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SYNOPSIS 
 

As the sport of climbing turns from a niche pursuit to mainstream media event, Marc-André Leclerc 
climbs alone, far from the limelight. On remote alpine faces, the free-spirited 23-year-old makes some of 
the boldest solo ascents in history. Yet, he draws scant attention. With no cameras, no rope, and no 
margin for error, Marc-André’s approach is the essence of solo adventure.  
 
Intrigued by these quiet accomplishments, veteran filmmaker Peter Mortimer (The Dawn Wall) sets out 
to make a film about Marc-André. But the Canadian soloist is an elusive subject: nomadic and publicity 
shy, he doesn’t own a phone or car, and is reluctant to let the film crew in on his pure vision of climbing. 
 
As Peter struggles to keep up, Marc-Andrés climbs grow bigger and more daring. Elite climbers are 
amazed by his accomplishments, while others worry that he is risking too much. Then, Marc-André 
embarks on a historic adventure in Patagonia that will redefine what is possible in solo climbing. 
 
THE ALPINIST is an intimate documentary of a visionary climber who follows the path of his own passion, 
despite the heaviest of possible consequences. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ABOUT PRODUCTION 
 

“One of the coolest feelings a human can experience is to feel so small in a world that’s so big.” 
-- Marc-André Leclerc 

 
 When filmmakers Peter Mortimer and Nick Rosen set out to make a movie about Marc-André 
Leclerc--one of the most inspiring, yet under-the-radar, extreme climbers of our times—they quickly 
realized the film itself was going to be a wild chase.   
 

Leclerc was, after all, a stealth figure.  He roamed remote stretches of the planet seeking out 
climbs at the farthest limits of human skill.  His accomplishments scaling the seemingly unscalable were 
legendary.  And yet, his legend was barely known, if only because he ducked the limelight.  Though 
Leclerc had his own quietly electric charisma, the idea of posing, or doing anything inauthentically, was 
not in his conscience.  He climbed at a virtuoso level not for the fame but for the pure passion of it, to 
challenge every single one of his boundaries, to go where even the most talented are made miniscule by 
nature’s power.  And if anyone wanted to know how and why he did it, they were going to have to try to 
keep up with him.   
 
 That’s what Mortimer and Rosen attempted to do in the making of The Alpinist.  But as the story 
turned through stunning realms of stone and ice, and up foreboding peaks and faces, they found 
themselves on a complicated trail.  For Leclerc’s beautiful, perilous life kept raising larger riddles about 
the lines we all walk between aspiration and danger, mastery and uncertainty, fortitude and fate.  What 
emerged was a vivid portrait of Leclerc and his hypnotic calm in white-knuckle terrain—but also a story 
about something everyone with a dream has faced:  that every time you reach your furthest edge, a 
whole new challenge opens before you.     
 
 Mortimer and Rosen, not just acclaimed filmmakers but climbers themselves, saw in Leclerc 
something of a modern-day folk hero, that rare superstar who shrugged away stardom.  He ignored the 
lures of branding, social media, celebrity, and consumerism so rampant in the culture.  None of that 
really mattered.  Only experiences, preferably transcendent, mattered.  Even his fellow climbers and 
competitors, such as Free Solo star Alex Honnold who pays homage to Leclerc’s distinctive gifts in the 
film, were wowed by his dedication.   
 
  “Marc-André was so committed to his craft, his values and realizing his vision.  When I meet 
those kinds of people, I always wonder: what is it that makes them different?  That’s what drove the film 
from the start,” says Mortimer, who narrates the film as a moving personal inquiry into risk, joy and 
potential.  “We knew he might prove elusive, but it was worth tracking him to tell the amazing story of a 
guy who was the best of the best yet stayed unknown.”    
 
 Rosen adds, “In a world where climbing has become more and more corporate-driven and 
media saturated, Marc-André had the courage to devote himself 100% to going after a purer vision of 
climbing.  He led a bold and radical life for these times, one that reminds us of what life is like when we 
don’t let doubt get in the way.”   

 
 
 

 
 



On The Wild Trail of Marc-André Leclerc 
 
 Mortimer and Rosen have been making acclaimed outdoor docs for two decades via their 
company, Sender Films, including the recent critical and crowd-pleasing hit The Dawn Wall, which 
captured multiple honors including Audience Awards at SXSW and San Francisco DocFest.   They have 
always kept up with the up-and-comers on the climbing scene.  That’s why it came as a shock when they 
started hearing whispers and rumors about a young kid out of Canada with blinding talent, off-the-
charts boldness … and zero public profile.   
 

That kid, known as Marc-André or sometimes just the initials MA, was said to be propelling 
alpine climbing into a whole new era of discovery.  Firsts are everything to an alpinist, and Leclerc was 
ticking off lists of astonishing first solo ascents like a man possessed.   

 
Leclerc had a unique vision of how to reinvigorate the adventurism of the high mountains.  He 

saw that if you merged the athleticism of modern sport climbing with the preparation and intrepidness 
of classic alpine explorers, peaks that still seemed impossible became conceivable.  You could climb hard 
even at altitude, in outrageous conditions—through gale-force winds and up the most harrowingly 
exposed faces that once turned humans back.   

 
Mortimer and Rosen had to wonder, how could someone so visionary have escaped notice?  

