
 

Poulenc and Duruflé: The Men and their Music 

A composition is a small window into the soul of its creator, and Francis Poulenc’s Gloria and Maurice 

Duruflé’s Four Motets on Gregorian Themes give us particular insights into the composers’ personalities. 

The Gloria reflects Poulenc’s dual nature: he embraced playful, popular music but was also deeply 

spiritual. Duruflé was quiet, introverted, and musically very conservative; he was also a passionate 

proponent of Gregorian chant, which infused many of his compositions, particularly the Four Motets 

and his Requiem. 

Francis Poulenc (1899-1963) was born in Paris to a bourgeois father, Émile, and 

a bohemian mother, Jenny, a gifted amateur pianist who taught her son to play 

from age 4. However, young Francis was not allowed to attend conservatory, 

his father, a wealthy pharmaceutical manufacturer, preferring that he undertake 

a more general education. After Poulenc’s father died early, Francis threw 

himself into the avant-garde life of 1920s Paris. He was strongly influenced by 

Jean Cocteau, Erik Satie, and Igor Stravinsky, and was an enthusiastic 

proponent of Dadaism.  

Yet Poulenc was not a revolutionary: his heart and his musical gifts were in 
melody, not in the futuristic, atonal, or “machine music” fashionable at the time. 
He had an abiding love for the tunes of the music hall and embraced jazz. A 

prolific composer, he wrote dozens of works in all genres: ballet, opera, concerti, chamber music, 
piano works, choral works, and art song. In the 1930s he experienced a number of great losses and 
had a subsequent spiritual awakening, returning to the Catholicism of his youth. This spirituality 
infused his later music and led to a profundity his early works could not gain. The great Nadia 
Boulanger once said, "Poulenc's personality was much more complex than what met the eye. He was 
entirely paradoxical. You could meet him as easily in fashionable Parisian circles...or at Mass." One of 
Poulenc’s friends put it even more succinctly: "In Poulenc there is something of the monk and 
something of the rascal." 

The Gloria captures both sides of Poulenc’s nature. His style is one of strong musical contrasts, moving 
between dissonance and lush, voluptuous chord progressions, from short clipped phrases to lyricism, 
from piano to forte. The movements run from playful to hauntingly beautiful and back again; the final 
movement ends on a solemn, hushed note from the soprano soloist, but just before that moment of 
peace, Poulenc cannot help but add an emphatic, jazzy “amen” interjected by the chorus. In response 
to criticism that the work bordered on the sacrilegious, Poulenc replied, “While writing it I had in 
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mind those Crozzoli frescoes with angels sticking out their tongues, and also some solemn-looking 
Benedictine monks that I saw playing football one day.” 

Maurice Duruflé (1902-1986) was a man who lived wholly within the 20th 
century but was never truly of it. From age 10 to 16 he lived at the choir 
school of the Rouen Cathedral, an experience which was perhaps the single 
strongest artistic influence of his life. The world of the Gregorian chant 
remained at the core of his artistic soul for his entire career. 
Characteristically humble and unsure of his talent, the young Duruflé 
nevertheless took the Paris Conservatory by storm: he won first-prizes five 
times, in organ, harmony, accompaniment, counterpoint and fugue, and 
composition. 

Though he maintained an active career as a virtuoso organist, composer, and 
professor, Duruflé was a reclusive and private person. He lived in Paris 
during one of its most radical and creative eras, but he remained true to his 
personal style and was never distracted by fads and new fashions in 
composition. Upon hearing a jazz mass in 1969, he loudly expressed outrage over what he considered 
to be a scandalous travesty. He was a slow and meticulous composer, always self-critical, constantly 
rewriting and revising his pieces even years after they were completed. Duruflé focused primarily on 
works for chorus, organ, and orchestra; he wrote, “I am incapable of adding anything significant to 
the piano repertoire, view the string quartet with apprehension, and envisage with terror the idea of 
composing a song after the finished examples of Schubert, Fauré and Debussy.” As a result, Duruflé 
published only fourteen works.  

But what works they are! The Requiem and Four Motets both grew out of Duruflé’s fascination with 

Gregorian chant. Like the Requiem, each of the motets is based on a different chant tune which 

remains prominent throughout. (Click on the motet title below to hear the original Gregorian chant). 

Together, the four short motets form an arch shape: the serene “Ubi caritas” begins quietly, moving 

to a slightly faster tempo in the all-women “Tota pulchra es,” reaching a climax in the third motet 

("Tu es Petrus"), and then in "Tantum ergo," returning to the mood of serene contemplation first 

established in "Ubi caritas." Duruflé’s monks play no football, but they are never bloodless. 

Yet as different as the two composers were, they were nevertheless colleagues and lions of the musical 

world. In 1939, Duruflé gave the world premiere of Poulenc’s Organ Concerto and advised Poulenc on 

the organ registrations. And together, with all their brilliance, disparities and contradictions, they do 

indeed reflect the glory of France. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Ep3o7g0Yrw&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KjIFDhA8v8A&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7tsK2NTUylI&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Swns4Kjzc9E&feature=youtu.be

