É-T-É
Québec trio mixes
traditional tunes with
clever contemporary
arrangements.
By Marc Bolduc

S

ince first appearing on Québec’s
traditional music radar with
their debut album in 2017, the
band É-T-É (which could mean
‘summer’ but is solely based on the first
names of its members Élisabeth Giroux,
Thierry Clouette, and Élisabeth Moquin)
has not ceased to impress trad music fans,
both with its liveliness and its distinctive
musical signature.
Within two years the band, which features
fiddle, bouzouki, cello, and vocals, has
brilliantly succeeded in charting a unique
sound.
This trio might never have existed had
it not been for several chance encounters,
and the group formed gradually over time.
The two Élisabeths “discovered” each
other while at an outdoor jam session in
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Montréal. They began playing together and
exploring Québec’s traditional music as a
duo. At the time, Moquin was studying in
the traditional music program at the Joliette
Cégep (College), where she met Thierry
Clouette. He soon joined his sound to that
of the emerging duo.
One thing led to another and the band
began doing shows. This gave them an incentive to record some of their repertoire, as
an album could be used as a business card
for promoters or at showcases.
“It was to show everyone that we were
taking this project seriously, that it was
close to our hearts,” explains Moquin, who
goes by the nickname “La Moquine.” That
album, Le boire des minuits (The Midnight
Drink), was an adventure for the trio as they
did not yet know one another very well.
The recording process allowed them to
discover one another’s musical worlds.
Giroux, for instance, was already a veteran
cellist—even at her young age—and well
versed in studio work but a newbie in
leading her own projects. For her, the album
was an enlightening experiment.
“We made the arrangements over time in a

somewhat disjointed way…we jammed, we
tried new things, we learned to sing together. We got to know each other through the
process. It wasn’t always clear but the result
was an album that still makes me happy
when I listen to it.”
Clouette summarizes: “We came up with
all kinds of ideas for our repertoire. We
had compositions and ideas for arrangements even though we weren’t necessarily
following an artistic direction. The process
lasted for about a year and a half, like a
long brainstorm.
“That’s where we developed some creative habits and some working habits that
really helped us for what came after.”
Le boire des minuits, a clever mix of traditional music with contemporary arrangements, was well received by critics. The
band’s hard work was recognized when they
were awarded the Québec Music Council’s
Opus Prize for Discovery of the Year in
2017-18. Explains Élisabeth Moquin, “It’s
an immense honour to be named Discovery
of the Year, across all categories…among
all these great musicians, great styles,
and great talent. It gave us a kick in the…

[laughs], a good slap on the back.”
Encouraged by this warm welcome and
the positive talk around the album, É-T-É
performed more shows. They gained
onstage experience and a certain ease of
interpretation. The band enjoyed playing
together and, over time, was better able to
define its musical identity, even if that is
still somewhat in the making.
Says Clouette, “With time our playing
level, as individuals and as a group, rose a
notch.”
Moquin adds, “We wanted…to create new
arrangements for our own personal pleasure
and to evolve in our music, in our sound.”
According to Giroux, “We learned how…
to listen to each other, to put on a good
show, but we also pushed our style farther.
We defined our sound. We were more rigorous in the arrangement process, both for
studio preparation and for shows.”
The making of a second album thus
seemed self-evident, part of the natural
continuation of this trajectory. By the
band’s own admission, Les 4 roses (The
Four Roses) is a more structured album,

with a clearer vision and a common artistic
direction.
Moquin explains, “We were really happy
with our first album but we knew we could
go farther and make it more complex. We
could create whole pieces, not just medleys
of reels.”
Clouette agrees: “That’s the principal
difference, I think, in the creative process
between the first and second albums. We
were less scattered and that helped us focus
our time and efforts in the right way.”
Although Les 4 roses takes its name from
a tune, and the band was inspired to build
the album around a theme of roses, they
made space for many other ideas as well.
Says Moquin, “We did not force ourselves to compose and we also didn’t refuse
anyone’s compositions. We took the pieces
we had each created and arranged them
together.”
Les 4 roses certainly confirms this newfound musical maturity and the balance
between inventiveness and tradition flows
very easily. New compositions in a traditional vein, such as L’Épineuse, rub shoul-

ders with pieces from the repertoire of great
tradition-bearers (for instance, the Majeurs
et vaccinés medley).
Similarly, contemporary texts (Homme ou
Le forgeron) are combined with traditional
songs, such as Tarsil or Le moine Simon.
The music moves in a seamless transition
between the two universes, traditional and
contemporary, and is always presented with
great artistic coherence.
The complicity among the members of
É-T-É is almost palpable and can be heard
throughout the 10 tracks of the album.
Giroux, the most experienced musician in
this trio, best expresses this vibrant and
contagious energy that emanates from Les
4 roses.
“Thierry and Élisabeth are 10 and 11
years younger than me, and it freaks me out
to see where they are going musically. They
are learning so fast and are so intelligent
and talented. They inspire me and teach me
every second I spend with them. I feel privileged to do all of this with them.”
Just by listening, the privilege can be ours
as well.
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