
1

Malcolm Sailor
SMT 2018

Modality as the 
Negative Image of 
Tonality in Fauré’s 
Piano Trio, op. 120 



2

Charles Koechlin, Gabriel Fauré (1927), 160.

G4
3 A  5#3

His well-known cadence…
“Sa cadence bien connue… du domaine Grégorien”

from the Gregorian domain

e.g., Gervais 1971, Gonnard 2000.

Non-diatonic

Chromatic  
alteration

Inverted 
seventh 
chord
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Louis Niedermeyer (1802–1861)

“Gregorian  
harmony”

“Plainchant 
tonality”

“Ecclesiastical 
tonality”
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1. Use of  “the pitches proper to each mode” 
No raised leading tones or other chromatic alterationss

The First Four Modes. 37

In this manner melodies of the third and fourth modes have become
to a certain extent pieces in our key of A minor, ending, so far as the
fourth mode is concerned, upon the dominant. And this is so true that in
the table of ecclesiastical keys adapted to those of the organ, which may
be seen in the Dictionnaire of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, we read, under
Third Tone, these words: "A minor or G" and under the fourth: "A
minor ending upon the dominant."

Harmonists and organists, influenced by modern tonality, made use
of the chord of the dominant in the first and second modes as a form
of cadence.

or even

In the third and fourth modes, the dominant chord itself became the
ending. (See the example already quoted.)
It is undeniable that these latter cadences are less harsh to modern

ears ; but it is no less certain that they effectually destroy the ancient
tonality in effacing the distinctive characteristics of the four modes which
we have just discussed. The result is a bastard harmony which is neither
plainsong nor music.1
It is therefore essential fully to realize the strict obligation to follow

the first fundamental rule, which enjoins " the employment in each mode
of none but the tones of the scale."
In the search for the true system of plainsong accompaniment, it is

important to be well on guard against a certain tendency toward smoothing
over, so to speak, to which our modern ears are but too favorably disposed.

1 [I have translated literally the author's designation of music as distinct from
plainsong. In France a Messe en plain-chant signifies a plainsong mass ; a Mtsse en

musique a modern composition. Tr.]

“Une harmonie bâtarde”
A bastard harmony

Niedermeyer et 
d’Ortigue, 
Traité, 64.

Two basic rules of  “plainchant tonality”

or other chromatic alterations

2. Consonant triads only 
No harmonic or contrapuntal dissonances
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1. The reconceptualization of  cadence. 

2. The active avoidance of   
common-practice progressions. 

3. The avoidance or neutralization 
of  tendency tones.

Three implict aspects of  Niedermeyer’s 
plainchant tonality
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1. The reconceptualization of  cadence.

Niedermeyer et d’Ortigue, Traité, 47.

First and Second Modes. 23

i
Let us then affirm that the only manner of accompanying the first

cadence is as follows, the bass c, d, being moreover one of the melodic
cadences of the mode : q

The second cadence will be harmonized by an inversion of the first :

I
Or in certain cases even thus :

It may be remarked that if the harmony by which we accompanied
the first cadence is plainly justified by what we have said concerning

it,— in a word, if it is such that no other could be conceived,— then the
accompaniment of the second flows from it, so to speak, since it is but >

the inversion of that of the first.
The third and fourth final cadences of the first mode may be con

sidered as simple modifications of the first two, since the harmonic end
ing is really the /, the d existing in the melody only in obedience to the
law that the complete ending must be on the final. Consequently the
harmony of the penultimate note / must be the triad of d.

3a- ~>

I

or
-a-

1

or

i -19- 1

ZJ2Z II

Let us consider for a moment the example 3 a. Here is an opportunity
to apply the observation made in the 5th general rule relative to the em
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Let us consider for a moment the example 3 a. Here is an opportunity
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d-5
3 d-5

3 F5
3 d-5

3

Niedermeyer’s Dorian cadences

C6
3C5

3

Niedermeyerian cadence:
- not an interval succession (à la Zarlino)

- not a key-defining harmonic progression (à la Rameau)
- a progression that closes upon tonal center
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2. The active avoidance of   
common-practice progressions

“there exists a radical incompatibility [between plainchant 
tonality and modern tonality], as our theory demonstrates on 

every page.” 

