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Glossary 
 
 
accompaniment. A layer or layers added to the main voice that supports and enhances its  

functions. It may establish a degree of independence from the main voice based on 
difference. 

 
additional voice. A voice joined to the main voice (most often a bass line). This is a second  

layer, belonging to the accompaniment. The main and additional voices form a 
framework for the pitched aspects of the music. The additional voice may or may not 
reinforce the tonic when that is affirmed by the main voice. 

 
associate. A tone that through usage is associated with another tone, for example,  

the perfect fifth above (or fourth below) the tonic. (The terminology follows William 
Thomson. See associational pitches in the footnote to tonality frame.) 

 
content (of layers). A summary of the aspects of layers responsible for tonal affirmations.  

Examples of aspects are pitch order and emphasis, rhythm, register, and contour. 
 
difference (among layers). The extent to which voices and other layers separate themselves  
 based on content. When the differences between melody and accompaniment are 
 reduced, these layers become more tightly coupled. When the differences are increased, 
 the opposite is the case. (See tonal coupling.) 
 
distributed functions. Primary tone or chord functions that are located within a phrase and 
 connected by mostly stepwise voice motion. 
 
functional links. Conventional chord pairs and short progressions from tonal music, extracted  

from their original contexts and set into larger successions or chained together, in other 
key contexts. 

 
harmonic function. 1. The role played by harmony in the tonal and formal organizations of a  

composition. 2. The cumulative effects of harmonic members in terms of their functions 
(their pitches and behaviors). 3. A summary of the conventional usages of chords under 
categorical identifiers (e.g., T, S, and D). 

 
vertical harmony (abstract). The effects of multiple tones sounding simultaneously, where the 
 tones are drawn from the equal-tempered, chromatic scale.  
 
vertical harmony (concrete). Chords as they occur when melody and accompaniment are 
 joined. 
 
incipient bitonality. The precursors of bitonality, deriving from certain compositional  

procedures understood to produce forms of tonal layering. 
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layer. The single or combined voices that constitute a composition. It is synonymous with part, a  
grouping of elements that seems to form a whole (as a constituent), having a 
distinguishing function. Melody and accompaniment are typical layers. For the purpose 
of analysis, a part may be treated as a single layer even though it combines several 
voices. Layering is a musical organization in which parts distinguish themselves by the 
formal roles they play. 

 
main voice. The lead voice of multi-layered music; the focus of attention. The melody in  

homophonic music is usually the main voice. In homophonic music, the role of the main 
voice is to present and elaborate the characteristic ideas of a work. It is assumed that 
whenever and wherever a part or voice seems to stand out from its surrounding texture, 
because it presents characteristic ideas against other parts or voices that do not, or that do 
but to a lesser degree, it is the main voice and they are accompanimental in function. 

 
melody (tonal). A layer, the main voice, which presents the subject or ideas of  

a musical work. Ideational content and tonality are the primary determinants of its 
organization. 

 
modal harmony. The harmony that accompanies modes.  
 
mode (generic). A set of tones of different pitch, arranged in ascending order, in one octave  

inclusive, where the number of tones varies and the entire arrangement is identified by its 
unique series of intervals.  

 
mode (specific). One of the modes of plainchant. 
 
nonunitary harmony. A complementary relationship between melodic tones and their  
 harmonizing chords that does not produce recognized chord types.  
 
regulatory harmony. Vertical harmony (actual or virtual) that regulates or governs the voices 
 and layers within its span. 
 
scalar harmony. The harmony that accompanies major-minor scales. 
 
scale. A major or minor scale. 
 
sum and difference. General metaphors that attempt to capture two aspects of the interactions  

that occur when tonal layers are brought together.  
 
supplemental voices. Voices that are added to the main voice or framework formed by the  

main and additional voices. They constitute the second or third layer and belong to the 
accompaniment. They may or may not reinforce the tonic when it is affirmed by the main 
voice or two-voice framework.  
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tonal coupling. A metaphor that seeks to describe the tonal relationship between melody and 
 accompaniment in terms of how tightly or loosely they are bound together. There are 
 three states of loose coupling: weakened, weak, and decoupled. 
 
tonal emphasis. A temporary emphasis of a non-tonic tone or chord function. It is equivalent to  

Arnold Schoenberg’s “a turn toward [a tone, function, or key]” in contrast to “a real 
modulation.”1 
 

tonal layering. The relationship between layers when two or more of them assume different 
 tonal states simultaneously. 
 