“The first time I remember hearing about Marc-André was at a party,” Mortimer recalls.  “People were 
saying there was this guy really pushing the level of alpinism in unheard of ways, but that he didn’t like 
to publicize his climbs.  He didn’t post on Facebook.  He didn’t do media.  He just went out and did 
unbelievable first ascents and solos without much fanfare. That was immediately appealing to me,  
Maybe it’s because I grew up listening to punk rock and I’ve always been fascinated by people who stay 
true to an ideal and refuse to sell-out.  But as soon as I heard about him, I really wanted to get to know 
him.”   
 

The initial research into Leclerc didn’t turn up much.  “There were no splashy press releases or 
big sponsored media events as has become pretty common in climbing,” reflects Rosen.  “You had to 
start reading deep into obscure alpinism blogs to find out what he was doing, even though nobody else 
was doing anything like it.”   
  

To see if he could get closer to Leclerc, Mortimer hopped a plane to Squamish, British Columbia, 
to hang out with Leclerc and his girlfriend Brette Harrington.  That brief trip only sparked Mortimer’s 
excitement further.  It was clear that no matter how alluringly unassuming Leclerc came off—boyish, 
playful, guileless—he was deeply driven towards excellence. 

 
Mortimer sensed that although he would have to earn it, trust was possible.  “I think because 

I’m a climber, it wasn’t like some media person swooping in and invading his world.  Marc-André felt 
more comfortable with that,” he says.  “On that trip, we mostly just talked.  I sat with him while he was 
reading through guidebooks and checking the weather, preparing for climbs, and I saw how much 
knowledge and understanding meant to him.”   

 
Leclerc had his reservations about letting cameras into his world. But he was always open to the 

new.  What most enticed him to say yes is the inspiration he’d drawn from Sender movies featuring his 
idols Alex Honnold and Ueli Steck.  Also, his own first desire to climb came from books that lit his 
fascination.  He told Mortimer and Rosen, “If those people hadn’t told their stories, how would I ever 



even know about this activity?  So, why not share if it will maybe help some people get inspired outside 
that little box and kind of keep the dream alive.”   
 

Even though he invited Mortimer and Rosen in, he still marched to his own drum, and no film 
was going to change that.  They soon would learn how hard it was to stay on his trail.  In April of 2016, 
Leclerc made one of his most mind-blowing ascents:  the first-ever solo of a route aptly known as Infinite 
Patience on the Emperor Face of Canada’s 13,000-foot Mount Robson.  Featuring strenuous pitches of 
exposed ice, its rapidly shifting conditions could catch a climber off-guard.  Preparing diligently but in 
secret, Leclerc pulled off the climb without letting the filmmakers know—only later confessing to them 
that he couldn’t let go of his ideals.   

 
Yet, Leclerc was also happy to take the time to repeat the climb with a camera crew in tow.  

Once he already had the satisfaction of doing it in his style, he was up for anything.   
 
For his next big climb—a pioneering winter solo of Patagonia’s Torre Egger, considered the 

hardest summit in the Western hemisphere even under summertime skies—Leclerc let the film get a 
little closer.  This time, he allowed a climbing friend with a camera to shoot him in-process during a 
particularly grueling and problematic solo, which no one had ever seen.   
 

This was often the strategy for Mortimer and Rosen:  keep everything non-intrusive and friendly 
so Leclerc felt the filmmakers were along for his ride, not interfering with it.  “From the cameramen to 
the riggers, nearly everyone we brought in was one of his climbing partners.  So, it felt like he was just 
out having fun with his buddies,” says Mortimer. “It’s one of the foundations of the way we make films:  
it’s about the climber, not about you.”  

Rise of a Rock Star 
 

 The way Marc André Leclerc approached climbing – at once fastidiously and creatively, drawn 
equally to structure and freedom – came from the roots of his childhood.  He grew up in in the 
farmlands of the Lower Fraser Valley of British Columbia, not your prototypical mountain town, though 
the mountains were tantalizingly close.  Handed an ADD diagnosis, he also had a mind that never quit, 
always questing for somewhere to be thoroughly absorbed. Climbing became the all-consuming 
obsession that gave him that place to focus intently.   

 
From the beginning, Leclerc was largely self-taught, learning to place gear and build anchors out 

of old military manuals in his teenaged bedroom.  He joined a climbing gym but more importantly, he 
started heading out to scramble by himself through the nearby Cascades.  That’s how he developed his 
life-long love for doing it all on his own.   
 

After graduating at age 16, Leclerc headed for Squamish, Canada’s rock-climbing mecca.  He felt 
right at home in the laid-back, free-wheeling, tolerant culture—people living out of vans and tents, 
climbing until they were spent, kicking back by slacklining, hula-hooping, and having occasional naked 
pudding wrestling matches.  It was also a place steeped in ethics, with an emphasis on living lightly and 
exuberantly, which appealed to Leclerc. In Squamish, the archetype of the “dirtbag climber,” the 
renegade who climbs without want or need of anything else, was still alive and well.  And if in most 
places, Leclerc seemed like a man out of time with his dreams of suffering to do ever-harder climbs, in 
Squamish that only gained him respect.   
 



“Squamish has had a long tradition of attracting highly idealistic working-class climbers who 
would rather pound nails all day long than get some fancy corporate contract,” Rosen explains.  “Marc-
André really related to that.” 

 
Soon enough, Leclerc became a local fixture, on-sighting .13 routes with magnetic grace.  Then 

he met Brette Harrington, another young climbing phenom.  The two felt the instant bond of soul mates 
bringing out the best in one another.  “I think we were drawn to each other because we shared the 
same love of pushing ourselves mentally into new spaces,” she says.   

