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CHAPTER 1 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH OF THE COMPOSER 

Francis Poulenc, son of Emile Poulenc and Jenny Royer, 

was born on January 7, 1899 in Paris at 2 Place des Saussaies, only 

a few steps away from the Elysée Palace -- residence of the Presidents 

of the Republic. His father, Emile Poulenc, in association with his 

two brothers, directed a firm concerned with the manufacture of 

chemical products which eventually became the powerful Rhóne- Poulenc 

Company, one of the largest firms in Europe.' 

The Poulencs originated from Aveyron, a region of south - 

central France, and were strongly rooted in the Roman Catholic 

faith. Emile Poulenc was a music lover, but did not play any 

instrument.2 

It was Francis Poulenc's maternal heredity that was the pre- 

dominant influence. From it he received not only most of the traits 

of his character, but also his artistic gifts. His mother, Jenny 

Royer, came from a family that had for generations been of pure 

Parisian stock descending from a long line of craftsmen-- cabinet- 

makers, tapestry- weavers, and bronze workers. The Poulencs were fond 

of music, but the Royers' interests covered a much broader field; 

1Pierre Bernac, Francis Poulenc: The Man and His Songs 
(London, Victor Gollancz, 1977), p. 21. 

2Bernac, p. 21. 

1 
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they kept abreast of the entire artistic world and had always been 

lovers of the arts: literature, painting, drama and music.3 

The Royers were entirely hedonistic- -not hostile to religion, 

but totally indifferent to it. "Uncle Papoum ", brother of Madame 

Poulenc, was typical. He was a "man about town ", supposedly an 

abominable amateur painter (in the style of Toulouse -Lautrec), and 

smitten with the theater. He haunted the wings and struck up 

friendships with many celebrated actors and singers. When he would 

come to visit his sister, their conversations fascinated young 

Francis who, pretending to play under the table with his toy railway, 

did not miss a word.4 The illustrious names of the theater, like 

Sarah Bernhardt, were as familiar to him at eight, as the names of 

generals to other children.5 

Madame Poulenc was a pianist who had studied with one of the 

last students of Franz Liszt. She is described as having a charming 

touch and perfect musical understanding. Her favorite composers 

were Mozart, Schubert, Schumann, and Chopin; Poulenc shared his 

mother's taste while still a small child and is quoted as saying: 

"Mozart is highest of all in music".6 Madame Poulenc was her son's 

first piano teacher and introduced him to these styles of music 

that she loved best. 

Thus, at the age of five, Francis began to learn to play 

piano. At eight he was entrusted daily to a lady who was a private 

3Henri Hell, Francis Poulenc (New York: Grove Press, 1959), p. 1. 

4Bernac, pp. 21-22. 

5Hell, p. 1. 

6Francis Poulenc, My Friends and Myself (London, Dennis Dobson, 
1978), p. 30. 
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coach to Mademoiselle Boutet de Monvel, C'sar Franck's niece, and 

who apparently taught him a lot about technique. Poulenc himself 

relates that "every evening I worked hard with her for an hour on 

my return from school, and when I had a few free minutes during the 

day, I would run to my piano and sight -read ".7 

Also at the age of eight, he first heard Debussy's Danses 

sacrée et profane for harp and string orchestra. He was so immediately 

overcome by the suggestion of wrong notes, that he rushed home to try 

to find for himself the intriguing chords of the ninth on the piano. 

Once awakened, this passion for Debussy was steadily to develop, 

though he was hardly able to play any of the piano works before the 

age of fourteen.8 

The winter of 1910 was a crucial one in Poulenc's life. It 

was then, at age eleven, that he came across Schubert's Die Winterreise 

in a music store and was fascinated with the cycle, particularly the 

song, Die Nebensonnen, which he thought the most beautiful melody in 

the world. His melodic senses were awakened for a lifetime, but the 

short -term result was that from age eleven until age fourteen, Poulenc 

dreamed of becoming a singer.9 But Poulenc later relates "in the end 

I had to be satisfied with what I've become, because when my voice 

broke, I was left with the composer's typical sorry squawk 
".10 

7Poulenc, p. 34. 

8 
Hell, p. 2. 

9Jon Ray Nelson, The Piano Music of Francis Poulenc (Ph.D. 
Dissertation, University of Washington, 1978), pp. 3 -4. 