tonal sufficiency. The capacity of a layer to affirm a tonic. 
 
tonal superiority. The capacity of a layer to affirm a tonic under conditions of tonal 
 contradiction by one or more other layers. 
 
tonality (in multi-layered music). When one layer most forcefully affirms a tonic and the other  

layers have such content that they are sensed as cooperating with it to varying extents. 
This makes possible a range of tonal conditions. 

 
tonality frame. A structural paradigm or pitch synopsis of the tone hierarchy of a section of  

music, represented in music notation, with different rhythmic symbols representing 
different degrees of structural importance.2 

                                                
 1 Arnold Schoenberg, Fundamentals of Musical Composition, eds. Gerald Strang and Leonard Stein 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1967), 155. 
 
 2 See William Thomson, “Pitch Frames as Melodic Archetypes,” Empirical Musicology Review 1 (2006): 
88–95. The hierarchy arises by some mixture of the following pitch kinetics: 
 
(1) formal prominence (unit endings or beginnings) 
(2) rhythmic prominence (metric or loudness accentuation) 
(3) frequency of occurrence (including durational dominance, repetition) 
(4) contoural locus—highest, lowest, and/or pivotal—within defining patterns, registral isolation, and   
      approach/departure by skip 
(5) prominence of a simple harmonic relationship (octave, fifth/fourth).  
 
In the frames (1) whole notes equal the focal pitch, (2) half notes equal non-tonic secondary pitches of the frame, 
being a fifth above/fourth below or a third above the tonic, (3) quarter notes equal participants in the frame, but of 
negligible structural weight, and (4) black noteheads equal prominent embellishing or elaborative tones whose 
principal direction of support is either up or down.   
 
The lexicon of the theory is as follows: 
 
Fixed or Framing notes: an interval or pitch envelope around and through which other notes move. It is the essence 
of the melody’s pitch coherence. Its tones are stable pillars for other tones. It may be an octave, fifth/fourth, major 
third (rarely the minor third), or their compounds. 
 
Focal/nuclear pitch: the tonic or root of the framing interval. It may lie at the bottom, top, or inside the framing 
interval. It enacts harmonic closure of a melody. 
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unitary harmony. An inclusive or complementary relationship between melodic tones and their 
harmonizing chords that produces recognized chord types.3  

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
Associational pitches: in addition to other means of their emphasis, tones that are approached and departed by skips. 
They become associated with the pitches they skip to and from. They belong to another level than the focal pitch.   
 
Pitch Boundaries: tones that occur at phrase limits. 
 
Elaborative pitches: those tones that elaborate or prolong more structurally important tones. 
 
According to Thomson, a melody may shift between frames. Tonality frames can operate in polyphonic textures in 
the same way and using the same building blocks found in simple unadorned melody. Frames are developed for each 
voice of the texture. The pitch simultaneities of chords add an immediate and significant shaping dimension: 
sometimes they confirm, sometimes they are at odds with melodic shapings. With homophonic music, sometimes 
merely giving frames for melody and bass is enough.  
 
 3 See section 6.3 where the term is defined for tonally layered music. 



 
 

 23 

Abstract 
 
 

Melody and accompaniment are the principal parts or layers of homophonic composition. It is 
possible for the tonal forces developed within them to contradict each other. When this occurs, 
and at least one of the layers is tonal, their relationship is characterized as being tonally layered. 
Tonal layering occurs in the music of Gabriel Fauré because of his practice of melodic 
harmonization, using a tonal-modal system. The theory of tonal layers is presented and various 
works of Fauré are analyzed, using a methodology based on the theory. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 
 

A diatonic melody . . . can be made to rest on a chromatic harmonization. In this case, the 
melodic element will prevail over the chromatic, because the harmonization that supports 
the melody can be compared in its significance to passing notes that in harmony do not 
disturb the tonal sense. The tonal sense presides over a progression of several chords 
whose members are foreign to the tonality because the diatonic melody itself imposes a 
definite and needed tonality. 