 
Harrington had never seen anything like how Leclerc moved.  His meditative slo-mo looked as if 

he were dreamily dancing up the wall, a vertical adagio.  “He moved his hands slowly and precisely and 
beautifully, like no one else I’ve seen,” Harrington describes.  “He said it came from when he was a kid 
because he used to be clumsy and had dysgraphia [trouble with handwriting] so he spent many years 
focusing on doing things slowly until they were perfect.”  

 
Harrington notes that by the time she met him, Leclerc had already mastered every possible 

form of climbing.  “He was the best climber I’ve ever known.  He was so well-rounded in all the different 
styles and he was at an elite level at all of them—not just alpine climbing but slab climbing, bouldering, 
wall climbing, ice climbing, sport climbing, aid climbing.  No matter what he was doing, he had a calm 
head.  But he also pushed himself super hard.  He held himself to the highest degree.  And he held me to 
the highest degree also.”   
 

Equally drawn to the wild, they began traveling the world, from Baffin Island to Patagonia.  They 
had a classic climbing relationship, at once independent and supportive, full of ecstatic moments that 
could never be shared by anyone else.  “We were best friends who had the same job and the same 
vision of where we wanted to go with it,” Harrington describes. “We just really enjoyed one another.  
Marc-André could be so funny and was always keeping things light-hearted. The only time he got really 
serious was if he felt one of us wasn’t trying 100 percent.  But that only helped me become a better 
climber.” 
 

It was in Patagonia in 2015 that Leclerc’s name started to leak out to the world after a climb that 
shattered expectations.  In a single day, Leclerc achieved the first-ever solo ascent of The Corkscrew, an 
enormously difficult 4,000-foot route up the jagged, fang-like granite tower known as Cerro Torre.  The 
Argentine guidebook writer Rolando Garibotti called Leclerc’s feat “an ascent of earth-shifting 
proportions, by far the hardest route ever soloed on Cerro Torre.”  

 
To Leclerc, it was not an apex.  He was just beginning.  Contrary to the flashy speed ascents 

gripping the climbing world, Leclerc was bringing patience back.   Going fast could be useful, but he was 
drawn to those places that demanded your full attention.  He even liked climbing without a watch 
because human time was nothing but a construct in the mountains.   

 
 Rosen observes this was all very unusual for someone so young.  “Often the best alpinists are in 

their 40s because that’s how long it takes to master the qualities and knowledge you need,” he says.  
“What was super striking about Marc-André is that he already had that in his 20s.  He had the mastery 
that comes from putting in thousands and thousands of hours. He was not only an exceptional rock 
climber.  He had all the other skills of alpinism—the ability to read weather and snow conditions, to 
know the equipment and the mindset for survival.”   

 



The Quandary of Free Soloing  
 
 Like many climbers at his skill level, Leclerc at times free soloed climbing routes – that is, he 
climbed without the safety net of a rope.  It’s a part of climbing that has long divided opinion and 
fascinated non-climber because it pokes into existential questions with no set answers.  For some, free 
soloing is the pinnacle of mental strength; for others it is sheer madness. We might all agree that the 
world needs a few uninhibited risk takers to break open new frontiers, but when it comes to where any 
one person should draw the line, there are many moral shadings.       
 

For those who do it, free soloing is talked about as climbing stripped to its most primal form.  
Shedding all the equipment can feel like a liberation, like playtime, like there is nothing in the world but 
your body, mind, and the terrain.  Brette Harrington, an outstanding free soloist herself, says, “Free 
soloing is about the ability to know how exactly how good you are and then to be confident in that and 
be very calm and collected.  You have to be really purposeful.”   

 
She continues, “People often think that Marc-André was taking tons of risks but in reality, he 

was just so good he was completely certain he would not fall when he did solo.  He would say to me, 
‘have you ever seen me fall climbing 5.10?’ And I never had.  But that’s not to say most people should do 
it or that most people can get into that headspace.  Marc-André didn’t do things without understanding 
the consequences.” 
 
 She also emphasizes that free soloing is only a small part of her climbing career, as it was for 
Leclerc.  “I would say 90% of the time that Marc-André and I were climbing, we were climbing on a 
rope,” she explains.  “I never thought I would be a free soloist, but it was when I started alpine climbing 
with Marc-André that I realized it could be safer to move fast without a rope than slow with a rope.  
Neither of us were ever interested in taking risks for the sake of taking risks.  Marc-André trusted me for 
my abilities, and I trusted him for his.”    
 

It can be hard to fathom the out-sized degree of concentration and confidence required to free 
solo at all, let alone in remote mountains.  It’s a confidence born out of proficiency, without the usual 
human default of doubt.  Most of us never experience that, which is why it can be so breathtaking to see 
someone who has attained that highest bar of self-belief.   

 
Mortimer admits that free soloing can call even to those not at the pro level.  “When I climb 

now, I take very few risks, but in my late 20s I would do some solo stuff that was well below my usual 
climbing limit. I have to admit free soloing is one of the most enjoyable things you can do as a climber. It 
just gives you a feeling of total freedom,” he says.   

 
Based on his interviews for a variety of films, Mortimer has come to one conclusion about the 

world’s very best free soloists: “Each of their mindsets is completely different.”   
 
The extreme athlete Dean Potter, who approached climbing and BASE jumping as forms of art, 

worked to obliterate his fear by exploring heightened states of meditation.   By contrast, Alex Honnold, 
the meteoric star of Free Solo, felt that if he’d analyzed all the available data, he’d be safe.  Alternately, 
the late Swiss alpinist Ueli Steck grew up in the mountains and developed a kind of intuitive second 
nature about them that gave him an innate sense of ease.   