10Poulenc, 
p. 33. 



4 

At age fifteen, Poulenc was ready to concentrate on the piano. 

He was at this time a great admirer of Ricardo Viñes, the famous 

Spanish pianist and interpreter of Fauré, Debussy, and Ravel. Upon 

the advice of a family friend, he was taken to Vines, and accepted 

as a pupil. Poulenc refers to this as a turning point in his life 

and often stated: "I owe him everything.- 
11 

In Poulenc's accounts, 

there is this illuminating description of Vines: 

He was a remarkable man, a strange Spanish gentle- 
man with enormous moustachios, a large brown 
sombrero, and button boots with which he kicked my 
shins when I didn't change the pedaling enough. No 
one better than Viñes could handle pedaling, that 
essential factor in modern music. He succeeded in 
playing crisply even through a wash of pedaling! 
And what cunning he showed in distinguishing 
between staccato and legato!12 

Poulenc's debt to Vil'es is incalculable, in regard to both 

his own manner of playing and the originality of his keyboard writing. 

It was Vies who gave the first performances of all of Poulenc's 

early works. It was also through Viñes that Poulenc came to know 

two musicians who were to have a far -reaching effect upon his work, 

Erik Satie and Georges Auric; and it was through them that he met 

other musicians of his era and generation, notably those who formed 

the group which became known as Les Six: Darius Milhaud, Arthur 

Honegger, Georges Auric, Louis Durey, Germaine Tailleferre, and 

himself. 

The Les Six composers were so named in 1920 by the French 

music critic, Henri Collet, because they were all friends and their 

11Poulenc, 
p. 36. 

12Poulenc, 
p. 37. 
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works had often appeared on the same programs together. But the 

group of Les Six was not in any sense a "school" or a "movement ". 

The six musicians were merely a group of friends and they always 

remained so. The very most that could be said is that they reacted 

to "music to which one listens, head in hand ", against "the Wagnerian 

clouds ", and against "the mists of the Debussyists ".13 Erik Satie 

became their mascot and champion of simplicity, Jean Cocteau was their 

spokesman, and his manifesto, Le Coq et l'Arlequin (1918) laid out 

the principles for a new music. Cocteau chauvinistically demanded 

that French music be freed from foreign, and particularly German, 

taints. For half a century, French musicians had had ambivalent 

relations with Wagner; Le Coq et l'Arlequin declared an open rebellion. 

The new music was to take its subject matter and its stimulus from 

everyday life; it was to learn from the music hall, the circus, and 

the jazz band; and its principal qualities were to be dryness, brevity, 

and straightforwardness.14 If Poulenc, in his earliest works was 

influenced by these principles, still the tastes and musical tendencies 

of the six musicians remained very different, with only a common 

striving for less pretentious music in reaction to the impact of 

Wagner. 

An "anti- Debussy" reaction on the part of Poulenc may seem 

surprising. He makes himself clear on this subject: 

13Bernac, 
pp. 23-24. 

14Paul 
Griffiths, "Les Six" in The New Grove Dictionary of 

Music and Musicians edited by Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan, 
1980), Volume 17, p. 358. 
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Despite an attack of anti -Debussyism out of self - 
defense at the time when I came to know Satie.... 
Debussy has always remained my favorite composer 
after Mozart. I could not do without his music. 
It is my oxygen. Moreover, the reaction of Les 
Six was directed against the imitators of Debussy, 
not against Debussy himself. It is always necessary 
to repudiate for a time, at the age of twenty, those 
whom you idolized, for fear of being overgrown with 
ivy.15 

Poulenc's training as a composer never took the usual course. 

His mother had hoped that he would enter the Paris Conservatory, but 

his father insisted that an industrialist's son have a classical 

education first. While he was passing his first examinations for 

leaving school, the war broke out, and young Francis was called into 

the army in January 1918.16 When his army unit was finally demobi- 

lized in October 1921, it was too late to enter the Conservatory 

and Darius Milhaud advised him to apply to Charles Koechlin for 

private study instead. Koechlin was considered the best teacher of 

counterpoint in France. Poulenc later felt that Koechlin's real 

genius lay in his ability to adapt to the individual needs of each 

student; he saw Poulenc as "more of a harmonist than a contrapuntist ", 

and made him write four -part realizations of Bach chorale themes as 

well as the usual counterpoint exercises. This was to have a decided 

influence upon Poulenc, particularly in his later choral writing. 