 
—Darius Milhaud 

 

The voices and parts of which Western music is composed may also be called layers (the 

term that will be preferred in this study). Layer will refer to the single or combined voices that 

constitute a composition. Melody and accompaniment, for example, are the primary layers of 

homophonic music. Layers are identified and achieve a measure of independence by means of 

those aspects that tend to differentiate them. It is on this basis that listeners are able to distinguish 

the layers of a two-part counterpoint, or decipher the intermingled paths of a violin and clarinet 

duo. This listener ability is called auditory stream segregation. The aspects of differentiation 

include registral separation, timbral separation, volume differential, contrasting textures, 

contrasting rhythms, different tempi, and the separated entry of layers. Tonality may also be an 

aspect of differentiation. When two layers differ by key, as in Milhaud’s bitonality, their 

remoteness and resultant dissonance tends to segregate them.1 

The study that follows will consider the tonal differences among layers in Fauré’s music, 

what they are, how they operate, and how far they extend. Consider, as example, the following 

passage from the first movement of Fauré’s Cello Sonata No. 1 in D minor, op. 109 (1917). 

example 1.1 shows the end of the development section, the retransition, and the start of the 

recapitulation. The cello melody is completely diatonic in the key of D minor (with a few

                                                
 1 The subjects of auditory stream segregation and bitonality in perception-cognition studies will be 
discussed in chapter 6. 
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Example 1.1. Fauré, Cello Sonata No. 1, I, mm. 94–118 

 

enharmonicisms); the chords are chromatic (identified without regard to inversions).1 The 

organization of the melody appears not to be based upon the harmony. It is more likely that the 
                                                

1 Chord labels (e.g., C, G7, D–7) are used in some of the examples. Since Fauré’s music is key-based, key 
designators may be given when chord labels are used. Chord labels are the usual way to refer to chords in notated 
popular music, though key designators are generally not used. Their use here merely makes explicit what is (almost) 
always assumed in popular music, that the music is in a key. Chord labels are used without key designators under 
the following circumstances: (1) when only the chords are to be identified and not their function or location within a 
key, based on the scale degree of their roots (as in examples 1.1, and 2.4); (2) when neither function symbols nor 
Roman numerals would explain their roles or origin (as in examples 2.4, 5.6, and 5.8); (3) simply to demonstrate 
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melody was composed first and subsequently harmonized such that diatonicism in one contrasts 

with chromaticism in the other. Consider the characteristics of the layers in mm. 98–105: the 

melody seems orderly and regulated; it is on track to lead back to the main key; by comparison, 

the harmony seems to wander. This strange relation between melody and accompaniment is not 

an isolated occurrence in the music of Fauré. What is most apparent to the ear and to the eye of 

the analyst is the sheer difference between melodic and accompanimental layers.  
 

Example 1.1. (Cont.) 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
harmonic variety (as in examples 1.1, 4.24, 4.25, 4.32, and 5.8). Chord labels are used with key designators under 
the following circumstances: (1) to give context to the chords identified (as in examples 5.4, 5.15, and 5.16); (2) to 
demonstrate harmonic variety (as in examples 5.15, and 5.16), especially in reharmonizations (as in examples 4.3, 
4.22, 4.23, 4.26, and 5.4); (3) to compare them to Roman numerals and/or function symbols (as in examples 2.20, 
4.11, 4.16, 4.20, 4.31, 5.4, 5.5, and 5.7); (4) when the designator reflects the key of the melody and the chords do not 
(as in example 2.12); (5) when the accompanimental key differs from the melodic key and/or the functions of the 
accompaniment are uncertain (as in examples 5.15 and 5.16). 
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In order to analyze a passage such as this, to describe the individual characteristics of 

each layer and also how they might interact, requires a methodology distinct from that of a 

traditional tonal analysis (for lack of a better description) and a Schenkerian one. More will be 

said about this in section 1.1. The method used in the following study is based on the theory of 

tonal layers. In brief, tonality is understood to be the product of layers, having individual tonal 

states. A tonality derives its character from the content of the layers and the relationships 

between them, in processes of interaction. The relationships vary based upon the differences 

between layers.2 

This study will describe the elements responsible for what Jean-Michel Nectoux 

identified as the bitonality upon which Fauré’s tonal-modal system is based.3 No one has of yet 

followed up on Nectoux’s observation with a full-length study of this aspect of Fauré’s 

compositions.4 Bitonality will refer to any music that presents two keys simultaneously, where 

the concern will be to describe the structures. (Consideration of some of the issues surrounding 

the perception of bitonality will be reviewed in chapter 6.) Much of the ambiguity one senses in 

Fauré’s music can be traced to his special kind of bitonality. For example, the following excerpt 

from Fauré’s Piano Quintet No. 2, IV, is briefly bitonal. 