And Leclerc?  “What’s interesting is that I see Marc-André as combining the qualities of each of 
these guys,” says Mortimer.  “He had a ton of mountain knowledge and experience, he carefully 
analyzed all the risks, but he also cultivated a very focused, spiritual mindset.”   

 
Harrington emphasizes that Leclerc was never reckless even while inching willfully close to the 

edge.  He thought deeply and critically about the risks involved in his big climbs, and he was always 
willing to retreat.  Still, he accepted, as all climbers must, that no matter how off-the-scale his skills, he 
was vulnerable to gravity, to weather, to a momentary flash of bad luck.  Certain things were 
uncontrollable.  All he could control was how he managed the risks—his movements, his decision 
making and his thoughts.  He’d learned how to turn on a Zen hyper-focus where everything operated at 
a steady hum no matter how chaotic the environs.    

 
Mortimer and Rosen trusted in that hum.  And they never once saw it falter.  But they also took 

filming Leclerc’s free solos with a seriousness befitting a pursuit where errors may not be survivable.  
“Any time you are filming a free soloist the first thing you have to do is ask yourself are they doing it for 
the right reasons?  Are they doing it for the camera?  Would they do this if you weren’t there?  With 
Marc-André, those questions vanished instantly because it was so obvious that he was motivated 
internally,” says Mortimer.  “He really didn’t care about the camera being there. And we knew he was 
exactly the same climber if no one was around.”  

 
The Rules of Filming a Climb  

 
While jaw-dropping imagery can be the reward, filming hard-core climbing comes with its own 

catalog of moral and tactical dilemmas.  The same weather and rock fall that threaten a climber can also 
beset the crew.  More so, there is the worry that the cumbersome logistics of filming, full of rigging and 
equipment, might do the unthinkable:  rob the climber of vital focus.   
 

This can lead to a paradox.   “You are trying to get as close as you can, to really capture the 
intimacy of what it’s like to be the climber…but at the same time, you’re doing everything you can to 
avoid affecting the inner experience of the climber,” explains Mortimer.  “And then you’re also 
operating in a high stakes environment where you have very little control.” 

 
With climbing breaking out to mainstream audiences, Mortimer and Rosen feel there is room to 

tell broadly appealing and gripping stories while capturing the hold-by-hold details that get climbers’ 
blood pumping.  Their projects include the Emmy-winning Valley Uprising, about the rebellious climbing 
culture that sprang up in Yosemite Valley, and the critical smash The Dawn Wall, about Tommy 
Caldwell’s redemptive attempt to free-climb a treacherous section of Yosemite’s El Capitan.  On top of 
that, together with founding partner Josh Lowell, they are co-creators of the highly successful REEL 
ROCK Film Tour, an annual climbing film festival founded in 2006, which today brings outdoor adventure 
films to over 500 locations worldwide.   

 
Over time, Sender has developed their own set of guidelines for shoots.  “One of the big 

fundamental rules we have is that we never allow the needs of the production to push a climber to do 
something they wouldn’t already be doing,” Rosen says.  “Another is you have to believe in the climber 
and not second-guess them.  And then, when it comes to our crews, we work with only the most 
seasoned pros.  Every mountain calls for a totally different set of logistics and equipment, so you want 
people who have done it all.”   

 



No matter how intricate, logistics can never supersede storytelling.  “Much as we wanted the 
cinematography to bring out the difficulty of these climbs, it was equally important to see the 
expressions on Marc-André’s face, to see his intensity and joy,” says Mortimer.   

 
Maneuvering over the literally thin ice of frozen waterfalls presented its own challenges.  In a 

fragile, ephemeral realm where nothing is truly solid, clever planning is imperative.  So, for the scenes of 
Leclerc soloing ice pillars in Canmore, the filmmakers brought award-winning alpine cinematographer 
John Griffith over from his home in Chamonix. Griffith is a rare breed of cinematographer who can 
operate in unnerving conditions, threading the needle between being near-invisible and getting close to 
the inner emotions and brow-dampening suspense of a climb.  The imagery he goes after is the kind so 
immersive you forget a camera crew was there.   

 
“John has done this kind of shooting more than anyone, so he had our implicit trust,” says 

Rosen.  “He really gets it.  He knows if he were to so much as knock off an icicle it could disturb the 
climber.  He’s a highly experienced alpinist himself and takes his work personally.”   
 

Griffith was not only awed by what he saw but moved by Leclerc’s magical presence on the rock.  
“His climbing is so beautiful, like a ballet,” Griffith says.   

 
For all its staggering climbs, some of the film’s most human moments come in Leclerc’s 

downtime from his epic ventures—when he is hula-hooping with his impish pal Hevy Duty or jumping 
with abandon on a trampoline with a local friend’s child in El Chaltén, Argentina, after coming through 
the gauntlet of a storm on his first attempt of Torre Egger.  

 
“One thing I hope that comes across in these moments is that Marc-André had this huge heart.  

For all his almost superhuman abilities he was also just a sweet kid,” says Rosen. 
 

Alpine Style 
 

In the beginning, mountains were the total unknown.  They weren’t mapped.  Or photographed.  
Or touched by human hands until someone got the wild hair to see what was up there.  There is 
famously no need to climb a mountain, other than to show it is possible or defy our earthbound natures.  
Yet, it seems humans have always been drawn to higher ground—to live, to worship, to seek the 
mysterious.  There is evidence of humans engaging in technical climbing 37,000 years ago, though it 
wasn’t until the 19th Century that alpinism became a regular pastime in the Western world.   

