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Émile Benoit 

Commemorations Research Paper by Jocelyne Thomas 

Born and raised in an isolated Francophone community on the Port-au-Port peninsula, Émile 

Joseph Benoit (1913-1992) spent the majority of his life living in the manner of so many other 

inhabitants of the outport communities of Newfoundland and Labrador.  During his working life 

as a fisherman, farmer, blacksmith, and often community doctor and veterinarian, Émile still 

found time to do what he loved the most in the world: play the fiddle and entertain his friends 

and family. It was not until he retired from working life, however, that his fullest contributions to 

the cultural life of our province were made. Through his music, his varied and impressive 

performance style, and his ability to pull people from all cultures and social systems into his 

circle and make them feel welcome, he was able to teach, promote, and spread our musical and 

cultural heritage on a variety of levels: from the private to the public, from the academic to the 

social, and from the French to the English.  

Early Life: 

Émile Benoit was born to Amédée Benoit and Adeline Duffenais, at L’Anse-aux-canards (Black 

Duck Brook) on the Port-au-Port peninsula. His father’s grandfather was a French fisherman 

from St. Malo in Brittany, according to Émile’s family history. His mother was Acadian, from 

Chéticamp on Cape Breton Island in Nova Scotia. French was Émile’s first language, spoken at 

home by his parents and family; he did not learn English until he went to school, where it was 

forbidden to speak French. Nevertheless, being French was a defining part of who Émile was, 

and speaking French and sharing the culture remained important to him throughout his life. 
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Émile was the third eldest and first son of eight children. He left school at an early age to help 

maintain the family by working on the farm, and eventually went to sea to fish with his father at 

the age of nine. He also cared for the family livestock, in the process learning a good deal about 

home veterinary care of animals. He also became known for providing medical help for people in 

the community, and demonstrated throughout his life an interest in sharing his knowledge of 

home remedies and medical matters.
1
 

Émile learned to play the fiddle as a child. At the age of perhaps eight or nine, watching his 

father mimic *his* father playing the fiddle, he became fascinated by this instrument and asked 

if it was possible to have one. His father made him a “fiddle” from kindling, using cotton thread 

for strings, and Émile “played” away at this fiddle, learning the mechanics and composing music 

in his head for a few years before ever laying hands on an actual fiddle. He eventually acquired 

one through his uncle Jean-Pierre Duffenais, at the age of about 12. He played his first public 

performance at about 17, and then continued to play at weddings, community dances, parties, 

and at home
2
. He was well-known throughout the local Francophone communities as a performer 

who told stories and played music and was a bit of a clown. He was someone who loved nothing 

better than to entertain; he would frequently walk miles from one community to another in order 

to play at a social gathering or event. But it was not until he retired in 1973 that he started 

performing to a wider audience than his local community on the Port-au-Port peninsula. For the 

next 20 years he would entertain people from around the world and close to home with his 

stories, music, and exuberant personality. 

                                                 
1 Thomas, Gerald, The Two Traditions: The Art of Storytelling Amongst French Newfoundlanders  (St. John’s: 

Breakwater Books, 1993) 90-99 
2 Thomas, 104-106 
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Center Stage: 

Émile Benoit had worked hard over the years to provide for his family. He was married twice, 

widowed once, and had 13 surviving children; there was always something that needed doing.  

However, retiring from fishing at the age of 60 meant that he now had more free time to devote 

to what he most loved to do: play the fiddle and entertain people. As a consequence of 

participating in a local musical contest in which he achieved second place, as well as through 

serendipitous encounters with researchers coming from outside the community, Émile became 

known to young Newfoundland musicians such as Kelly Russell, Pamela Morgan and Noel Dinn 

– musicians who were seeking out and recording the “old” music of Newfoundland, hoping to 

renew the traditions of the past and make them relevant to the present
3
, as well as to add to their 

own repertoires. In the mid-1970s, he also became acquainted with Dr. Gerald Thomas of the 

Department of Folklore at Memorial University – a person who eventually became his great 

friend as well as business manager. Dr. Thomas made numerous audio recordings (and later, 

video recordings) of Émile as part of his research into and documentation of various aspects of 

the folklore, language and culture of French Newfoundlanders.  

