travelled constantly 
as a musician – each week we’d be in a different city, a different town, a different hotel 
room. I had no trouble making that hotel room home, because it was home for however 
long, even if only a week. So for me, home is a place inside myself, a kind of security not in 
others but in my own being. I suspect some of this comes from having to learn how to 
depend only on myself when I was a child. But I consider this as a great thing, because it 
taught me independence and self sufficiency. So home is a place where I am comfortable. Of 
course, home is also a place where loved ones are. But it is not just one physical place. I 
would have no problem moving from my physical house, although I do love Vancouver and 
consider it “my home.” However if needs arose and my husband and I had to move, I could 
do so easily. I am much like my mother in this: before moving to our current house, I had 
never lived in a house longer than three or four years. The house we’re in right now is the 
place where I have lived the longest in my entire life. 
 

3. You mention your aunt's enclosed garden and that you were "self-contained". This 
makes me wonder about school friends and playmates in Italy. Were there friends 
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you regretted leaving? Also, did moving to Canada give you more freedom to go out 
and about? You do seem to have taken advantage of the teenage years in that 
respect. 

 
As a child in my aunt’s home, I wasn’t allowed out of the property. This was not anything 
unusual, given the time and the culture. My aunt brought in children for me to play with. I 
recall children from the Institute for the Blind who came regularly, and also the daughter of 
one of my aunt’s housekeepers. I don’t recall missing any friends, and maybe this was 
because I didn’t really have friends I’d chosen, or perhaps my new life in Canada felt more 
exciting, or perhaps reuniting with my sister was enough – she was my best friend all 
through high school. In Italy, I was home tutored, reading and writing by the age of four — I 
have beautifully written letters to my father, dated when I was four. So not going to school 
also made it impossible to meet other children. Despite all this, I had a wonderful, 
imaginative, rich childhood. My uncles would spend hours reading me books and stories; I 
read a lot; I made up a lot of things. When my sister was with me, we would 
make “books” — I wrote the stories and she illustrated them. Later on in Canada, we made 
these books and sold them to our parents. We put on plays in our bedroom, and our parents 
would dress up and come to see them, as if they were going to a theatre. So everyone 
around us encouraged our creativity. For this, I am extremely grateful.  

 
4. You've spoken about how you travelled to BC unaccompanied and thought nothing 

of it. Did this set the pattern for your later travels? 
 
The very fact that my sister and I could travel on our own, when we were eight and nine, on 
an ocean liner landing in Halifax, then on a cross-country train to Kitimat, says something 
about how independent we were in order for our family to launch us on that trip. We were 
not fearful of the journey; rather, we were excited about this new adventure. My memories 
of that ocean liner are all about exploration and games. I have a difficult time imagining 
children of this generation embarking on any journey alone. Raised with helicopter parents, 
they remain totally dependent (sometimes well past adulthood) and full of fears and 
anxieties about the unfamiliar.  

In contrast to this, our growing up without parents hovering around us, made us grow 
up quickly, I think, and responsible for ourselves. And I’m very grateful for this, because it 
meant that I felt very independent as a child. I was trusted to listen to instructions. I was 
trusted to understand and make decisions, which I think to a large extent is not happening 
for kids today, with parents making most of the decisions for them. This is not to say that we 
were free to do whatever we wanted. It is to say that we were taught to be responsible. We 
were taught to think about others. We were taught to make sure we were safe when making 
decisions. In other words we were given the benefit of being fully-fledged thinking beings, 
who could take care of themselves to whatever degree a child of that age can.  

Has this in some way set up a pattern for later travels? I would say yes, but only if what 
we mean by this is that I’m perfectly happy traveling alone. I always have been. I spent many 
years on the road as a musician, and being alone was a necessary part of that – for one’s 
sanity. As well, I have always enjoyed the freedom to move around, to wander about, to 
change my mind, to decide what to do and where to go on the spot. I am not the kind of 
person who has an itinerary all planned out before I go anywhere. I thrive on being 
surprised, on the unexpected. 
 

5. How good was your English when you came to Canada?    
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We came to Canada twice so the first time is the one I described above, when we were eight 
and nine. I didn’t know English at all. We were here for about seven or eight months, then 
returned to Italy for another two years. I did grade 3 in Canada, and by the end of that term, 
even though there were no ESL programs at that time, I spoke perfect English. This meant 
that when we returned later on, I was already an English speaker.  
 

6. How did you negotiate the transition to Canadian schools? 
 
This was not as difficult as sounds, the second time partly because I had English already. 
When we came to Canada, I was enrolled into a split class – grades 5 and 6 – and completed 
both grades in the one year. The following year, I did a grade 7 and 8 in one year. So I was 
never behind. In fact I was ahead by one or two grades, graduating at 16. 
 

7.  You must have arrived about the time you would soon be making the transition to 
secondary school. Was that a good or bad thing?  

 
I was enrolled in a Catholic school that went to Grade 8, so I did my first two years there 
(encompassing grades 5, 6, 7 and 8). By the time I went to the local high school, I’d already 
been in Canada for two years. I’m eternally grateful to that Catholic school for their rigorous 
teaching of English grammar, which made me intensely aware of language. The fact that I 
already spoke another language might’ve helped, simply because Italian is a much more 
complex language in terms of structure. English, of course, is a more difficult language to 
learn because of its pronunciation, and its apparently haphazard spelling. 

While researching music and the brain for a project, I read that we store our mother 
tongue in a different part of our brain than any other language we learn after the age of 
about seven or eight. (Incidentally, musicians store music in the same area of the brain as 
their mother tongue – so they view music as a language, which it is.) Because I learned 
English when I was younger, I think I must’ve stored it in that same place as my mother 
tongue.  