 
Since then, the history of climbing has been one of constant evolution—with much of the 

progress being about getting back to that most basic idea of one human and a looming chunk of terrain.  
Hefty hobnail boots and sketchy hemp ropes gave way to sticky-soled shoes, lightweight crampons, and 
airline steel carabiners. Large team expeditions laying siege to mountains like small armies turned into 
soloists aiming for speed, lightness and self-sufficiency.      
 

By the mid 20th Century, so-called “style” and ethics had become as sought after by alpinists as 
summits themselves.   Increasingly, it wasn’t just where you stood, it was very much about how you got 
there.  Reinhold Messner, the revered Austrian alpinist interviewed in The Alpinist, even wrote a kind of 
manifesto of alpinism in 1971, entitled “The Murder of the Impossible.”  In it, he decried the growing 
reliance on equipment and pre-set routes. He called for bringing honor and daring back into what he 
called “the pure spring of mountaineering.”   



 
Messner wrote:  “We should do something before the impossible is finally interred. We have 

hurled ourselves, in a fury of pegs and bolts, on increasingly savage rock faces: the next generation will 
have to know how to free itself from all these unnecessary trappings…It's time we repaid our debts and 
searched again for the limits of possibility.”   

 
The essay remains one of the more debated pieces of climbing literature.  But the ideal of trying 

to keep the high alpine untainted by fakery, mechanization and consumerism has persisted.  That’s 
something that spoke to Leclerc.  In an age when so many mountains are scarred by well-trodden 
routes, or are mere tourist attractions, Leclerc hungered for the real.   
 

“Alpinism always had a deeply philosophical side because climbing a mountain is so connected 
to questions about motivation and the worth of experiences,” points out Rosen.  “You can’t really take 
risk out of that equation, either.  As Messner says in the film, ‘without the risk, this would be 
kindergarten.’  It’s a part of adventure at the highest level and the approach you take matters.  Marc-
André reflected that in the purity of how he went about his climbs.”   

 

“Adventure was and always will be the root of climbing,” Mortimer summarizes.  “You can 

never let go of that objective.  What adventure means is something climbers have been talking about for 
generations.  And it continues to be a big part of the conversation—even more so as climbing expands 
to the point that it is now an Olympic sport.  There are a lot of people who still believe that maintaining 
those original values is vital.”   

 
Interviews With Alpinists 

 
 Amid the nail-biting immediacy of Leclerc’s climbs, The Alpinist interweaves thought-provoking 
interviews with a multi-generational range of climbers.  These world-class alpinists, both fresh-faced and 
grizzled, speak honestly, sometimes humorously, about both Leclerc and the trickiest parts of climbing—
the motivations, stakes, and dilemmas of their craft.   
 
 “We wanted to talk to people who were able to latch onto some of the biggest questions 
surrounding alpinism.  The interviews we chose bring in a diversity of opinions about climbing and risk,” 
Mortimer notes.  “Reinhold Messner is the classic bombastic philosopher of climbing so we really 
wanted that voice, and were very excited to have it, but on the other side to that, you have Alex 
Honnold who represents a new generation.”   
 
 Adds Rosen, “The interviews help to place Marc-André in the greater context of climbing history.  
We also wanted to include some of the hard-core Canadian climbers who knew him as part of their 
community.  Humility is a national tradition in Canada.  They really appreciate a dark horse who shows 
up and blows everyone away, and that was Marc-André.”   
 
 One scene-stealing character in the film is the man known in Squamish as Hevy Duty.  Originally 
from England, he’s been a Squamish icon since 2002, the consummate dirtbag free spirit—bold climber 
by day, hard partier by night. With his subversive sense of style and home forged out of a converted 
shipping container, he keeps alive another mountain tradition, that of the holy lunatic.  Duty became 
friends with Leclerc early on and often championed his unheralded accomplishments.  “Hevy is someone 
who had been talking about Marc-André’s talent long before most people had heard of him,” says 



Rosen.  “In the film, he also represents the counter-cultural aspects of climbing that are so much a part 
of its history.”   
 

Mortimer continues, “Marc really loved Hevy and they had strong mutual respect for each 
other’s lifestyles.  Marc-André  was drawn to Hevy in part because he was so wild and uncalculated and 
he lived his life in a completely non-strategic way.” 

 
The core of the interviews is Harrington.  No one knew the private Leclerc better, and no one 

experienced the intense highs and lows of the life he led like she did.  She turns the film partly into a 
love story but is also an intriguingly complex personality in her own right.   
 
 “Brette is also an elite climber of extraordinary athletic ability,” says Mortimer.  “She grew up as 
a ski racer and when she skied with Marc-André it was amazing to see because he could not keep up!  
One of the most beautiful things about them is that theirs was a truly equal partnership.  They had 
something very romantic: a life together of love and adventure but also respect and freedom.  Like Marc 
André, Brette can be very solitary, but when you get to know her, she is one of the deepest, most 
tapped-in people I’ve ever met.”   

A Change Of Course 
 

 In March of 2018, as filming of The Alpinist neared completion, the filmmakers received news 
that Marc-André Leclerc had gone missing in Juneau, Alaska.  While Brette Harrington was away 
climbing in Tasmania, he’d decided to try a brand-new route up the north face of the Main Tower of the 
Mendenhall Towers.  His partner was the highly regarded Alaskan climber Ryan Johnson, who had 
studied the line extensively and saw it as his ultimate dream ascent.   
 

All that was known for certain is that the pair had summited the tower without incident.  Leclerc 
posted a rare live photo to his Instagram account showing what appeared to be pristine weather.  Then 
he texted Harrington on the other side of the world to let her know all had gone well.  But after that 
Leclerc and Johnson failed to show up in Juneau when planned. 