These lessons continued through the winter seasons of 1921 -1924 at 

the rate of two per week.17 This constituted the whole of his 

formal education in the theory of music. He never studied 

15Bernac, 
p. 24. 

16Poulenc, 
p. 35. 

17 Nelson, pp. 9-10. 
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orchestration and his only work in analysis of form was what he did 

on his own. He never wrote a true sonata -allegro movement with a 

genuine development section, and he never wrote a true canon or 

fugue. Throughout his career, Poulenc probably composed more from 

instinct and aural experience than any major composer of this 

century.18 

Typical of Poulenc's openmindedness to other composers and 

their methods, he traveled with Milhaud to Vienna in 1921 to meet 

Arnold Schoenberg, Alban Berg, and Anton Webern. The following year, 

1922, Milhaud and Poulenc went to Italy where they met Casella and 

visited Rome, Naples, and Sicily. Poulenc was inspired to begin his 

piano suite, Napoli, on this journey, though it would not be finished 

until 1925.19 

By 1923, Poulenc had met nearly everybody worth knowing in 

the arts in Paris. Among his acquaintances were Igor Stravinsky 

who suggested to Serge Diaghilev, the impresario of the Ballet Russes 

of Monte Carlo, that Poulenc might be able to compose a good ballet. 

Diaghilev invited Poulenc to do so, and the resulting Les Biches 

was premiered in January 1924. The scenario and score were both 

written by Poulenc, it was Poulenc's first large -scale work, and it 

was an enormous success.20 Poulenc's reputation spread beyond Paris 

with its triumphant production. 

18Allen Hughes, "Francis Poulenc" in International Cyclopedia 
of Music and Musicians edited by Bruce Bohle (Tenth edition, 1975), 
p. 1706. 

19Hell, pp. 23-24. 

20Hughes, 
p. 1706. 
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May 2, 1926, was also a date of importance in the life of 

Francis Poulenc. On that day his Chansons gaillardes were premiered 

by an unknown singer, Pierre Bernac, with whom the name of Poulenc 

would soon become inseparable.21 Poulenc and Bernac did not 

collaborate again until the summer of 1934 in Salzburg in a Debussy 

evening. This meeting was to team them as a duo for the next twenty - 

five years, until on their joint sixtieth birthdays, they retired from 

the concert platform.22 

Poulenc's strict religious education had continued until the 

death of his father in 1917. Thereafter, little encouragement was 

given to any religious tendencies. A turning point came in 1936.23 

Poulenc describes this event which had such an effect on his future: 

In 1936, a date of primal importance in my life 
and career, I learned of the tragic death of my 
colleague, Pierre -Octave Ferroud in an automobile 
accident. The atrocious extinction of this 
musician so full of vigor left me stupefied.... 
I asked Bernac to drive me to Rocamadour, of which 
I had often heard my father speak. It led me back 
to the faith of my childhood. It is a place of 
extraordinary peace.... inside is sheltered a 

figure of the Virgin, carved in black wood....it 
had everything to subjugate me. That same 
evening, I began my Litanies á la Vierge Noire 
(Litanies to the Black Virgin) .24 

According to Bernac, after this religious experience, a new artist 

coexisted in Poulenc, a new maturity was achieved. From this spirit 

21Hell, 
p. 32. 

22Bernac, 
p. 27. 

23Hell, 
pp. 45-46. 

24Bernac, 
pp. 28-29. 
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was produced Poulenc's greatest religious works: his Mass in G, 

motets, Stabat mater, and the Gloria, to name only a few.25 

If 1936 marks Poulenc's restoration to his Roman Catholic 

faith and the beginning of his choral works, it also marks the 

termination of one of his last major works for solo piano, Les 

Soirées de Nazelles. After this work, Poulenc apparently lost 

interest in the piano as a vehicle for his expressions.26 He 

completed the set of eight Nocturnes by 1938, and the second set 

of Improvisations by 1941, but the amount of solo piano music 

becomes steadily less and less, and the lapses of time between 

compositions greater. He turned more towards religious choral 

music, art songs (many of which were first presented by Bernac on 

their concert tours), and then later to opera and single- instrument 

sonatas. After 1941, only six new works for solo piano will appear, 

though he lived for twenty -two more years. 