Through his willingness to perform and his great pleasure in doing so, as well as his innate 

ability in a variety of methods, such as fiddling, storytelling, and composition, Émile was able to 

cross social, language, and cultural barriers and succeeded in bolstering a cultural identity that 

had faced so many challenges in the decades after his birth. The French-speaking communities of 

Newfoundland and Labrador had been under a “cultural siege” by the English-speaking majority, 

and had seen the devaluation of its linguistic and cultural heritage. It was forbidden to speak 

                                                 
3 From personal conversations with Émile Benoit and Dr. Gerald Thomas; see also 

http://www.ambermusic.ca/artist_figgyduff.htm 
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French in school; government, religious, and social organizations functioned in English only, and 

French speakers were ridiculed for not speaking English.
4
 Through his collaborations with 

renowned Newfoundland and Labrador performers, Émile was able to bring to bring attention to 

the rich musical heritage of the French-speaking communities of the province. Indeed, in the two 

decades since his death, a number of musicians have recorded versions of some of his most 

popular compositions; some of his traditional French tales have been adapted for theatre and for 

use in schools; and a play based on his life that includes the performance of a number of his 

musical compositions has received wide acclaim.
5
  

Émile Benoit’s contributions to the study of the language, culture and folklore of les franco-

terreneuviens – French-Newfoundlanders – through his friendship and work with Dr. Gerald 

Thomas of Memorial University’s Department of Folklore, provided insight and information 

about Newfoundland and Labrador’s French communities, as well as source material for 

comparative studies by researchers around the world
6
.  Extensive audio recordings made of 

Émile playing the fiddle, telling stories in both French and English, and talking about life on the 

Port-au-Port peninsula are archived at Memorial University and constitute a priceless storehouse 

of information on the history of the region and its people. The attention brought to their culture 

also had a secondary, salutary effect: it reinforced the efforts made by French-Newfoundlanders 

                                                 
4 Contre Vents et Marées: L’histoire des francophones de Terre-neuve et du Labrador (Moncton: Éditions d’Acadie, 

1992) 45-48; 
5 See Appendix 1, Artistic Fraud Theatre Company 
6 Audio recordings and photographs of  Émile Benoit performing, as well as numerous documents based on Émile 

Benoit and his contributions can be found in can be found in the Centre d’études franco-terreneuviennes Fonds in 

Memorial University of Newfoundland Folklore and Language Archives, as well as the CEFT collection online at 

http://collections.mun.ca 

http://collections.mun.ca/
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in the late 1970s and early 1980s to restore their language and cultural traditions, which had been 

slowly eroding in previous decades.
7
 

Émile was often asked to demonstrate his abilities as both a storyteller and a musician in front of 

classes of students from both the Department of Folklore and the Department of French and 

Spanish at Memorial University.
8
 He also, over the course of many years, opened his home and 

community to students from Memorial University and around the world, in order to facilitate 

fieldwork training for Folklore students. In doing so, he provided an experience of outport 

Newfoundland culture to persons who might not otherwise know of it; they in their turn took 

these experiences out into the wider world of both their fields of study and their personal lives. 

He also extended his hospitality to researchers, journalists, and filmmakers. Many remained 

friends with Émile and his family for years afterwards. His impact on their work and 

perspectives is still felt, decades after his death.
9
  

Émile Benoit began to travel extensively, both in Canada and around the world, as word of his 

talents spread. He was invited to play at numerous music and folk festivals, from local events 

such as the St. John’s Folk Festival and Une Longue Veillée, the regional French folk festival on 

the Port-au-Port peninsula, to national festivals such as the Mariposa Folk Festival in Ontario in 

1976, the Jazz and Heritage Festival in New Orleans, Louisiana (U.S.A.), and festivals in France, 

Norway, and Britain. He also recorded three albums of music, including both his own 

compositions and his versions of traditional songs: Emile’s Dream (1979), Ca vient du tchoeur/It 

comes from the heart (1982) and Vive La Rose (1992), as well as playing countless shows both 

on his own and with other musicians in numerous bars, halls, pubs, clubs, and cultural centers. 

