
A whole lotta moose
When artist Gisèle Benoit straps on her antler disguise, the moose of Gaspé Peninsula come calling.
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Although 35 years old, Gisèle Benoit suddenly 
looks like a child. “What do you mean?” she 
asks, her head tipped quizzically to one side, 

her waist-length blond ponytail flopping past her 
left shoulder. “They’re not ugly, they’re cute.” To 
this artist and film-maker, moose are beautiful. For 
15 years she has had a fascination with the ungainly 
animal. She’s in love. And as we all know, the reasons 
we love anyone or anything are usually a mixture 
of wisdom and folly, certainty and a shrug of the 
shoulders.

Gisèle and her parents, Monique and Raynald, 
have nurtured that love by getting as close as possible 
to moose. Daily, in spring, summer and fall, they 
load drawing pads and pencils, cameras, tripods 
and plastic-wrapped sandwiches into a fiberglass 
canoe and paddle to the chosen site to sit and wait. 
On this particular summer day, they are waiting on 
Lac Paul. The tiny lake is a thumb-print squished in 
among the Chic-Chocs mountains in the centre of 
the Gaspé Peninsula in eastern Quebec. The thick 
forest around the lake is home to a large population 
of wild moose. 

Part of Gisèle’s admiration for the animal is 
rooted in the excitement of knowing secrets – she’s 
discovered that the rest of the world knows little 
about the beasts. Most of us only see moose as we zip 
along remote highways at 100 kilometres per hour. 
Gisèle says scientists have shown little interest in the 
moose and much of what is known was gathered 
by hunters, who usually have something other than 
research in mind when they’re in the bush.

At close range, despite what Gisèle sees, moose are 
odd animals. They appear to be cobbled with legs 
from a giraffe, a body from a cow and a misshapen 
head that looks as if it was dropped enroute to the 
assembly table. They’re huge and , although mammals 
spend a considerable portion of their summer lives 
standing chest-deep in water, dipping their snouts to 
the sandy lake bottom where tender shoots sprout. 
It’s when they wade into the water to feed that Gisèle 
and her parents can observe them closely.

It’s a hot day, and the bugs have found a banquet 
of several humans foolish enough to sit for hours, 
wordless and motionless, in two canoes. The 
rhythmic spurt of tiny waves smacking the vessels 
could lull anyone to sleep, but the bugs have other 
plans. They land and gnaw like a plague until the 
thought of escaping into the cold, blood sucker-
infested water seems reasonable to us.

Fifty metres ahead of the canoes, Gisèle sits on 
a small foldaway stool on a sliver of land. On her 
lap is a drawing tablet, and in her right hand, a 
soft-lead pencil. She’s dressed in the same outfit she 
wears every day – brown pants, a long-sleeved green 

cotton shirt and a big brown peaked cap. 
It’s her uniform. The video camera is a 
tough master and requires that she wear 
the same clothes for continuity. The 
fast-paced, tightly edited demands of 
filming insist that films that took years 
to shoot should look as though they 
were completed in a day. That illusion 
of speed is contrasted by Gisèle art. The 
ancient craft of brushing oil on canvass 
is a slow, evocative expression of awe. For 
Gisèle, the work begins on the shores of 
Lac Paul.

She sits on the stool for hours. 
Raynald is camped beside the canoe with 
a tripod-mounted video camera stuck in 
the soft, smelly mud of the lake, waiting 
for the arrival of Face Grise, Cocotte or 
Sarah. The family graces each regular at 
the watering hole with a name.

While she waits, Gisèle sketches. With 
the simplest of tools, she captures the 
essence of what is. Circling the lake are 
a dozen rounded mountains, their green 
slopes bleached of intensity by the heat 
haze, snoozing until the evening’s cooler 
temperatures. Ducks splash a runway 
in the water; the wind teases the leaves 
into a dance, and when it dies, it’s quiet 
enough to hear the rattle of butterfly 
wings. “Words are tasteless to describe 
the beauty here,” she says.

Gisèle is a self-taught artist. When she 
was young, she spent more time sketching 
animals than listening to teachers. She 
was 15 when her first drawings were 
exhibited. Two years later she won a 
Canadian Nature Federation bursary of 
$1,500, given to encourage outstanding 
young wildlife artists. She used the money to finance 
a family trip to Alberta and the Yukon. “It was a very 
important trip,” says Gisèle in French. “It was the first 
time I saw so many wild animals. It opened my mind 
to wildlife, and after the trip, I was sure I’d spend my 
life painting animals.”

In 1980, the family discovered Gaspésie Provincial 
Park, where Lac Paul is located. Initially they made 
the trip from their home in Lavaltrie, just outside 
Montreal, looking for woodland caribou. Instead 
they found moose. “They’re very intelligent, very 
beautiful,” says Gisèle in a voice softened by years of 
silence. “They’re like a monarch, not cute like Bambi. 
They have a rough beauty like a horse.” She had 
found her subject. The family kept returning to the 
area, eventually buying a second home north of the 
park. Raynald began shooting a film and his daughter 
sketched, and later brushed, remarkable portraits.