During the war, Poulenc remained in occupied France and 

demonstrated his "resistance" by musical means, dedicating his 

Violin Sonata (1942 -43) to the memory of Lorca, the 20th century 

Spanish poet and dramatist; and setting poems by Aragon and Eluard, 

two French poets known for their communist sympathies.... this all 

during the black year of 1943.27 

25Bernac, 
p. 29. 

26W. 
Kent Werner, "The Piano Music of Francis Poulenc ", 

Clavier, Vol. 9, No. 3, 1970, p. 18. 

27Roger 
Nichols, "Francis Poulenc" in The New Grove Dictionary 

of Music and Musicians, ed. by Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan, 
1980), Volume 15, p. 164. 
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The post -war years saw the production of Poulenc's first 

opera, Les Mamelles de Tirésias, in 1947. The following year he and 

Bernac made the first of several well- received tours to the United 

States. Poulenc's music was not well -known in America, but his 

choral works were more frequently performed than in his native 

France. Recitals of French songs were given by Poulenc and Bernac 

in many of the principal cities, and in New York, at Carnegie Hall, 

Poulenc played the solo harpsichord part of his Concert Champétre 

with Dimitri Mitropoulos conducting, a piece which he had written 

in 1927 -28 when inspired by Wanda Landowska.28 He would return to 

the United States in 1950 for the premiere of his Piano Concerto 

with Charles Munch and the Boston Symphony. 

His second opera, The Dialogue of the Carmelites, occupied 

Poulenc almost entirely from 1953 until 1956. The remaining years 

until his death consisted of a few minor piano works, several 

chamber works, and more solo voice and choral compositions. 

Poulenc's death on January 30, 1963, was unexpected. He 

had given a concert in Holland the previous Saturday with the singer, 

Denise Duval. He returned to Paris on Monday and was to have lunch 

with Denise on the day of his death, but called to say that he was 

hoarse. He died at one o'clock in the afternoon, without ever 

being hospitalized.29 He left no unfinished compositions behind, 

28Hell, 
p. 74. 

29Francis Poulenc, Correspondence 1915 -1963 (Paris: Editions 
du Seuil, 1967), p. 270. 
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and his date book, which he ordinarily filled methodically with every 

future engagement, had no entry in it beyond the date on which he 

died.30 

30Hughes, 
p. 1708. 



CHAPTER 2 

POULENC'S STYLE THROUGH SELECTED PIANO WORKS 

Although Poulenc's total output exhibits a remarkable homo- 

geneity and continuity of style, there are sufficient differences 

between early, mature, and late works to justify a grouping into 

three stylistic periods. 

The first period is heavily influenced by the artistic 

ideals of Les Six. This period extends from his first published 

work, the three Mouvements perpétuels of 1918 through the ten 

Promenades of 1921. There is a linear style of writing with heavy 

reliance on ostinato figures, bi- tonality, occasional use of modal 

and pentatonic figures, and a rather free handling of meter and 

barline.31 Many of these early period works are of limited musical 

value, experimental in nature, and can be viewed from the standpoint 

of a young composer struggling to find his true métier and who had 

as yet received no compositional training. 

In spite of the rather unexpected success of some of these 

early works (such as the Mouvements perpétuels), Poulenc was critical 

enough of his work to feel technical shortcomings, and in 1921, took 

Milhaud's advice to study counterpoint and composition with Koechlin. 

The results of this three -year study are apparent in the first of 

31Werner, 
p. 18. 

12 



Poulenc's mature works for solo piano, the Napoli suite of 1925. 

Actually the first two movements of the suite, the Barcarolle and the 

Nocturne, were begun in 1922 and contain enough characteristics of 

the early period to make one guess them as written prior to his 

composition study with Koechlin. However, the third piece, the 

Caprice Italien, was completed in 1925. Poulenc was well -pleased 

with it upon completion and wrote: "It will not make a bad effect." 