In terms of negotiating the transition to Canadian schools, I don’t really recall any 
particular hardship. I am certain that language was a very important aspect of this, as well as 
my red hair, which did not immediately identify me as someone “other.” Although, I must 
say, I think I suffered more from having the red hair than anything else. I was teased 
mercilessly over it.   
 

8. Did you feel you were an outsider? 
 
Yes and no. I had the fortune to have a sister with whom I was very close. Throughout high-
school we were best friends, although she was two years ahead of me in school. I was an 
outsider in terms belonging to a group of outsiders, in the way that outsiders band together, 
recognizing their shared exclusions. But this was a very wonderful group of people, creative, 
anarchical, in the way teenagers can be. We were the group who smoked at recess, who 
hung out in coffee shops, who painted, who read books, etc. So I would say I don’t recall 
feeling like an outsider, no.  
 

9. Did you take the change in your stride? 
 
Absolutely. Perhaps I have always been a chameleon, able to adapt to whatever situation, 
whatever people, etc. So in this sense change was not something difficult or fearful. If 
anything, change brings challenge and that’s something that interests me. Both my sister 
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and I were very accustomed to change so I don’t think this was, at least for me, such a 
desperate change.  
 

10. Was Ileana’s reaction to Canada any different from yours?  
 
My sister talks about her feelings during that time as being much more turbulent than mine 
were, and she attributes this possibly to the fact that she was right on the cusp of 
womanhood. She was right in that little space between not-quite-a-child and not-quite –an-
adult, and that’s a difficult space to navigate at the best of times, so having to do it in a 
different country in a different language with a completely different set of people around 
her was probably very challenging for her. 
 

11. Also, did you speak Italian or English at home?  
 
When we first arrived, we all spoke Italian at home, but very soon, Ileana and I only spoke 
English, and If I recall correctly, at a certain point, we insisted our parents speak to us in 
English (or maybe they just began answering in English). They must have spoken Italian 
between themselves — at first at least — but I don’t recall. After my brother was born, I 
think they spoke English to him. My brother has letters my father wrote to him when he was 
in Italy visiting, and the letters are all in perfect English. My Italian completely faded until I 
went to university, and decided to take Italian and translation as part of my course work. 
This reconnected me to the Italian language, because my Italian was the Italian of a child. 
Translation expanded my vocabulary. Then, I started going to Italy on a very regular basis, 
and that really helped. I don’t speak Italian here in Canada ever, because I don’t know many 
Italians here, though recently we have become friends with an Italian couple, so I’ve had 
more opportunity to speak Italian with them, though they speak perfect English, and when 
the four of us are together, we speak English, or my husband would not understand. 
 

12. Anna Pia De Luca says "As a writer, Gunn also feels off- center with respect to the 
Italian-Canadian community , which recognizes yes to have affinities of ethnicity , 
but did not fully shares her experiences and ideologies …" Would you like to 
comment on this? 

 
Many of my contemporaries in the Italian community in Canada came with their parents 
during the 40s and 50s, as a result of poverty in Italy. Many were impoverished farmers from 
small towns. Their experience here as immigrants in Canada was very different from the 
experience our family had. They had to negotiate language and not only the English-
language, but often the Italian language, because many used only dialects.   

When I first came to Vancouver in 1970, I recall very clearly the Italian district here, 
which no longer exists now as it was, in which one could go and shop and never speak a 
word of English. My mother taught art and Italian at the high-school in that district: the 
Italian language as a second language for the new immigrants’ children. The stories of those 
children were very different from the experience that I had coming to Canada. While many 
of their experiences were about leaving behind family and friends, and being taken away to 
a new place where they couldn’t speak the language, they couldn’t communicate etc., my 
experience was almost the opposite. We became a family here in Canada, and my father 
spoke English, and we girls spoke English – as I mentioned, having learned it the first time we 
came – so for me, the experience was a joyous one. I can’t speak for my parents, of course, 
who would’ve been in their 30s, and who probably had much more trouble adjusting to the 
new country than we did, because they had entire lives that they did leave behind.  My 
experience, however, was not fraught with these kinds of difficulties. So if I seem off-center 
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with that community, it’s really not so much because it’s the  Italian-Canadian community,  
as much as it’s because I don’t share the same immigrant experience. 
 

13. Since I sent you the questions I came across your short story, "The Middle Ground", 
which actually went a long way towards answering the question about the Italian-
Canadian community, but raised another one: were your parents at all concerned 
that you and Ileana were "becoming Canadian"? My feeling is that they did not 
worry unduly, or if they did, in the way that I do when I have a vague sense that I 
would have liked my children to have a better knowledge of Canadian history and 
geography, but while they are "English", they have Canadian citizenship and identify 
with Canada and their Canadian cousins. 

 
No, I don’t think my parents would have worried at all about us “becoming Canadian.” 
Partly, I think, this is also due to the fact that during WWII, my father had worked with the 
British , first in the SOE (Churchill’s Special Operations Executive, a precursor to MI5), then 
after the war, with the Allied Military Government in Trieste. So he spoke English, and had 
spent eleven or twelve years with the British, living in English. As well, he’d been to London 
and to many of the places SOE agents went world-wide. So both he and my mother were 
cosmopolitan in their outlook. I can’t imagine either of them worried about the loss of 
heritage, etc. In the end, one is either Italian or isn’t, and one can live very happily and 
adjust to a new country, and still retain one’s own cultural essence.  
 
 


