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A Taste of Heritage: behind the lens with Allison Van Rassel
Bethann G. Merkle  
Bethann@qctonline.coM

L’Espace MC Chef, the 
eponymous gourmet bistro 
and restaurant of world-

class chef Marie-Chantal Lepage 
(MC), opened last autumn to 
much acclaim. Launched to 
coincide with the restaurant 
opening, Lepage’s second 
cookbook, Mémoires culinaires, 
features many of her favourite 
local producers and products, 
along with dishes that infuse 
regional classics with her 
signature flair.

The cookbook is brought 
to life through the chef’s first-
person accounts of culinary 
memories and local photog-
rapher Allison Van Rassel’s 
vibrant photography. The woman 
behind the glossy images is a 
Quebec City native, an alumna 
of  Quebec High School, CEGEP 
St. Lawrence, Université Laval 
and Concordia. As a multi-
media journalist, Van Rassel 
has contributed to many pub-
lications, including the Quebec 
Chronicle-Telegraph, radio, and 
television in Montreal, Quebec 
City, Toronto, and Vancouver.

Comfortably seated in a 
bistro on rue Saint-Jean, Van 
Rassel shared impressions of 
her first foray into cookbook 
photography with the QCT. “I 
don’t pretend to be something 
I’m not. I cook, but I am not a 
chef,” she said. “So, it’s pretty 
amazing to be able to pair my 
passion for food with the efforts 
of an exceptional chef.” 

Van Rassel explained that 
she wound up shooting the 
photographs for Lepage’s “labour 
of love” by accident. “I did not 
know MC personally, but knew 

of her as a chef. In my opinion, 
Marie-Chantal is one of the 
best chefs in Canada. Because 
of my restaurant critique blog, 
Foodie in Quebec City (www.
foodiequebec.com), I had heard 
a lot about MC’s new restaurant,” 
she said.   

When Van Rassel went to 
visit the new restaurant, she 
enjoyed an instant connection. 

“It was being set up in the former 
location of the Café du Monde on 
Dalhousie, which has a special 
place in my heart. I used to 
drive there to eat crème brûlée 
as a teenager.” A photo posted 
on Van Rassel’s Facebook page 
caught the attention of MC’s 
business partner. This led to a 
lunch meeting at the restaurant, 
during which she shot a couple 
of photographs of MC and the 
restaurant. Van Rassel recalls, 

“It was instant chemistry.” A few 
weeks later, she was invited 
to shoot the photographs for 
Mémoires culinaires.

Van Rassel conceded she ate 
well during the project. “Since 
we shot in the morning, I took 
gourmet leftovers to work every 
day.” When queried, she said, 

“My favourite recipe is the Kraft 
Dinner (page 82). To me, that 
is what Quebec is all about – 
we’re taking something simple 
to a whole new level. The most 
mouth-watering photo is the one 
of salmon gravlax (page 102).  
When you look at a cookbook 
photo, you can only hope it tastes 
as good as it looks. And I’ve 
tasted it. It makes me salivate 
just thinking about it.”

Collaborating with a chef can 
be stressful and intimidating. 
However, Van Rassel found that 
while MC had a strong creative 
vision, “Some aspects of the 

book were all my work, nearly 
independent of her oversight. . 
. .  Cookbook dishes,” she con-
tinued, “are generally done by 
professional arrangers. But the 
illustrations in this cookbook are 
the result of MC cooking and me 
taking pictures as the food was 
plated. All the photos were shot 
in natural lighting – no flash [...] 
nothing has been tweaked in 
Photoshop.” Van Rassel added, 

“The whole point was to have 
pictures of what you would see in 
the restaurant, or if you cooked 
the dishes at home.”  

She acknowledged, though, 
that “It was really intense. 

We shot the whole cookbook, 
around 80 recipes, in just two 
weeks.” It was late autumn, 
and they wanted natural light-
ing, so “most of the shots were 
taken between 6:00 and 9:00 
a.m.” In order to accommodate 
the schedule, Van Rassel found 
herself in the sanctum sanc-
torum. She said, “The last few 
days, we even shot at MC’s home 
kitchen in Lac-Beauport, and 
a lot of the pictures are happy 
accidents.” For example, the 
beans (page 42) are pictured 
over a fire in MC’s backyard, 
and the spare ribs (page 141) 
are suspended from the chef’s 

dining-room lamp with wire 
from the hardware store.

“Now,” noted Van Rassel, 
“we’ve become friends. I am so 
proud to be part of the beauti-
ful, authentic reputation MC 
has. Her peers recognize her 
as a top female chef in Canada. 
Her style is unconventional-yet-
feminine, and she is dedicated to 
using local sources.” Van Rassel 
continued, “From beginning to 
end, the cookbook is very local. It 
was edited and published locally, 
the photographer is a local, and 
so are most of the products and 
producers used in the dishes.”