The Caprice Italien, a sectionalized, freely- composed Presto 

in E Major, is the longest movement of the Napoli suite. The first 

section is toccata -like, exhibiting many of Poulenc's mature period 

characteristics -- brilliant passagework, staccato and legato alter- 

nations, wide stretches and extensions for the fingers, and the use 

of the pedal (or the absence of it) as a coloring device. The 

three -measure introduction returns three times, always in slightly 

different guises. Several melodic or rhythmic ideas are presented, 

only some of which will return later in the work. 

The ten -measure transition to the middle section shows 

Poulenc's love of alternating between major and minor tonalities. 

In measure 130, he uses three staves to notate the harmony desired- - 

an E Major chord in the left hand, an E minor chord in the right hand, 

and an added G -sharp in the right hand after the rest of the chord 

has been played. 

13 

32 

32Nelson, 
p. 47. 
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á . 
Figure 1. Poulenc, Caprice Italien, measure 130. 

The middle section contains two of Poulenc's wonderful lyric 

inspirations, one in A -flat minor (measure 140), and one in A -flat 

Major (measure 155). Notice again the alternation between major and 

minor. The melody at 140 seems to be a deliberate parody of Pergolesi's 

"Se tu m'ami", a typical Poulenc trick, and also shows Poulenc's love of 

the Italian bel canto style. 

Se tu 
j1 fer 

m - mi, 
eu e - 

y 

Figure 2. Pergolesi, "Se tu m'ami ", measures 1 -2. 

Figure 3. Poulenc, Caprice Italien, 
measures 140 -143. 
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The last section alludes to the rhythmic qualities of the 

first and the lyricism of the second. There is no key signature at 

first (measure 228), but two F -sharp pedals for four measures each 

(measures 247 -251 and 254 -257), and an A -flat pedal for ten measures 

(258 -268), a typical element of Poulenc's style. Measures 313 -320 

show the Impressionistic influence of parallel chord movement, also 

commonly used by Poulenc. 

1 

1 

317 320 
.,.1111IAr /MMIrMIN,7/... IMP 7.. . ylMIM,M..11.NM, 

MIN 'MN Jw -I 
.... If 1 . M.. wor7 NM MIR . r -V- 1"11MM. rr- - I .r - MEIN OM + 0.00/000 _..r - -`t 

i EMM 
O .. . 2 :,:= .I N MI.a..s7... y7i . . M.r .I 7 - IMI... IN IMMt. NO IMM l r alr IN MI .ralIM 'MS ar.OM.i r.. a Ma. -7 a - a -r .....M.I .I - rMMInil. 

Figure 4. Poulenc, Caprice Italien, 
measures 313 -320. 

A ten -measure section of E pedal (tonic), measures 321 -330, reaffirms 

the key, and then a last flourish to the end. The cadence is 

harmonically C Major to E Major, third relation, another of Poulenc's 

favorite devices. 
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k n. rEC c c, sY,..... 9z 

Figure 5. Poulenc, Caprice Italien, 
measures 335 -336. 

Both Claudio Arrau and Arthur Rubinstein have played this work 

with great success, yet Poulenc who was "well- pleased" in 1925, later 

said in 1953: "I condemn without recourse the Napoli. "33 Many 

critics consider it one of his finest works for solo piano. 

In 1927, Poulenc was one of ten composers to contribute music 

for a ballet, L'Eventail de Jeanne. His contribution was a 

Pastourelle, number eight in the order of performance. Though first 

orchestrated, Poulenc liked the piece so much that he immediately 

transcribed it for solo piano. 

The Pastourelle is a beautiful, lyric composition in B -flat 

Major with some sudden changes of mood, so common with Poulenc. The 

middle section is in B -flat minor at first (again the alternation 

between major and minor), then to the relative D -flat Major, though it 

is never fully cadenced in that key. A return to the opening completes 

the basic ternary form, with a "wrong- note" thrown in for variation 

(measure 47), another typical element of Poulenc's style. The coda 

(measures 53 -58) reminds one of the jazz influence of the period and 

of Poulenc's constant humor in his compositions. 

33Nelson, 
pp. 49-50. 
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Figure 6. Poulenc, Pastourelle, measures 51 -58. 