                                                 
7 Contre Vents et Marées Chapter IX 
8 Personal experience 
9 O’Neill-Yates, Chris.  CBC Radio One Newfoundland and Labrador: Weekend Arts Magazine, Sunday September 

2nd, 2012 “Vive Émile”. See Appendix 1 for full URL. 



6 

 

He was also the subject of two short films produced by Memorial University of Newfoundland 

Educational Centre
10

; a Walt Disney production called Portraits of Canada; he was featured in a 

film entitled The Magic Fiddle and in the National Film Board of Canada's From the Heart: 

Canadian Folk Artists.
11

 Émile was honored with an honorary doctorate from Memorial 

University in 1988; he received the Prix Roger Champagne from the Fédération des 

Francophones de Terre-neuve et du Labrador in recognition of his contributions to French-

Newfoundland culture; and he was awarded the Médaille Léger-Comeau, presented by the 

Société Nationale de l’Acadie. 

Legacy: 

September 2
nd

, 2013 marked the 20
th

 anniversary of Émile Benoit’s death.  In the years since his 

passing, Émile’s influence on and contributions to Newfoundland traditions have endured. The 

French Newfoundland community continues to honour Émile’s impact on both its culture and 

that of the wider community. In Stephenville there is a restaurant as well as a living complex for 

senior citizens named for Émile. There are numerous tourist information boards on the Port-au-

Port peninsula focusing on his life and work, and frequent mention of Émile and his life and 

influence in reference works on the culture of the Port-au-Port peninsula and the Francophones 

of Newfoundland and Labrador
12

. Local performers, such as Mark Cormier, tell the traditional 

French folktales they learned from Émile to a new generation of children on the Port-au-Port. 

                                                 
10 Thomas, 111 
11 Jeff Butt, “Émile Benoit”. www.heritage.nf.ca; 1998, 2009 
12 See Appendix 2 
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There has even been a children’s book written illustrating the story of Émile’s first fiddle, and 

his love of music. 
13

 

More telling, perhaps, in today’s digitally-connected society – and an indicator of Émile’s 

influence on his community – is that if one searches “Emile Benoit” on YouTube, there are 

numerous videos of musicians playing his compositions. Some are his family members, but 

many are Newfoundland and other musicians who continue to play his music and be influenced 

by his style and traditions. There are uploaded videos of Émile playing his own music; of his 

appearances at various cultural events, and of music videos in which he is featured. Recordings 

of his music, stories, and life experiences are available online via the Digital Archives Initiative 

of the Queen Elizabeth II library at MUN, and are regularly accessed by students in the French-

language schools of the Port-au-Port peninsula, as well as in French Immersion programs 

throughout the province. Through new technologies and traditional methods, Émile Benoit 

continues to contribute to Newfoundland and Labrador music and culture – both French and 

English. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 Walsh, Alice and Geoff Butler (illustrator). A Gift of Music: Émile Benoit and his fiddle. St. Johns: Tuckamore 

Books, 2010 
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Appendix 1 

Emile’s Influence 

The following links provide illustrations of Émile’s enduring impact on the arts and culture of 

the province, in both French- and English-speaking contexts.  The materials stored in the 

Memorial University Folklore and Language Archives, particularly, represent not only Émile’s 

personal contributions, but the contributions of other French-Newfoundlanders who, following 

his example, allowed Folklore students to interview and record them over the course of many 

years. 