Editor’s note: This is the first 
article in the Taste of Heritage 
series, which investigates how 
special recipes and cooking tra-
ditions are a key part of family 
and cultural heritage. If you 
have a recipe, meal or food-re-
lated tradition that you would 
like to share, please contact 
Bethann Merkle.  Multi-cultural 
themes, immigrant experiences, 
and “pûre laine” memories are 
welcome.  Email Bethann at the 
address above, call  the QCT 
office (418 650-1764), or write 
to 1040 Belvédère, suite 218, 
Quebec City, QC G1S 3G3.

Allison Van Rassel says the cookbook’s cover photo, shot 
on the boardwalk near the Marché du Vieux Port, is one 
of her favourites. She suggested the location, pose, and 
even the use of a black-and-white version of the image.  

Comet PANSTARRS

Su B M i t t e d By  Ph i l i PPe 
MouSSette

Comet PA NSTA RRS 
is still visible to the 
naked eye in the early 

evening in the north west 
sky. This photo was taken on 
April 6 by Philippe Moussette, 
President of the V ÉGA 
astronomy club in Cap Rouge. 
For more information about 
the club, visit http://www.
faaq.org/clubs/vega/  To learn 
more about where and when 
to see PANSTARRS, visit 
http://earthsky.org/space/
comet-panstarrs-possibly-
visible-to-eye-in-march-2013 

Comet C/2011 L4 was 
discovered using the Pan-
STARRS telescope located on 
the island of Maui in Hawaii 
in June 2011, hence its name. 
PANSTARRS is referred to as 
a non-periodic or long-period 
comet as it has never been 
seen before and astronomers 
estimate that it will not 
return to our solar system 
for hundreds or thousands 
of years – if ever. 

Ph
ot

o 
by

 B
et

ha
nn

 G
. M

er
kl

e
Ph

ot
o 

by
 L

is
e 

La
fo

nd

Ph
ot

o 
by

 P
hi

lip
p

e 
M

ou
ss

et
te

Ph
ot

o 
by

 B
et

ha
nn

 G
. M

er
kl

e

SuBMitted By liSe laFond

A fo r m e r  S t on eh a m 
resident, Liam Maguire, 
recently published his 

third hockey book, Next goal 
wins! A hockey fan since he 
was a kid, Liam has a mind 
that can record every little 
detail (when it comes to 
hockey, of course). He has 
been on numerous hockey 
trivia shows, and can outwit 
the best. Now we can say that 
he is no doubt one of the best 
hockey trivia experts.

His knowledge of hockey 
facts is amazing and talking 
with him about hockey just 
makes his day. Liam is the 
editor-in-chief and lead 
commentator/analyst of the 
Ultimate Hockey Web media 
outlet. He is a published 
author, hockey trivia King 
and historian. Liam is one 
very smart person who has 
been able to turn his passion 
to profit.

You can order his very 
interesting book about hockey 

stories, facts, statistics and 
history through his publishers 
at Random House. 

Here is one Stoneham 
hockey coincidence, or as I 
say “synchronicity,” that Liam 
wrote about that is a unique 
connection away from hockey: 
One of Jean Beliveau’s closest 
friends when he moved to 

Liam Maguire publishes third 
hockey book: Next goal wins! 

Quebec City to play junior 
in the late 1940s was Father 
Leonard Murphy. Jean used 
to pick up Father Murphy en 
route to the Colisée for his 
hockey games. Their friend-
ship culminated in Father 
Murphy presiding over Jean’s 
marriage to Élise Couture on 
June 27, 1953 at St. Patrick’s 
Church in Quebec City. Five 
years later, on July 12, 1958, 
Father Murphy presided 
over another wedding, this 
time of my parents, Noel 
Patrick Maguire and Sarah-
Jane Payne at St. Edmond’s 
Church in a little town called 
Stoneham, Quebec, approxi-
mately 20 kilometres to the 
north of Quebec City.  

Another coincidence is that 
another Stoneham resident 
Marc Durand just published 
a hockey book, La Coupe à 
Québec : les Bulldogs et la 
naissance du hockey.

And I thought Stoneham 
was only famous for its 
skiing.

Liam Maguire’s  latest 
hockey book Next Goal 
Wins!, subtitled The ultimate 
NHL historian’s one-of-a-kind 
collection of hockey trivia, is 
sure to be a big help to any 
hockey trivia buffs. 

Located at 57 rue Dalhousie, near the ferry, and the Musée 
de la civilization, l’Espace MC Chef offers bistro and fine 
dining options, a culinary boutique and cooking classes.