The Toccata of 1928 is part of the Trois Piéces, but is often 

extracted for separate performance and has become one of Poulenc's 

most widely known piano solos. The dedication is to Ricardo Viñes, 

his famous piano teacher. This piece again illustrates brilliant 

passagework combined with much legato- staccato touch alternation. 

It opens with six measures of parallel fifths, a dreaded error in 

counterpoint exercises and perhaps Poulenc's way of poking fun at 

this. It also creates a modal (Dorian) sound. 

Tees salmé (sass ss pow or Massu es ssaw4) 
Js 1410 

SP IMMIO. .s a.a. SIM -IMO .1 MEE s . s .a.. asaa . asassas. ssMasaa.7.-..as ssaar. 
.ff clelr 
> , _,as./ 
Ms -40 P-a.aa.a- Mr- MIND aaa...sa... m 4NMas. a. u....ass.UMsaID 

-as,issa.a..aaa.as _ 

as -.aoftaM Ms., IMM. =NM UMassOMM 
My a4-asas.a.NV. 

.srsasasas _ 
.... . IMO MP." - av . {. s .s v u IIM. nIM M. . 1. MID MOM a OM 1. , '1111.411 

. - .s..as .asasas aa.slaaa=== as.'.rasaa.asss v=- . aa.a.aasas. 

_..., 1 assa..s aa a r ssMr- s assa_a. 7 ra+ . aasaasat .r. a ..s..sras MUM aaa.ar iv . .s_s+as aasrs 
Figure 7. Poulenc, Toccata, measures 1 -6. 



18 

In 1929, Poulenc began the set of eight Nocturnes, a style 

which evidently gave much inspiration to him as he would return to 

writing them sporadically over the next nine years, the final Nocturne 

being completed in 1938. 

The first Nocturne in C Major is considered by many critics to 

be one of his finest efforts. He must have loved the melodic idea, 

as he presents it five times in four different keys --C Major (measures 

1 and 16), D Major (measure 28), G Major (measure 44), and A -flat 

Major (measure 56). Much of the beautiful coloring of the melodic 

idea is because of Poulenc's fondness of 7th, 9th, and 11th notes 

added to basic triads. 

The coda to this first Nocturne illustrates many typical 

Poulenc elements within a short span. It begins (measure 87) with 

an E Major chord, the G -sharp of which becomes a dominant for a 

G -sharp Mm7 to C -sharp M (a dominant -tonic resolution in C -sharp 

Major, measure 88). The E -sharp of the C -sharp triad becomes 

enharmonically a dominant F- natural for a dominant -tonic resolution 

(FMm7 to B -flat M) in B -flat Major (beats 2 and 3 of measure 88). 

The D of the B -flat triad then becomes a dominant for the final 

resolution, DMm7 to GM (beats 4 to 1 of measures 88 -89). Having 

arrived on a GM triad, the dominant of the home key of C Major, 

Poulenc uses several seventh and ninth chords of the key (emm7, 

am M9, dmmM9) which produces the typical Poulenc color, and then 

cadences with a G dominant eleventh to a C Major triad with added 

ninth (that, of course, being Poulenc, does not resolve). The 

sabotaged cadence is common with Poulenc, where color and aural 

impression far outweigh traditional formulas. 
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Figure 8. Poulenc, Nocturne No. 1, 

measures 87 -92. 
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The fourth Nocturne in C minor was written in 1934 and has a 

programmatic title, "Bal fantóme" (Phantom Ball). The title is 

explained by a quotation, on the first page, from Le Visionnaire by 

Julien Green: 

Not a note of the Waltzes or Schottisches 
was lost throughout the house, so that the 
sick person was able to take part in the 
rejoicings, dreaming on his bed of the 
unhappy years of his youth.34 

The Nocturne is marked "lent, trés las et piano" (slow, very 

tired and soft), and recalls the Chopin Prelude in A Major, Op. 28, 

No. 7, another typical Poulenc parody. 

34Hell, 
pp. 43-44. 
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Figure 9. Chopin, Prelude in A Major, Op. 28, 

No. 7, measures 1 -4. 
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Figure 10. Poulenc, Nocturne No. 4, 

measures 1 -7. 