Example 1.2 shows the beginning of the subordinate theme of the movement. Here we 

are presented with the two elements of Nectoux’s tonal-modal system. The modal melody in G 

flat Lydian is harmonized with a tonal progression from D flat major. The tonic, G flat, is 

established in the melody and accompaniment in mm. 63–66. Notice what happens in mm. 67–

                                                
 2 When layers are joined, they are assumed to interact, and the interaction yields a product. Harmony, as a 
category, summarizes a number of the qualities of the product of interacting layers, including consonance and 
dissonance. For more on tonal interaction, see section 6.1. 
 

3 Jean-Michel Nectoux, Gabriel Fauré: A Musical Life, trans. Roger Nichols (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 12. 

 
4 The reasons for this are likely two: first, there is not unanimity of opinion regarding bitonality, what it 

means and its perceptual reality (a matter open to further investigation of the subjective experience); second, the 
trend in music analysis, certainly since the advent of Schenkerian theory into the academy, has been toward more 
unitary conceptions of tonal music.  
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68: the tonic is harmonized with two common chord types that include it as a member but against 

which it and its fifth are dissonant tones. As harmonic dissonances, they might be expected to 

resolve. Db does but Gb does not. Given that the tonic and its fifth are stable tones of the key—

the most stable possible, a question comes to mind: does the harmony to which they are 

subjected change their tonal status or does their status carry through in spite of the 

harmonization? Stated another way, are the tonal functions of Gb and Db in the upper voices 

invariant under harmonic transformation?  

 
Example 1.2. Fauré, Piano Quintet No. 2, IV, mm. 62–70  
 

 

If G flat does not cease being the tonic because of its setting, then what does that mean 

for the conception of melody and harmony (and, for that matter, key)? Can a tonic be stable and 

dissonant simultaneously? To answer affirmatively would seem to conflict with the way that 

conventional theory has modeled the behavior of tonal music. Stability has been associated with 

the tonic, the most consonant element. Dissonance has been set in opposition to consonance, 



 

 
 

29 

hence, to the tonic as the element in which all dissonance resolves. Tonal theory has rested upon 

the tonic-consonance and non-tonic-dissonance polarity as a fundamental assumption.5  

This example would not likely be identified as a form of bitonality (as that term is usually 

understood). There is no sense of a second key being strongly affirmed; only some of the 

characteristics of D flat major are present. At most, this is a kind of technical bitonality. The 

effects are delicate compared to other examples that might have been given, mostly because of 

the inclusive harmonic relationship between the layers, which keeps the dissonance relatively 

low, and the suppression of the tonic of the key from which the harmony comes. The identity and  

ordering of chords is determined by the key of D flat major but no sense is had of that key. More 

will be said about this example in chapter 4.  

The two examples thus far presented do not have identical tonal conditions, owing 

primarily to their different formal functions—one developmental-retransitional, the other 

thematic. Fauré’s music expresses a range of tonal conditions, which includes bitonality in its 

stronger and milder forms. (Nectoux’s use of the term then may be summarizing what this study 

speciates.) Bitonality is included in the category of music that is tonally layered. Tonal layering 

will include those cases where melodic tones, having definite tonal functions, are not 

functionally matched by the chords that harmonize them. A chord mismatch here or there or a 

chord progression such as the one in example 1.2 above, are not likely to affirm a tonality 

separate from that which is heard in the melody. They do nonetheless impact the tonality in 

which they occur and they are indicative of the compositional processes that bring about (strong) 

bitonality, in which two tonalities are present. A section of music exhibits tonal layering when at 

least two of its layers simultaneously diverge in their content such that they produce, or are 

capable of producing, different tonal impressions. Bitonality is the product of two such layers; it 

is one kind of tonal layering. Tonal layering can be identified and described through analysis. 

                                                
5 “From species counterpoint to Schenkerian analysis—the gamut of technical knowledge generally taught 

concerning tonal music—the tonic-consonance symmetry observed by Rameau is an unquestioned given.” Daniel 
Harrison, Pieces of Tradition: An Analysis of Contemporary Tonal Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2016), 95. 
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With so broad a concept, many different musics, having layers that differ in their internal 

character and their external relationships, can be understood and described. These would include 

cases that run the gamut of Euroclassical as well as popular music.6 The theory of tonal layers 

and its method of analysis will be presented in chapter 2; the following chapters will apply them 

to the music of Fauré. An overview of the literature on Fauré analysis will indicate why this 

method of analysis is needed. The precedents for this approach will then be given. 
 

