Francis POULENC

Concerto for two pianos in D minor

Francis Poulenc (1899-1963) was one of the most distinctive voices of twentieth-century French music, celebrated for his
effortless blend of wit, lyricism, and emotional candor. Born in Paris into a prosperous family of industrialists, Poulenc’s musical
gifts were evident from an early age. Although largely self-taught, he received guidance from the Spanish pianist Ricardo Vifies,
who introduced him to the works of Debussy, Ravel, and Satie—composers who shaped his refined sense of color and irony.

Poulenc first gained recognition in the 1920s as a member of Les Six, a group of young French composers who sought to move
beyond the lush impressionism of Debussy and the heavy romanticism of Wagner. His early works were characterized by charm,
clarity, and playful irreverence. Yet beneath his lightness of touch lay genuine emotional depth, especially in his later music, where
he combined a renewed religious sensibility with his unmistakable melodic grace. From witty songs and sparkling chamber music
to profound sacred works like the Gloria and Stabat Mater, Poulenc’s music reveals both humor and humanity. His Concerto for
Two Pianos and Orchestra remains one of his most brilliant and beloved creations.

Concerto for Two Pianos and Orchestra in D minor is composed in 1932 for Poulenc himself and his close friend Jacques Février,
the Concerto for Two Pianos and Orchestra is a masterful example of the composer’s ability to merge elegance, spontaneity, and
vitality. Poulenc wrote it during a stay in Salzburg, where he had just attended the Salzburg Festival and heard a performance of
Mozart’s Piano Concerto in E-flat major, K. 271. Deeply impressed by Mozart’s clarity and balance, Poulenc sought to write a
concerto that paid homage to the Classical spirit while remaining unmistakably modern and French.

The concerto’s first movement, marked Allegro ma non troppo, bursts to life with dazzling energy. Its rhythmic vitality and
conversational interplay between the two pianos create a sense of playful dialogue rather than competition. The music’s
transparent textures, unexpected modulations, and percussive brilliance reflect both Poulenc’s admiration for Stravinsky and his
own flair for theatricality.

The second movement, Larghetto, offers a striking contrast—a lyrical and tender nocturne that recalls the elegance of Mozart and
the intimacy of Ravel. Poulenc described it as “a kind of dream,” and its delicate simplicity masks subtle harmonic sophistication.
The gentle exchanges between the two pianos evoke an almost poetic conversation, illuminated by a sense of nostalgic serenity.

The final movement, Allegro molto, sweeps away the calm with exuberant energy and humor. Incorporating bright rhythms, jazzy
inflections, and sudden harmonic twists, the music captures Poulenc’s love of Parisian cabaret and the lively spirit of the interwar
years. The concerto concludes in a dazzling flourish, celebrating joy and vitality over solemnity.

Throughout the work, Poulenc avoids the grand virtuoso rivalry typical of Romantic concertos. Instead, he presents the two pianos
as partners in dialogue—sometimes echoing each other, sometimes completing each other’s phrases, and always contributing to
the ensemble’s vivid color. The orchestration is light and transparent, allowing the piano writing to sparkle clearly against a
backdrop of playful woodwinds and bright brass.

Poulenc’s Concerto for Two Pianos stands as one of the twentieth century’s most engaging and original concert works. It captures
the essence of his musical personality—spirited yet sincere, sophisticated yet accessible—and continues to delight audiences with
its charm, warmth, and irresistible joie de vivre.