Although the title indicates C minor as the key, a harmonic 

analysis of this piece shows the majority of the piece in other key 

areas: F minor, D -flat minor, A minor, B -flat Major, and F Major; 

and it ends in a C Major chord. The first measure also shows 

Poulenc's preference of the augmented sixth chords, choosing the 

French augmented sixth for its added dissonance. He dispels that 

dissonance slowly in measure 2 by first suspending the augmented 

note, F- sharp, for two beats over a dominant bass pedal, G, and by 

adding an upper neighbor, E -flat, before the resolution on beat 

three to a GMm7. 
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Figure 11. Poulenc, Nocturne No. 4, 

measures 1 -2. 

The Nocturne is ABA' in form and ends in 36 short, tired measures. 

The Humoresque of 1934 is dedicated to Walter Gieseking. 

Gieseking was noted for his almost disdaining use of the sustaining 

pedal. This special quality of dryness could have given Poulenc his 

ideas for the piece, as the main theme is full of staccato markings. 

The entire style of the composition bears witness to the mauvais 

garjon aspect of Poulenc's work; even the end is a tease before a 

simple V7 - I cadence in G Major. 
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Figure 12. Poulenc, Humoresque, measures 61 -71. 

Poulenc finished the set of eight Nocturnes in 1938, and in 

1941, completed the two collections of twelve Improvisations that he 

had begun in 1932. The Improvisations were known to be Poulenc's 

favorite pieces and contain some of his best keyboard writing. Like 

so much of Poulenc, they are packed with jibes and salutations 

directed towards a variety of colleagues.35 The twelfth Improvisation 

35Laurence 
Davies, "The Piano Music of Poulenc," The Music 

Review, Vol. 33, No. 3, 1972, p. 200. 
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in E -flat Major is subtitled "Hommage á Schubert ". In this work, 

Poulenc imitates Schubert's waltz style, first announcing it with a 

trumpet -like fanfare (measures 1 -8). 

PIANO 

Mouvt de Valse à I temps (ó = si) 
1 > 3 1 s s==:.TC .... v - 

a, ' ff trèB brillant 

. 

et très aR:snt 
> > 

wi.d. 
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>, 
.. ;y111 - 
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Figure 13. Poulenc, Improvisation No. 12, 
measures 1 -8. 

The middle section is more legato than the first and contains 

typical Poulenc dissonance in the use of augmented chords for its 

main theme. The final 13 measures are on one pedal to take advantage 

of the added colors of the overtones. The last 3 descending octaves 

are reminiscent of two different composers: the first would be 

Beethoven in the "Les Adieux" Sonata, Op. 81a and it even uses the 

same 3 notes (G -f -E- flat); the other possibility is Violetta's aria 

in La Traviata by Verdi, where she opens the aria with those three 

notes, singing "E strano!" (It is strange!) It is left to the 

listener to decide if it is Poulenc poking fun at Beethoven or 

Verdi --or neither one (though knowing Poulenc's wit, that is 

doubtful). 
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Figure 14. Poulenc, Improvisation No. 12, 
measures 124 -136. 
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With this Improvisation ends Poulenc's second period. All 

the significant works for solo piano belong to this mature period. 

Having completed Les Soirees de Nazelles in 1936, the eight Nocturnes 

in 1938, and the twelve Improvisations in 1941, Poulenc now began to 

devote his energies in directions other than solo piano compositions. 

The third period, 1941 -1963, contains only one major solo 

piano work, Théme Varig, and five shorter pieces (3 more Improvisations, 

another Novelette, and an Intermezzo). Bravura and brilliance have 

all but disappeared from Poulenc's style in these last works. In 

their place, we find flowing, melodic lines supported by chordal 

figuration; the writing is, as always, lyrical, but not of the stature 

of the works of the second period.36 

36Werner, 
p. 18. 



CHAPTER 3 

SOME COMMENTS ON PEDALING AND TEMPO 

It would seem inappropriate to conclude a study of Francis 

Poulenc's piano works without commenting upon at least two of the 

aspects most necessary for a correct performance of his music, i.e. 

pedaling and tempo. 