1.1 Fauré analysis: traditional and Schenkerian 

Studies of Fauré’s music can be divided into two general categories based upon 

methodology: traditional (for lack of a better term) and Schenkerian. Most have taken the 

traditional, parametrical approach, describing form, harmony, melody, counterpoint, etc.7 The 

conventional features of Fauré’s music would suggest that both traditional and Schenkerian 

approaches ought to be analytically effective. And indeed sense can be made of many of them, 

including his forms, key schemes, cadences, motivic developments, even much of his harmony.  

Among the unconventional features is his strange chord syntax.8 A number of the studies 

have noticed that Fauré’s harmony is often developed from his melodic and contrapuntal 

structures, explaining, to some extent, its unconventional syntax.9 The modality of his melodies 

                                                
6 The term Euroclassical is used here instead of  “classical music” or “common-practice music” to refer to 

all European art music. This term was coined by Philip Tagg. See Philip Tagg, Everyday Tonality II: Towards a 
Tonal Theory of What Most People Hear (New York & Huddersfield: The Mass Media Music Scholars’ Press, 
2014), 486. 

 
7 See Norman Suckling, Fauré (London: J.M. Dent, 1946); Robert Orledge, Gabriel Fauré (London: 

Eulenburg, 1979); Robin Tait, The Musical Language of Gabriel Fauré in Outstanding Dissertations in Music From 
British Universities ed. John Caldwell (New York and London: Garland, 1989); Nectoux, Musical Life; Claudia 
Breitfeld, Form und Struktur in der Kammermusik von Gabriel Fauré, 2 vols. (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1992); Serge 
Gut, “Die Verflechtung von Modalität und Tonalität in der Musik von Gabriel Fauré,” in Gabriel Fauré, Werk und 
Rezeption: mit. Werkverzeichnis und Bibliographie, ed. Peter Jost (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1996), 152–162. 
 

8 His unusual harmony was noted by some of his earliest commentators. See, for example, Louis 
Vuillermin, Gabriel Fauré et son oeuvre (Paris: Durand and Company, 1914), 22; Charles Koechlin, Gabriel Fauré 
(London: D. Dobson, 1945), 61ff. 
 

9 James L. Kurtz, “Problems of Tonal Structure in Songs of Gabriel Fauré” (PhD diss., Brandeis University, 
1970), 5–6; Nectoux, Musical Life, 229, 231; Zdenek Denny Skoumal, “Aspects of Structure in Gabriel Fauré’s Le 
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also breaks with convention (being a development in the French non-ecclesiastical music of the 

late-nineteenth century) and has received attention in nearly every study. In this category of the 

unconventional is also included that feature of his music, which is now being identified as tonal 

layering.10 Except for Nectoux’s mention of bitonality, the studies have not discussed it. This is 

assumed to be because of the harmonic and tonal assumptions that both traditional and 

Schenkerian approaches make (though, of course, they differ in the specifics of what their 

theories entail).11  

A Schenkerian approach to Fauré’s music is particularly inhibited by two of its 

postulates: (1) the surface is a composing-out of a deeper, less complex level and (2) the musical 

work is a tonal unity. The first postulate is responsible for two problems in the harmonic domain, 

which prevent an understanding of the role of harmony in the production of tonal layering. One 

is a general devaluation of ‘surface’ harmony: if such harmony is not engaged as a causal force 

(rather than an emanation of something else more profound) then neither it nor its role in 

producing tonal layers can be elucidated. The other problem is the difficulty connecting surface 

harmony to deeper levels. As Ken Johansen has noted, Schenkerian analysis of Fauré’s music 

may indicate the long-term, tonal direction of passages but fails to explain the origins of certain 

harmonic complexities from the background.12 Both problems are understandable since the 

Schenkerian prototypes were not designed with Fauré’s music in mind. His mature harmonic 

practice therefore puts the analyses on a negative footing; the harmonic complexities that are a 

                                                                                                                                                       
Jardin Clos and Related Works” (MA thesis, University of British Columbia, 1982), 5–6, 12–13; Suckling, Fauré, 
101–102. 

 
10 As will be discussed in chapter 3, Fauré’s harmony and modality are of a piece with his tonal layering 

because of the way in which he harmonizes his modal melodies. 
 

 11 Harmony in these approaches is assumed to regulate or govern the voices and layers within its span. 
Melody then does not act independently of harmony and in some forms of the theory is actually a transformation of 
harmony. The term regulatory harmony will be used to identify this notion of harmony. Regulatory harmony and 
unitary harmony are distinguished in this study, and the reasons for the definition of the latter term will become 
clear after the demonstration of tonal layering. For this reason, a discussion of unitary harmony will be deferred 
until section 6.3.  
 