 
Unable to reach Leclerc, Harrington felt something was wrong.  She asked Juneau Mountain 

Rescue to check for signs of the climbers, only to learn the rescuers found the climbers’ stashed skis 
exactly where they’d left them.  It was now clear they had not fully descended the mountain.  At this 
point, Mortimer and Rosen flew to Alaska to meet up with Harrington, joining other anxious friends and 
family of both men who began to gather.  There was frustratingly little anyone could do.   
 
 “We were hoping against the odds there could be a miraculous rescue,” says Mortimer.  Instead, 
there was an agonizing wait of eight days for bad weather to clear. The wait was followed by a haunting 
sighting:  a strand of orange rope poking out from a mass of heavy snow.  Though exactly what 
happened will remain a mystery, the consensus was that Leclerc and Johnson had been struck by a 
sudden avalanche while rappelling back to the base.  They were likely swept deep into the inner fabric of 
the glacier.  Leclerc was only 25 years old.   

 
In their profound sorrow, Mortimer and Rosen stepped back from the filmmaking for some 

time, to grieve and reckon with the shape of Leclerc’s brief but jubilant life and all he left behind. As 
healing slowly began, everyone involved agreed that the film needed to go ahead.  What better 
celebration could there be of Leclerc’s legacy than to share with the world his joyfulness, his tenacity, 
his principles, his unabashed passion for wild places inside and out?   



 
When Mortimer and Rosen returned to the footage, and began the final edit, their focus turned 

to stripping back the story to its essence.  “We’d originally woven in more about the history of alpinism, 
but it was clear the heart of the story was always Marc-André,” says Rosen.  “We went back and poured 
through his interviews, looking for his most revealing moments.”   

 
They also conducted new interviews with Harrington and Leclerc’s mother, Michelle Kulpers, 

always one of her son’s biggest supporters.  It was ground they navigated with heartfelt care and 
sensitivity.  “We had seen that Brette was devastated by her loss,” says Mortimer.  “She really leaned 
into her pain.  She didn’t turn from it, she wanted to understand it, and that took her to some tough 
places.  But over time, she began putting her life back together and her perspective was so important.”     
 

In 2020, Harrington completed a project that meant a lot to her:  climbing (with Quentin Roberts 
and Horacio Gratton) a new line on the East Pillar of Torre Egger, one that Leclerc had first spied, 
partially climbed, wrote about to Harrington in personal messages, and hoped to attempt one day.  She 
named the route MA’S Vision in Leclerc’s honor.   

 
It was a major feat in itself, one that took two separate attempts, and at times required the use 

of one crampon on her left foot and one rock climbing shoe on her right.  The climb pushed her in the 
way that Leclerc always had, but Harrington felt in tune with it.  “Marc-André had talked about the 
bottom part having 50-foot runouts on small gear and really scary face-climbing.  I was pretty 
intimidated, assuming it was going to be super hard, but once I started climbing, I just felt really good,” 
she says.  “I was thinking of him the entire time.”   
 
 On the cusp of release, The Alpinist faced a new delay due to the worldwide pandemic.  After 
the thrill of garnering acceptance into the Telluride Film Festival and SXSW in 2020, both festivals were 
put on hold.  Yet Mortimer sees the film as being very timely in 2021.   
 
 “We’re in such a weird cultural moment right now where so much of life is public and we’re 
debating truth and image and whether people can be held accountable for what they say,” he muses.  
“In this atmosphere, just to see someone who chooses to live their life outside all that, to live so purely, 
devoted to what he loves, as Marc-André did, is a breath of fresh air.”   
 

Harrington notes that, despite his humility, Leclerc was stoked for the film’s release, and 
especially its potential impact on audiences.  He sometimes joked “that during the premiere he was 
going to go into the mountains for a while and just let everything pass over him,” she says. “But I know 
he would also be so excited about the footage that they got.”   

 
For Harrington, it means a lot that audiences will have the chance to see how brightly Leclerc 

burned, how wonder-filled his life was, and how deeply he treasured the landscapes—and 
mindscapes—that The Alpinist captures.   

 
“I hope through the film that people will get to know a little of Marc-André and I hope they’ll 

really sense his spirit,” she says.  “He was always doing remarkable things no one saw, besides from me 
maybe, so I’m very happy that people will now get to see some of what he was doing.  What he was 
doing in the alpine was so special and so different from anyone else, he deserves recognition for that.  
But also, anyone he met he always had a positive impact on, and he had such a powerful vision of life.  It 
would just break my heart if no one ever knew about him. 



SELECTED FIRST ASCENTS OF MARC-ANDRÉ LECLERC 
 

 
2015:  First solo ascent of The Corkscrew (5.10d WI5) on Cerro Torre in Patagonia  
 
2015:   First solo winter ascent of the East Pillar of Torre Egger (5.10b), Patagonia 
 
2015:  First ascent of the Reverse Torre Traverse (5.10a) in Patagonia with Colin Haley 
 
2015:   First free solo on-sight ascent of Tomahawk to Exocet Linkup (5.8 WI6) on Aguja 

Standhart, Patagonia 
 
2015:   First winter free ascent of The Navigator Wall (M7+R) on the Northeast Buttress of 

Mount Slesse in Canada with Tom Livingstone 
 
2016:   First ascent of the Northeast Face (WI6+R) of Mount Tuzo in Canada with Luka Lindic 
 
2016:   First solo ascent of Infinite Patience on Mount Robson (5.9, WI5) in Canada 
 
2017:  First ascent of Jupiter Shift (M5+) on Station D Peak in Canada with Brette   

 Harrington 
 
2018:   First ascent of the North Face of the Main Tower, Mendenhall Towers in Alaska with 

Ryan Johnson 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



BIOGRAPHIES 
 
 
Marc-André Leclerc  

A Canadian rock climber and alpinist, Marc-André Leclerc is known for his first solo ascents of some of 
the highest peaks and most challenging lines in the Western Hemisphere.  