From Víñes, Poulenc had learned a clear, but colorful style 

of piano playing, based on a subtle use of the damper pedal. In his 

own piano music, Poulenc was insistent on there being "beaucoup de 

pédale " .37 He spoke to this point as such: 

As to the use of the pedals, this is the great 
secret of my piano music and often its true 
drama. One can never use enough pedal. Under- 
stand me? Never enough! Sometimes when I hear 
certain pianists interpret me, I want to yell at 
them, "Put the butter in the sauce! Why play as 
though you were on a diet! "38 

The issue of tempo and Poulenc's metronome indications is a 

greater problem. Poulenc's intentions regarding tempo markings would 

seem to be very clear: "If pianists would have confidence in my 

metronomic indications....many evils would be avoided. "39 In spite 

of this statement, however, the composer himself makes numerous 

37 Nichols, p. 164. 

38Nelson, 
p. 285. 

39Nelson, 
p. 285. 
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contradictions in regard to his tempo indications. One such instance 

is documented by the following account: 

Upon hearing a performance of the 'Sanctus' from 
his Mass, Poulenc commented that the piece had 
been performed too rapidly. The conductor justi- 
fied his tempo with the metronome indication that 
Poulenc himself had indicated in the score. In 

response to this, Poulenc remarked: "Oh that; 
I made it that because most choirs always sing 
too slowly! "40 

Another example of tempo contradiction can be cited through 

one of Poulenc's piano works, Intermezzo No. 2 in D -flat Major, as 

recorded by Arthur Rubinstein. Poulenc's indicated tempo is 144, 

and Rubinstein's performance of it is 108. This might be dismissed 

were it not for the fact that Poulenc had great respect for Rubinstein's 

artistry and is quoted as saying: "How well Rubinstein plays me! 
41 

And lastly, Pierre Bernac made this observation after years 

of touring with Poulenc: "The feeling for a tempo varies slightly 

in the course of a long career as an interpreter....Poulenc varied his 

tempi....he played more quickly in his youth than in his maturity. "42 

In view of these accounts, it seems that it is justified for 

the performer to make slight adjustments for the sake of clarity, 

something Poulenc prized highly. All one needs to do is listen to a 

recording of Poulenc himself playing his works to be convinced that 

clarity and musical playing came first with Poulenc --the metronome 

is a distant second. 

40Linda 
Pruitt Stutzenberger, "Poulenc's Tempo Indications: 

To Follow or Not to Follow ", The American Music Teacher, January 
1982, p. 26. 

41Stutzenberger, 
p. 26. 

42Bernac, 
p. 45. 



CHAPTER 4 

SUMMARY 

If musical greatness is exclusive of innovation, then Francis 

Poulenc was a genius. He was not particularly inventive -texturally, 

rhythmically, or harmonically. For him, the most important element 

of all was melody, and he found his way to a vast treasury of undis- 

covered tunes. He himself said: "I know perfectly well that I'm 

not one of those composers who have made harmonic innovations like 

Stravinsky, Ravel or Debussy, but I think there's room for new music 

which doesn't mind using other people's chords. "43 Ned Rorem said 

if you take Chopin's dominant sevenths, Ravel's major sevenths, 

Faurg's straight triads, Debussy's minor ninths, Moussorgsky's 

augmented fourths.... filter them through the added -sixth chords of 

vaudeville (which the French called "le music hall "), blend a pint 

of Couperin with a quart of Stravinsky.... you get the harmony of 

Poulenc,44 

Poulenc was considered the clown of Les Six (he even had a 

marked facial and physical resemblance to the French comic, 

Fernandel). To the world, Poulenc was "the musical soft -shoe man, 

dancing away at his vulgar music -hall tunes with not a care in the 

43Nichols, 
p. 167. 

44Ned 
Rorem, "Monologue and Dialogues," Opera News, 

February 5, 1977, p. 12. 
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world, a grin permanently plastered on his face ".45 And yet "the 

clown whom nobody much took seriously" is turning out to be the 

strongest member of Les Six. Perhaps George Bernard Shaw has 

summed it up best: "Vulgarity is a necessary part of a complete 

author's equipment; and the clown is sometimes the best part of 

the circus. "46 

45Harold 
Schonberg, The Lives of Great Composers (New York: 

W. W. Norton, 1970), p. 465. 

46Robert 
T. Jones, program notes on the record jacket of 

Piano Music of Francis Poulenc, performed by Gabriel Tacchino. 
Angel S- 36602. 
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