 http://www.cbc.ca/wam/episodes/2012/09/02/img-altemiletitle2jpg-

srchttpwwwcbccawamemiletitle2jpg-width580-height50/index.html#igImgId_49436 

1. Web page established by CBC radio journalist Chris O’Neill-Yates to commemorate the 

20
th

 anniversary of Émile Benoit’s death. Includes interviews with a number of 

performers who worked with/were influenced by Émile Benoit, researchers who worked 

with him, and interviews with family members, all speaking of his contributions to music 

and to French-Newfoundland culture 

http://www.kellyrussell.ca/?page_id=4 

2. Website of Kelly Russell, noted Newfoundland fiddler and performer 

http://collections.mun.ca/index.php 

3. Online collection of materials found in the Centre d’études franco-terreneuviennes, 

archival fonds found in the Memorial University Folklore and Language Archive. A 

http://www.cbc.ca/wam/episodes/2012/09/02/img-altemiletitle2jpg-srchttpwwwcbccawamemiletitle2jpg-width580-height50/index.html#igImgId_49436
http://www.cbc.ca/wam/episodes/2012/09/02/img-altemiletitle2jpg-srchttpwwwcbccawamemiletitle2jpg-width580-height50/index.html#igImgId_49436
http://www.kellyrussell.ca/?page_id=4
http://collections.mun.ca/index.php
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search for Émile Benoit reveals a wealth of audio, video, photographic and document 

materials relating to his music, his culture, and his life 

http://www.artisticfraud.com/Artistic_Fraud/Past_Productions/Pages/Emiles_Dream.html 

4. Website of Artistic Fraud, a Newfoundland Theatre Company who wrote and produced to 

great acclaim a piece based on the life of Émile Benoit, Émile’s Dream 

http://www.ambermusic.ca/artist_figgyduff.htm  

5. Website of Amber Music, referencing Figgy Duff 

http://www.gaboteur.ca/journal-francophone/culturel/avalon/la-soiree-en-rose-un-hommage-

touchant-a-emile-benoit.aspx 

6. Link to an article from March 29
th

 2010, about a community celebration in honour of 

Émile Benoit. Published in Le Gaboteur, the province’s only French-language 

newspaper.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.artisticfraud.com/Artistic_Fraud/Past_Productions/Pages/Emiles_Dream.html
http://www.ambermusic.ca/artist_figgyduff.htm
http://www.gaboteur.ca/journal-francophone/culturel/avalon/la-soiree-en-rose-un-hommage-touchant-a-emile-benoit.aspx
http://www.gaboteur.ca/journal-francophone/culturel/avalon/la-soiree-en-rose-un-hommage-touchant-a-emile-benoit.aspx
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Appendix 2 

Useful Reference Materials 

 

Online references: 

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/articles/emc/emile-benoit 

http://www.francotnl.ca/ 

http://www.gaboteur.ca/journal-francophone/index.aspx 

http://edimage.ca/edimage/grandspersonnages/fr/carte_v01.html 

http://www.heritage.nf.ca/society/benoit.html 

 

Print references: 

1. Boudreau, Denis. Histoire de Terre-Neuve et du Labrador: 500 ans de presence 

française. Laval: Éditions Beauchemin, 2004 

2. Charbonneau, Paul. Against the Odds: A History of the Francophones of Newfoundland 

and Labrador. Trans. Mike Luke. St. John’s: Harry Cuff Publications, 1994 

3. Charbonneau, Paul. Contre Vents et Marées: L’histoire des francophones de Terre-Neuve 

et du Labrador. Moncton: Éditions d’Acadie, 1992 

4. Quigley, Colin. Music from the Heart: Compositions of a folk fiddler. Athens: University 

of Georgia Press, 1995 

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/articles/emc/emile-benoit
http://www.francotnl.ca/
http://www.gaboteur.ca/journal-francophone/index.aspx
http://edimage.ca/edimage/grandspersonnages/fr/carte_v01.html
http://www.heritage.nf.ca/society/benoit.html
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5. Russell, Kelly. Kelly Russell's Collection: The Fiddle Music of Newfoundland & 

Labrador   Volume 1 - The Music of Rufus Guinchard & Emile Benoit. St. John’s: Pigeon 

Inlet Productions, n/d 

6. Thomas, Gerald.  Les Deux Traditions: le conte populaire chez les Franco-

Terreneuviens. Montreal: Éditions Bellarmin, 1983 

7. ---. The Two Traditions: The Art of Storytelling Amongst French Newfoundlanders. St. 

John’s: Breakwater Books, 1993 

8. Walsh, Alice. A Gift of Music: Émile Benoit and his fiddle. St. John’s: Tuckamore Books, 

2010 
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