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This month’s column will feature the Ottawa artist, 

writer and poet, Joycelyn Loefelholz-Rea, founder 

of  ARTS NIGHT. It will be one of several reports 

featuring  women  writers, dancers and musicians 

whose work and spirit influ-

ences others: now and far into the 

future.  

I have known Jocelyn for more than 

thirty years. During those years, we 

have listened to each other’s poetry, 

exchanged ideas, and have become 

good friends. Joycelyn has always 

given honest feedback to who asks 

for it, even if it is sometimes blunt. 

She has always been dependable 

and enthusiastic about new ideas. 

When Joycelyn founded ARTS 

NIGHT seven years ago,  it brought new life to 30 

Cleary Ave. (www.FirstUnitarianOttawa.ca) and 

helped to attract new creative people who have a 

place to congregate - in a centre already well-known 

for  its free-thinkers. 

Joycelyn, now 79 years old, is still extremely vital, 

funny and energetic. She amazes me every time I 

meet her and I wanted to share the multi-faceted 

mind of Jocelyn with you. 

Joycelyn was born in Jamaica At the age of 28, she 

came to Canada. She took a position as a registered 

nurse at a small hospital in Hawkesbury, Ontario. It 

was an easy transition for Jocelyn as she moved di-

rectly into the nurses’ residence. She was quite 

happy as a nurse, and did not even think of any other 

creative endeavours at that time.  

In 1962, Jocelyn married a German–Canadian gen-

tleman farmer and began to build a family straight 

away.  Life on the farm was fine at first. Keeping a 

home, family and nursing filled her days. However, 

several years later, her marriage began to fail. Joy-

celyn, anxious and lonely, tried to find an activity   

within her local community center and educational 

system which would keep her mind busy and en-

gaged. 

She found just such an activity in a drawing class, 

given at a local high school. After a 

few semesters of inspiring classes, 

she asked a local jeweller about 

possible art exhibits in the county. 

The jeweller knew all the exhibition 

sites available because she had al-

ready exhibited her own art in most 

of them.  This jeweller inspired Joy-

celyn to begin painting in 1977, and 

from that day forward, Joycelyn 

never stopped painting.  

After she separated from her hus-

band, she moved to Ottawa, while 

still travelling to Hawkesbury to 

work.  She painted in oils from 1979-1984, but found 

there was something missing in her work. She felt 

that she was not creating anything really original, so 

she began to work and experiment with fabric and 

other materials, combining these with other media, 

plus oils. Then, not long after moving to Ottawa, 

Jocelyn stopped painting. 

In 1983, her son asked her to write her first poem for 

his high school yearbook. Thus began her inspiration 

for writing poetry. Now the poetry just seemed to 

flow out from within. Having been a single mum, 

living alone with children, she found her muse by 

saying in her poetry the things she wanted to say to 

her children. She began Portraits, a book of poems, 

which became  a sort of personal journal. She contin-

ued to write poetry and prose for ten years, but still 

did not go back to painting. 

During all the time she was married to her first hus-

band, and after she moved to Ottawa, she was in-

volved in a discussion group with free-thinkers and 

questioners. Their topics often included philosophi-

cal, anthropological, social justice and religious is-

sues. After several years of being with that group, 

she found that, along with her writing, her feelings 
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about creativity and life had changed dramatically 

yet again. 

These discussion group topics began to change her 

approach to writing, as well as painting, and after re-

visiting the Runaway Caves in Jamaica, with her sec-

ond husband, Chuck, she returned just burning with 

the desire to paint.   

Although  she had  explored those same caves many 

years earlier, she was compelled to express the 

power of those archetypal images, write poems about 

them and then began painting a series on caves. 

Every new subject evolved into a new series of dif-

ferent images and expressions. The first paintings 

were small,. Then Jocelyn found she could no longer 

paint on a small canvas ever again. She envisions her 

paintings in her mind, often as abstracts. She has ex-

plored many topics, including: light, auras, emotions, 

happiness and other subjects.   

She created journals, memoire writing and poetry, 

while continuing with her painting. The manner in 

which  Joycelyn  has described her  evolving  per-

ceptions of creativity, life, love and other experi-

ences, is as a process, rather than as a one-

dimensional experience. 

Her paintings are often based on poems she has writ-

ten. If you see her painting of Fire, and then read her 

poem, Fall Fire, you can perceive her strong belief 

in the power of the elements. 

She composes her prose, poetry and visual art in her 

mind first, and then finds herself literally forced to 

write.  She often finds that to be to paint or write, she 

must believe that she is in an emergency situation.  

This is because she fears painting, finding the proc-

ess drains her completely until her work is finally 

finished. Anything which interferes with the process 

of painting exasperates her, because she must be 

completely alone to paint. Jocelyn says she never 

shows a painting before it is finished. She cannot 

stand to hear any feedback while she is painting. She 

does not sell her paintings, nor does she ever give 

any away. They are too much a personal part of her 

soul. She will, however, sometimes give family and 

friends photos of her paintings. 

She has published five books: three of poetry, one 

memoir, containing both prose and poetry, and one 

about the history of The First Unitarian Church in 

Ottawa, which is comprised of both prose and po-

etry. 

In the first week of March, 2010, I had Joycelyn over 

for lunch, and told her that I wanted to interview her 

about her life and about the creation of ARTS 

NIGHT.  She was surprised, but agreed. There are 

many arts groups in Ottawa, but they usually concen-

trate on just one discipline most of the time.  ARTS 

NIGHT features all artistic disciplines in a pseudo-

coffeehouse setting within the First Unitarian 

Church. It is held on the last Friday of every month. 

I asked: What inspired you to create ARTS 

NIGHT?    

Joycelyn:  It was the Baha’i Writers’ Group, which 

held ARTS NIGHT events once a month in New Ed-

inburgh. But it, was a rather loosely formed group,, 

with poets reading aloud their work, and only poets 

(Continued on page 6) 
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and writers were featured, with no opportunities to 

give feedback. I wanted to offer a multi-disciplinary 

approach, with opportunities for the audience to ask 

questions of each of the artists who presented.   

To help the presenters’ to better structure their talks, 

I formed a list of questions for them to answer before 

they gave their presentations. When the Baha’i  pro-

gram folded, and I realized that the First Unitarian 

had  been holding several Sunday poetry readings, I 

just decided  to create an ARTS NIGHT there. Then 

there was the fact that so many people wished to take 

part in such a program. I gave my first reading there 

in 1985 and cannot believe it was over twenty-five 

years ago. It was the very first literary event I at-

tended. I had just finished my shift in Hawkesbury, 

drove in to read a few poems, but was too nervous, 

too shy, to read them. In the end I read one. Then a 

few of  the writers who were members of First, later 

approached me and  I decided to  create more vehi-

cles for writers and artists of other disciplines to 

showcase their work. 

DDS: How many writers, artists and musicians have 

you featured over the past 7 years? When you ask 

any one of us to present, you give us a list of ques-

tions, similar to what I am asking you today. Can 

you give me the list, and why you ask those particu-

lar questions? 

JLR: I think there must have been about two hun-

dred, and possibly more, presenters, some in ensem-

bles or troupes, who have performed and shared with 

us.  

 

 

 

 

The reason I ask the performers to fill in the ques-

tionnaire, is because it helps them focus themselves 

as artists. It compacts the time they need to commu-

nicate their reasons for doing what they do, and 

makes them better communicators.   ■ 

 

Diane Schmolka 
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