12 Johansen, “Gabriel Fauré, un art de l’equivoque,” Revue de Musicologie 85 (1999): 64. 
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key characteristic of his music cannot really be engaged as positive features. They are, rather, 

impediments, requiring circumvention. These two harmonic problems are conspicuous in the 

graphs. While Schenkerians are correct when they observe that in a given phrase the composer 

has a target in mind (one of Ernst Kurth’s “tonal pillars”) and that he edges toward it 

contrapuntally, the impression that the graphs are intended to give is altogether too neat, as 

listening confirms. When separate phrases are joined in a comprehensive representation the 

result is often a series of tonal pillars with interposed gaps, a patchwork of harmony whose 

syntactical relationships are not explained. The graphs often show more floating noteheads than 

stemmed notes.13  

The postulate of a tonal (‘organic’) unity is the most analytically inhibiting since it 

forecloses any possibility of disclosing real tonal disagreements or contradictions within the 

fabric of a composition. Bitonality is an impossibility. Because a Schenkerian analysis sets out to 

show just this unity, the outcomes are predictable from the standpoint of this study: should unity 

be shown, the analysis will have glossed over such tonal layering as exists; should it not be 

demonstrated, the verdict may be rendered that Fauré is not truly a tonal composer.14 Neither 

outcome is acceptable. 

It is not surprising then that the previous attempts to perform a traditional or Schenkerian 

tonal analysis of Fauré’s most advanced creations have fallen short. The methods have not been 

adapted to analyze the structures produced by his method of composition.15   

                                                
13 See Taylor Aitken Greer, “Tonal Process in the Songs of Gabriel Fauré,” (PhD diss., Yale University, 

1986), and “Modal Sensibility in Gabriel Fauré’s Harmonic Language,” Theory and Practice 16 (1991): 127–142; 
James Sobaskie, “The Emergence of Gabriel Fauré's Late Musical Style and Technique,” Journal of Musicological 
Research 22 (2003): 223–276. 

 
14 See Edward R. Phillips, “Smoke, Mirrors and Prisms: Tonal Contradiction in Fauré,” Music Analysis 12 

(1993): 8, 17, 19–20, and “The Organic Nature of Sonata Form in Fauré,” in Regarding Fauré, ed., trans. Tom 
Gordon, 145–161 (Australia et al: Gordon and Breach Publishers, 1999): 156–157; Kurtz, “Problems,” 5. At least 
one author seems to argue that the music both is and is not amenable to a Schenkerian analysis: see Skoumal, 
“Aspects,” 7–8, 18. 

 
15 The conventional elements of Fauré’s music can just as well be described by traditional as by  

Schenkerian analysis. The specialty of the latter is to demonstrate its conception of tonal unity. The opinions on this 
may be summarized as follows: chord choice is derived from surface voice leading and not deeper structures 
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1.2 Precedents for a theory of tonal layers 

Precedents for this approach are found in the theories and practices of Euroclassical and 

popular music. Arnold Schoenberg and Darius Milhaud represent the one, popular musicology 

represents the other, and the work of the musicologists William Thomson and Peter Van der 

Merwe include both practices. Support for the theory of tonal layers is direct and indirect, the 

formulation of equivalent notions and discussions of musical organizations that result in 

conditions equivalent to tonal layering.  
 

1.2.1 Arnold Schoenberg 

Arnold Schoenberg theorized the prerequisites for tonal layering, discussed various 

musical states that are equivalent to it, and featured it in his music. For tonal layering to be 

possible, layers must carry tonal information that can be mutually divergent. Schoenberg’s 

theory of tonality satisfies this condition: tonality involves tonal contradiction as the central 

means of its realization. Every tone variation introduces uncertainty as to the identity of the 

tonic. Such variances are eccentric forces that exist within and between layers, which are 

metaphorized as challenges to the tonic (as hegemon); challenges must be overcome by multiple 

                                                                                                                                                       
(Skoumal, “Aspects,” 7, 14, 19, 80); middleground structures may be missing, making it impossible to connect 
foreground to background (Ibid., 7–8; Phillips, “Smoke:” 20); the surface voice leading may be distorted to such a 
degree as to lose contact with normal underlying middleground structures (Ibid., 15–16); and Fauré may use tonally 
non-committal prolongational devices at middleground level: 

