
Old Ottawa South musician scores sweet gigs with ‘uncool’ 
instrument  
Laura Byrne Paquet’s Downtown Profiles 
By Laura Byrne Paquet  
 
 

 

Her se l f -descr ibed F rench café  and gypsy jazz  musical  s ty le  have helped 
M ar ie-Josée Houle  land some sw eet  g igs around tow n,  inc lud ing p laying  

at  Casey Comeau’s  backing band The Centretow n Wi lderness Club 
recent ly .   

 
 
M arie-Josée Houle  moved to  Ot taw a “on inst inct”  in  2003.  Af ter  s t in ts  in  
Hal i fax  and Edmonton,  she w as looking for  a  change.  And w i th  degrees 
in  env i ronmenta l  sc ience and socio logy,  she hoped to  f ind  a  government  
job .   
 

The pub l ic  serv ice  p lan  d idn ’ t  pan ou t ,  bu t  she  found ano ther  n i che  
ins tead:  m us ic .  She took  a  bookk eep ing  job  wi th  the  Ot tawa Fo lk lo re  Cent re  
in  O ld  Ot tawa South  and vo lun teered to  hos t  a  CKCU-FM rad io  s how 
focus ing  on  ind ie  a r t i s ts .   
 
Bo th  jobs  pu t  her  in  t ouch w i th  a  wide  range o f  m us ic ians .  “ I  was  ver y l uck y,  
and I  m et  the  r igh t  peop le  imm edia te l y, ”  says  Hou le ,  now 35.   
 
As  a  resu l t ,  she  s ta r ted  p la ying  the  accord ion  aga in—som eth ing  she hadn ’ t  
done  in  15  years .   
 
W hy such a  long break ?  
 
“ I t ’ s  the  wor ld ’s  m os t  uncoo l  i ns t rum ent ! ”  she  sa ys  w i th  a  laugh.  And indeed,  
w i th  her  b r igh t l y  t i n ted  ha i r  and funk y c lo thes ,  she  doesn ’ t  exac t l y  l ook  l i k e  
Lawrence  W elk .   
 
Bu t  her  d is t inc t ive  s t y le ,  wh ich  she desc r ibes  as  F rench ca fé  and g yps y jazz ,  
caught  the  a t ten t ion  o f  o ther  m us ic ians .  Soon,  she  was  p la ying  g igs  wi th  a  
var ie t y o f  loca l  a r t is ts ,  wh i le  work ing  a  da y job  as  a  coopera t i ve  hous ing  
consu l tan t .  I n  her  “spare”  t im e,  she a lso  does  a  b i t  o f  wr i t ing  and  c rea tes  
ar twork s  in  a  var ie t y o f  m ed ia ,  i nc lud ing  photograph y,  g lass ,  ink ,  
waterco lours  and t i le .   
 



“Spread ing  m yse l f  too  th in  is  som eth ing  I ’m  qu i te  gu i l t y  o f , ”  Hou le  cheer fu l l y  
adm i ts .  “ I  have t roub le  s i t t ing  s t i l l . ”   
 
That  hasn ’ t  hur t  her  m us ica l  career .  I n  f ac t ,  a  g rowing  num ber  o f  ou t -o f - town 
g igs  led  her  t o  ver y r egre t fu l l y  g i ve  up  her  rad io  show in  the  fa l l  o f  2006.  
She hasn ’ t  even had t im e la te l y t o  k n i t  an y “ug l y sock s ”  — br i l l i an t l y  s t r iped  
foo twear  tha t  was  onc e her  t radem ark  g i f t  to  f am i l y  and f r iends .   
 
She ’s  about  t o  ge t  even bus ie r :  her  f i r s t  so lo  CD,  Our  Lady  o f  Broken Sou ls ,  
i s  se t  f o r  re lease  th is  spr ing ,  w i t h  l aunch  par t ies  a t  Rasput in ’s  on  Bronson 
Avenue and Le  Pet i t  Ch icago in  Gat ineau.  Hou le ’s  a  huge fan  o f  bo th  
venues ,  f o r  bo th  the i r  exce l l en t  sound and the i r  a t ten t i ve  aud iences .   
 
The dua l  launch on  bo th  s ides  o f  the  r iver  re f lec ts  som eth ing  she has  com e 
to  t reasure  in  her  t h ree  years  i n  the  cap i ta l :  i t s  two cu l tu res .  “ I t ’ s  g iv ing  m e 
the  conf idence to  be  b i l ingua l , ”  sa ys  Hou le ,  who was  born  in  Va l  d ’Or ,  
Quebec .  W hen she was  sm al l ,  her  f am i l y  m oved to  Edm onton,  and she grew 
up speak ing  F rench a t  hom e and Eng l ish  a t  schoo l .   
 
She ’s  de l i gh ted  to  be  l i v ing  som ewhere  where  she can eas i l y  m ove back  and 
fo r th  be tween the  two  tongues .  “Language here  is  ver y spec ia l , ”  she  says .  
“ I ’ ve  been ab le  to  ge t  in  t ouch w i th  m y Québéco is  roo ts . ”   
 
Hou le  wr i tes  and s ings  in  bo th  Eng l ish  and French.  Catch  her  t h i s  m onth  
per fo rm ing  wi th  Sacha Gabr ie l  a t  the  Avan t  Garde Bar  (January 19)  and w i th  
G lenn  Nuo t io  as  one o f  the  open ing  ac ts  f o r  Cam era  Obscura  a t  Bar r ym ore ’s  
(January 30) .   
 