Marc-André was born on October 10, 1992 in Nanaimo to his mother Michelle Kuipers and his father 
Serge Leclerc. He was introduced to climbing when his grandfather bought him Chris Bonington's book, 
Quest for Adventure. But his passion for the sport really took off when his family moved to Agassiz, near 
the Cascade Range. There Marc-André would ride his bike out to Harrison Bluffs, a rock climbing area in 
British Columbia, to climb and spend nights there alone. Joining the British Columbia Mountaineering 
Club, he started competing and quickly began winning age-group competitions like the Canadian 
Nationals in 2005. 

Upon graduating high school, Marc-André moved to Squamish, BC where he made a living doing 
landscape and maintenance work while pursuing his climbing. In 2012, he met his girlfriend Brette 
Harrington, an accomplished rock climber in her own right. Their shared passion for climbing reignited 
Marc-André’s drive to reach new heights. He eventually went on to break Alex Honnold’s speed record 
on Squamish’s Grand Wall and caught the eye of the climbing world. 

A few years later in 2015, Marc-André found himself on a hot streak putting up multiple first ascents and 
first solo ascents in Patagonia and on Mount Slesse in the Cascade Range. On February 21, he completed 
his first solo ascent of The Corkscrew (5.10d A1) on Cerro Torre. Argentinian climber and mountain 
guide, Rolando Garibotti, wrote that Marc-André 's ascent of The Corkscrew was one of "earth-shifting 
proportions, by far the hardest route ever soloed on Cerro Torre and only the seventh solo overall.” 
Later that year, he completed the second known free solo ascent of the Tomahawk / Exocet Link Up on 
Aguja Standhardt in Patagonia and then proceeded to conquer the Torre Egger, completing his Torres 
solo trifecta. He put up many of these lines climbing solo and on-sight, meaning that he wouldn’t see the 
line in person or practice sections of the climb before starting.  

The next year, Marc-André and Brette established Hidden Dragon (5.12b) on the Chinese Puzzle Wall 
across from Mount Slesse and the Emperor Face of Mt. Robson. Marc-André also completed the first 
solo ascent of the Infinite Patience route on Mt. Robson's Emperor Face working methodically through 
snow, ice, rock and sending shock waves through the climbing world. These feats awed the climbing 
world, as word organically spread of his jaw-dropping accomplishments. 

After completing this climb, he wrote on his blog: "As a young climber it is undeniable that I have been 
manipulated by the media and popular culture and that some of my own climbs have been 
subconsciously shaped through what the world perceives to be important in terms of sport. Through 
time spent in the mountains, away from the crowds, away from the stopwatch and the grades and all 
the lists of records I've been slowly able to pick apart what is important to me and discard things that 
are not.”  

Even as the world took notice, Marc-André set himself far apart by placing more value on the 
spirituality, self-discovery and philosophy of his lifestyle as an explorer, than the media coverage and 
competitiveness of the sport.  

 

 



On March 5, 2018, Marc-André and his climbing partner, Ryan Johnson, successfully completed a new 
route on the North face of the Mendenhall Towers, just north of Juneau, Alaska. The duo was expected 
to make it back to base camp within two days of the summit. They never arrived. Later a rope was found 
partially buried, but the climbers were not recovered, extinguishing one of the brightest lights to ever 
shine in the alpine world at the young age of 25-years-old. 
 
Accomplishments: 

• Winner of the 2015 Guy Lacelle Pure Spirit Award  
• First to solo all three Torres in the Chaltén Massif, Patagonia, including The Corkscrew on 

Cerro Torre 2015, Titanic on Torre Egger, Winter 2016 
• Tomahawk to Exocet link up solo in Winter on Torre Standhardt, Patagonia, 2016 
• First ascent of Reverse Torre Traverse, Patagonia  
• First ascent and solo of Slesse Mountain’s northeast buttress in winter, British Columbia, 

Canada 
• First ascent of Psychological Effect on Mount Tuzo, Canadian Rockies 
• First ascent and solo of Infinite Patience, Mount Robson, Canadian Rockies 

 

 
Brette Harrington 
 
Brette Harrington’s versatility in the mountains is seemingly endless: bold alpinist, accomplished 5.13+ 
traditional climber, calculated soloist, expert ski mountaineer, big-wall sender and graceful mixed 
climber. That versatility paired with skill fuels her vision to reach new heights in the mountains. It also 
has enabled her to accomplish two dozen first ascents from Alaska to Patagonia and throughout the 
Canadian Rockies, all before the age of 30. 
 
Raised by skiers in Lake Tahoe, Harrington competed in slopestyle skiing while attending a ski academy 
in New Hampshire, and later in college in British Columbia. But after suffering numerous concussions 
and breaking her neck at the age of 20, Harrington quit competitive skiing to pursue her interest in rock 
climbing.  
 
Quickly Harrington gained international climbing fame when she free-soloed 2,500-ft Chiaro di Luna 
(5.11a) in Patagonia at 23-years-old. This feat earned her the American Alpine Club’s prestigious Robert 
Hicks Bates Award, which honors young climbers who show “outstanding promise for future 
accomplishment.”  
 