Instead of extending background and deep middleground events by descending lines firmly supported by 
relevant harmonic progressions which would extend tonal stability from the inaudible background level 
upward toward the surface of the music, Fauré uses large-scale neighbor notes to or arpeggiations of the 
harmony being prolonged. Such devices are static ones which present harmonies but do not confirm [a] 
tonal center by the process of tonality—that is, by enacting the tonal relationships between harmonies. 
Overlaid with a foreground where harmonic and contrapuntal relations are obscured by rhythmic 
displacement, these devices do not firmly anchor the surface of the music to the tonal skeleton. Moreover, 
Fauré seems particularly disposed to obscure in this way the dominant-tonic relation even at deep 
middleground and background levels. For the listener, the result is the uniquely Fauréan illusion of being 
wafted from key to key without being able readily to understand why odd tonal relationships seem in 
retrospect to be so logical.  

 
(Phillips, “Organic:” 156–157). 
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means.16 Greater degrees of Schoenbergian contradiction, occurring between layers, make tonal 

layering statistically inevitable and lead to its various states (bitonality being one of them). Tonal 

layering is then a logical possibility of Schoenberg’s theory of tonality. Its actualization becomes 

more likely when aesthetic-compositional priorities are such that tonal contradiction consciously 

or unconsciously results.  

Tonal layering—a state of relations between parts that routinely differentiate 

themselves—becomes increasingly likely as the differences between layers grow. Schoenberg’s 

theory of melody and accompaniment satisfies a number of conditions for tonal layering as these 

layers distinguish themselves by their qualities, their functions, the variability of their 

relationship, their capacity to act independently, and by how they are perceptually 

comprehended.17 His theory of melody and accompaniment as the primary layers of homophonic  

music makes them the most likely location in which tonal contradiction is played out.18 If his 

theory of tonality postulates tonal contradiction generally, the theory of melody and 

accompaniment specifies it.  

                                                
16 Tonal contradiction is discussed (1) in general: Arnold Schoenberg, The Musical Idea and the Logic, 

Technique, and Art of Its Presentation., ed., trans. Patricia Carpenter and Severine Neff (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1995), 96–97, (2) within voices: Arnold Schoenberg, Style and Idea: Selected Writings of Arnold 
Schoenberg, ed. Leonard Stein, trans. Leo Black (New York: St. Martins Press, 1975), 123, (3) within harmony: 
Arnold Schoenberg, A Schoenberg Reader: Documents of a Life, ed., trans. Joseph Auner (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 2003), 274; Arnold Schoenberg, Structural Functions of Harmony, rev. ed. Leonard Stein 
(New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1969), 1–2, 10, 11; Schoenberg, Style and Idea, 275; Arnold Schoenberg, 
Theory of Harmony, rev. ed., trans. Roy E. Carter (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 130–131, and (4) 
between melody and accompaniment (“principal and subordinate (accompanying) voices”): Style and Idea, 380; 
Harmony, 133–134; Musical Idea, 183–184. 

 
17 Arnold Schoenberg, Fundamentals, 82–83; Style and Idea, 115–116, 226, 234–235, 246, 248, 380; 

Harmony, 133–134; Musical Idea, 183–184.  For an example of a subordinate voice acting independently by 
cadencing on its own, see Schoenberg’s String Quartet No. 1, I, G+70. 

 
18 “Music of the homophonic-melodic style of composition [is] music with a main theme, accompanied by 

and based on harmony” (Style and Idea, 397). See also Fundamentals, Ch. IX; Structural Functions, 4; Style and 
Idea, 115–116, 130, 171, 208, 234–235, 305–06, 312, 395–396; Musical Idea, 135.  Accompaniment is 
synecdochally referred to as “harmony” in places where it is opposed to “melody” or “theme” as in Style and Idea, 
81–84. Some places make the trope clear by mentioning both harmony and accompaniment as in Style and Idea, 87, 
102, 162–163. 
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 The melody is the main voice, the focal point of homophonic composition. Its functions 

generally take precedence over those of other layers.19 Among the layers of music there is then 

an asymmetry of forces. Schoenberg grants greater efficacy to melody than to the harmony of the 

accompaniment based on how music is comprehended.20 Melody can withstand tonal 

contradiction by other layers. For that to be the case, it must not only be tonally sufficient (within 

itself) but tonally superior (with respect to other layers).  