Her canvass creations sell for $1,000 to $15,000 



each. A film entitled In the Company of Moose took 
the family 12 years tom complete. It is narrated by 
David Suzuki and has appeared on the CBC’s “The 
Nature of Things.” The Benoits sell videocassette 
copies of the movie to help fund their work. Moose 
aren’t the only subject of the paintings and films. 
Gisèle draws other animals and Raynald films other 
creatures, but the majority of the images are of the 
moose. “They are very reflective animals, not at all 
nervous like deer. A moose takes time to look and 
form an opinion and then acts. This gives us time 
to watch them, get to know them and communicate 
with them.” Gisèle could be describing herself.

“Shhh!” Monique suddenly commands silence. 
Far ahead, past Gisèle, a huge bull moose leaves the 
camouflage of the forest. He splashes into the water. 
Gisèle reaches beside her stool and slowly brings a set 
of battered brown papier-mâché antlers to her face. 
She wades into the lake as far as her green rubber 
boots will allow. With one hand holding the rack of 
horns, the other goes to her mouth. She hiccups. At 
least that’s what it sounds like - a low, “gallump,” part 
swallowing noise, part burp. She’s imitating a moose 
greeting. Translation: “Good morning.”

“After two years of studying moose, I began to 
call them. I got to know their language because I 
wanted to know if it was possible to communicate 
with them.” Like a modern Doctor Dolittle, Gisèle 
has learned the speech of another species. The bull 
understands and changes course, turning toward 
Gisèle. The video camera is rolling. Her antlers are 
an effective, albeit skimpy, disguise. Without them, 
the moose would know instantly that he was dealing 
with a human. Instead, the 500-kilogram male, who 
stands more than two metres high, comes closer.

Says Gisèle: “Sometimes when strangers are near, 
I feel silly with the antlers. But when it’s just my 
parents, it’s an extraordinary experience. I move by 
instinct. I become more like the animal. When I first 
started to communicate, I found fear was a barrier 
and I stayed farther away. My fear came from my 
thoughts. It’s so human. I imagine bad experiences, 
but animals are not like that, so to communicate, 
it’s extremely important that instinct guides me, not 
my thoughts. Instinct is a universal language. If two 
animals of different species are each able to know 
and understand the intention of the other, it’s only 
by instinct, a kind of intuition. As humans we have 
intuition, but most of the time we’re guided by our 
minds and imaginations. I have to forget anything 
concrete, anything human. I must only think of 
what’s happening right now. The language of animals 
is present tense.”

As the bull gets closer, Gisèle turns her body slightly. 
It’s an act of submission that avoids a challenge. Ten 
metres away the male stops and stares. Intuition is 

as much body language as sound. If Gisèle positions 
the antlers near her nose it means “I’m interested in 
you.” Looking straight ahead and rocking side to side 
is provocation, and putting the head down means “I 
want to fight.” They are face to face, but every inch 
that separates them is a universe of understanding. 
One lives for today, the other tries to shed history and 
tomorrow, whittling life to a momentary glance into 
the mind of another. A rowboat passes and breaks 
the spell. Gisèle becomes human again and lowers 
the antlers. The bull realizes he has been fooled and 
swiftly retreats.

The Benoit family pack their gear into 
the canoe and begin the paddle across 
the lake. They will return tomorrow. 
Spring, summer and fall are spent 
sketching, filming and studying. In the 
winter Raynald edits the film while 
Gisèle transforms her warm-weather 
experiences into paint. She produces 15 
to 20 paintings every year.

While it makes a dramatic image, the 
meeting with the moose is not a stunt 
pulled for the camera. This is when 
Gisèle gains her secret knowledge. The 
nearness allows her eyes to imprint 
the anatomy of the animal – absorbing 
information that will eventually guide 
the flick of her brush. Although sound 
and smell can’t be expressed on canvass, 
they are sensations an artist needs for 
the act of creating. “To make a painting 
is not something you have clearly in your 
mind,” she says. “It’s a feeling. I want to 
express feeling in my painting – that is 
everything. The moment before a battle 
between bulls, or a mama with her 
calves, I want to feel it.” As she dips her 
paddle into Lac Paul, the wind gusts and 
sweeps the bugs away. After 15 years, this 
land and water are as much her home 
as they are the moose’s. The encounters 
are no more monotonous to Gisèle than the faces of 
our family and friends are to us. This is where she 
belongs. “It’s a question of passion,” she says, putting 
the paddle down and twisting the end of her ponytail 
around a finger. “Perhaps if I was married, I’d be 
fed up with the moose. But I’m not and I have no 
children. I’ve consecrated my whole life to this and I 
have no regrets.”

With her passion, one can’t imagine Gisèle far 
from these animals she considers most beautiful. 
“I think I will live and paint a long time,” she says, 
slicing the water again. “And when I can no longer 
paint, it’s time to die.”