“il existe une incompatibilité radicale [entre la tonalité 
du plainchant et la tonalité moderne], comme notre 

théorie le démontre à chaque page.”

Niedermeyer et d’Ortigue, Traité, 14.
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2. The active avoidance of   
common-practice progressions

“the cadences of this mode become melodically identical 
with those common to our major keys.” 

« des cadences [deviennent] mélodiquement 
identiques aux cadences de notre mode majeur. »

Niedermeyer et d’Ortigue, Traité, 69.

Fifth and Sixth Modes. 41

accompanied, not by these chords :

But if it happen that all the 6's of a melody are not altered, then the

tonality will return to its own ; in other words, from the exception we will
come back to the rule. The several voices of the accompaniment must
conform to the melody itself, and the bflat will be introduced only to
avoid the tritone, as in the other modes.

Melodies in this mode usually begin with one of the notes /, a, or c,
all of which belong to the chord of the final. Some melodies will be
found whose first note is g, which is a part of the dominant chord.

EXAMPLE OF FINAL CADENCES OF THE FIFTH MODE.

I. 2.
E jus. A men.

6 
4

Avoid
Fifth and Sixth Modes. 41
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5 
3

Use



1 8 Gregorian Accompaniment.

and a
c—s>—u

will be accompanied by one of these three triads, according to circum
stances. The case is the same with the other notes of the scale, except
ing the following three, b, d,f, which together form the diminished triad

if— ||, a chord inadmissible in plainsong. For these three notes

the accompanist will then have at his disposal but two triads. But all
the notes of the scale may be accompanied by a chord of the sixth, either
to avoid the fundamental position of a triad which would produce a poor
bass, or to prevent a disagreeable interval in any one of the voices. And

the chord of the sixth d,f, b although derived from the pro

scribed diminished triad, may nevertheless be employed ; particularly in
the seventh and eighth modes, where it is almost indispensable, such as
its association with their modality. This chord must not be confounded,
because of the tritone which it contains, with the tritone which character
izes the modern chord of the dominant seventh; which, as we cannot too
strongly emphasize, is antipathetic to plainsong. The essential difference
between these two chords lies in the fact that of the two notes which
form the tritone, in the dominant seventh chord the f must always de
scend and the b ascend ; while in the chord of the sixth the f and the b

may each ascend or descend indifferently, as will be seen in this example
in the eighth mode :

1)(
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3. The avoidance or neutralization of  
tendency tones.

1 8 Gregorian Accompaniment.
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1
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“Modality” as the  
negative image of  tonality
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G4
3 A  5#3

Koechlin, Gabriel Fauré (1927), 158–161.

Returning to Koechlin’s “Gregorian” 
cadence

« la sensible supprimée dans le mode majeur »
“the suppression of the leading tone in the major mode” 

V5
7
4

« la sensible abaissée à sol bécarre dans le ton de la mineur. »
“the leading-tone lowered to G-natural in the key of A minor.” 
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1

7

Gabriel Fauré, Piano Trio, op. 120, ii.
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1

Gabriel Fauré, Piano Trio, op. 120, ii., mm. 1–3

4

Gabriel Fauré, Piano Trio, op. 120, ii., mm. 4–6

7

7

Gabriel Fauré, Piano Trio, op. 120, ii., mm. 7–9

10

Gabriel Fauré, Piano Trio, op. 120, ii., mm. 10–12



14

V4
3

7

10

Does not  
resolveV5

7

from Koechlin

4

Leading-tone aversion
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3

V4
3

7
VV4

3

?

More leading-tone aversionOnly instance of  dominant-with-leading tone
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7

Scale degree 7



FMaj7 Dmin7

7

Scale degree 7 rising to 8



accompanimental background

1

7

Scale degree 4
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7

What about other tendency tones?
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Aø7 FMaj7 Aø7 FMaj7 Gø7E Maj7♭

“Modal” chromaticism
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7 3

7 5

Aø7 FMaj7 Aø7 FMaj7 Gø7E Maj7♭

Non-resolution of  sevenths



7 3

7

FMaj7 Dmin7F7E Maj7♭ B Maj7♭

7
7

7

Non-resolution of  sevenths
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In conclusion…

Niedermeyer’s 
“plainchant tonality”

“Modality” as  
the negative  

image of  tonality

Fauré’s Piano Trio?
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