In the climbing mecca of Squamish, BC, she met a talented climber named Marc-André Leclerc. From 
2014-2016, the couple traveled the world big-wall climbing and putting up first ascents across Canada 
from British Columbia through Alberta and out to Baffin Island. The following year Harrington set her 
focus on winter alpine climbing, reveling in the flow and required improvisation necessary to navigate 
through rock, ice and snow all in one climb.  
 
But in 2018, Harrington’s life changed forever when she lost her life and climbing partner Marc-André, 
who was caught in an avalanche near Juneau, Alaska. Harrington dropped everything and went into the 
mountains to find solace and connection among the high peaks. Through her grief, she focused on the 
line in front of her, as she knew Marc-André would have wanted her to, opening routes on the Taku 
Towers on the Juneau Ice Field and making a first ascent of Life Compass (IV 5.10a M4+) in Alberta.  



In 2019, she climbed the most challenging alpine route of her career: a first ascent of the East face of 
Alberta’s Mt. Fay that she and her climbing partners named “Sound of Silence.” Harrington climbed 
difficult pitch after difficult pitch moving quickly through loose, mixed terrain. She went on to climb a 
line she and Marc-André had hoped to climb together—a gently arcing crack on the East Pillar of Torre 
Egger, Patagonia. With a crampon on the left foot and a rock shoe on the right foot, one ice axe, and 
bare hands, Harrington made the Torre Egger summit in early 2020 by linking the new 12c, 13-pitch 
climb “Marc-André’s Visión,” which she opened the year before, to the upper Titanic Headwall.  
 
While Harrington is excited about expedition climbing, especially in Peru and Pakistan, you will find her 
most often scaling rock faces in her backyard of Canmore, Alberta, in the Canadian Rockies.  
 
Accomplishments: 

• Sound of Silence (M8, WI5, 1100m) Mt. Fay, Alberta — First Ascent, with Ines Papert and Luka 
Lindic. 2019 

• Marc-André’s Visión (12c), Torre Egger, Patagonia— First ascent, with Quentin Roberts. 2019  
• Shaa Teixi’ (5.11, 1100m) Devil’s Paw, Alaska — First Ascent, with Gabe Hayden. 2018 
• Life Compass (M5+, 10b, 900m) Mount Blane, Alberta — First Ascent, with Rose Pearson. 2018 
• North Face of Ledge Mountain (M7+ 500m) Squamish, British Columbia— First Winter Ascent, 

with Marc-André Leclerc. 2018 
• Northwest Turret (13a, A2, 1000m) Great Sail Peak, Baffin Island — First Ascent, with Marc-

André Leclerc and Josh Lavigne. 2016 
• Chiaro Di Luna (11a, 750m) Saint Exupéry, Patagonia — First free solo. 2015 
• Auroraphobia (13+, 360m(Waiprous River Valley, Alberta, Canada — First Ascent with Marc-

André Leclerc. 2017 
• Grand Illusion (13b/c), Sugarloaf, California — Second female ascent. 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Peter Mortimer - Director 

Peter Mortimer is the founder of the adventure film company Sender Films, based in Boulder, 
Colorado, where he has produced and directed the critically acclaimed documentaries “Valley Uprising” 
(2014 with Rosen) and “The Dawn Wall” (2018 with Josh Lowell), as well as the adventure television 
series "First Ascent" (2103) on the Nat Geo Channel, and "REEL ROCK: The Series" on Red Bull TV, which 
is entering its seventh season.  His productions have garnered numerous festival awards and Emmys and 
landed on dozens of best-of lists.   

Mortimer is also co-founder, along with Josh Lowell of Big UP Productions, of the REEL ROCK Film Tour, 
celebrating its 16th year and showing in more than 800 locations on all seven continents.  For REEL 
ROCK, Mortimer has produced and directed dozens of award-winning short films and helped grow the 
brand into the largest media platform in the climbing world.  Beyond the tour, REEL ROCK features a 
youtube channel with tens of millions of views, a TV series, digital sales, an online marketplace and 
partnerships with leading outdoor brands including The North Face, Black Diamond and Yeti.  

Through Sender, Mortimer has directed brand campaigns for Google, Clif, Mountain Hardwear and 
more, which have garnered multiple Webby, Short, Addy and AVA awards. 

Mortimer received his BA from Colorado College and his MFA from USC Film School. He loves sports, 
and is an avid climber, surfer, skater, snowboarder, skier, futsol player and pretty much anything else. 
He and partner Joss Corkin are proud parents of Pia and Xavi, and their intrepid dogs Macho and Gnarly. 

 

Nicholas Rosen - Director 

Nicholas Rosen is a partner, writer and producer at Sender Films. He is the director, along with Peter 
Mortimer, of the Emmy-winning documentary film “Valley Uprising” (2014), and a co-creator of the 
globally acclaimed REEL ROCK films and tour. 

Rosen began working as a writer/producer/director with Sender Films in 2005, and with Sender has 
created feature films and TV programs for NBC, The Weather Channel, National Geographic Channels 
International and The New York Times Online. 

He received his BA in political science from Colorado College, and his masters at Columbia's School of 
International and Public Affairs. Stepping to the other side of the camera, Nicholas has also developed a 
career as on-screen talent, starring in the yoga documentary, “Enlighten Up!” (2008), and providing 
voice-over work for “The Sharp End” and the First Ascent series. 

Nick lives with his wife, Caroline Alden, and their two children, William and Oscar, in Boulder, Colorado. 

 

 
 