Another condition for tonal layering is met when a variation is made by “harmonic 

reinterpretation” of a melody, that is, melodic (re)harmonization.21 This is perhaps the most 

common pathway to tonal layering in late-nineteenth-to-early-twentieth-century music and 

accounts for many of the examples in Fauré’s music. There has been relatively little recent 

discussion by music theorists of melodic (re)harmonization, a fact that is puzzling based on the 

prevalence of this technique in Euroclassical music.  

Discussions that involve tonal layering occur in Schoenberg’s commentary on the works 

of others as well as his own. Schoenberg’s analyses sometimes present cases that are better 

handled by including them under the umbrella of tonal layering. Descriptions that use the 

language and concepts developed for his theories of tonality and harmony may obscure the tonal 

mechanics in these cases. He understands tonal layering as melodic-harmonic “contradiction,”22 

inartistic combinations of simple (“primitive,” diatonic, tonal, folk) melody and dissonant 

harmony,23 “extended tonality,”24 and “suspended tonality.”25  

                                                
19 Schoenberg, Musical Idea, 135; Style and Idea, 115–116. When not referring to a specific melody, 

melody refers to the function, regardless of the layer that performs it. 
 
20 “The efficacy (Wirkung) of the horizontal is thus greater than that of the vertical. A cadence made in the 

horizontal [melodically] will be stronger than one made in the vertical [harmonically].” Harmony, 133–134. 
 

21 Schoenberg, Style and Idea, 297; Harmony, 286ff.; Musical Idea, 19. On the harmonization of folk 
melodies, see Style and Idea, 133, 162–166. 

 
22 Ibid., 380; Harmony, 133; Musical Idea, 183–184. 
 
23 Structural Functions, 193; Style and Idea, 102, 133, 165, 247. 
 
24 Structural Functions, 90–91, 99, 102, 103, 105, 106–107. 
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A theme Schoenberg repeatedly touched on in his writings was the expanded role of 

harmony that began with Wagner.26 Harmony as a function of the accompaniment became a 

focus itself. Included in the changes were increased chromaticism and dissonance, often in the 

form of rapid tonal excursions with or without sequences. Not unaffected himself by these 

idiomatic changes—changes that impacted the sense of key— Schoenberg’s artistic trajectory 

passes through various tonal states on the way to the tonal neutrality of his serial music. In fact, 

the range of melodic and harmonic expression had been so enlarged, within the bounds of what 

was still considered tonal composition, that significant variances of tonal attitude are found 

within single compositions.27 Analysis shows that his own artistic production subsumes tonal 

layering. His theoretical conclusions may be interpreted in the light of his music. Schoenberg 

gave little attention in his writings to the subject of bitonality or to progressive musical 

developments in France overall (aside from Debussy). This is understood as a consequence of his 

biography and compositional philosophy.28 But his silence on the subject should in no way be 

taken to mean that he was unaware or uninterested in it or that he did not recognize it in his own 

works. 

Two examples from Schoenberg’s String Quartet No. 1 illustrate both reharmonization 

and forms of tonal layering. In reference to a passage in the first movement that leads to 

                                                                                                                                                       
25 Ibid., 111–112. 

 
26 See, for example, Style and Idea, 49, 133, 173, 216–217, 245–246, 258, and 285. 
 
27 The String Quartet No. 1 in D minor, op. 7 (1904–1905) and Suite in the Old Style (G major) for String 

Orchestra (1934) are exemplary. His development was not linear but circular within a much-expanded tone realm.   
The practical problem becomes how to move between, to connect, varying tonal states, something similar in certain 
respects to the problems associated with moving between the regions of a tonality. Perhaps this accounts somewhat 
for Schoenberg’s pedagogical emphasis upon connection and disconnection and the strength of the means used to 
navigate the regions. 

 
28Schoenberg, in 1922, commented in a letter that “Milhaud strikes me as the most important representative 

of the contemporary movement in all Latin countries: polytonality.” See Letters, ed. E. Stein, trans. E. Wilkins and 
E. Kaiser (London: Faber & Faber, 1964), 80. In another letter of 1923, he gives a negative critique of polytonality 
(mentioning Milhaud, Casella, and Stravinsky) on the grounds of his compositional philosophy. See Leonard Stein, 
“Schoenberg: Five Statements,” Perspectives of New Music 14 (1975): 161–173. 
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transformations of the main theme at rehearsal H and H+44, Schoenberg explains that he varied 

three statements of the passage (in the first violin) by changing its accompaniment and 

harmonization.29 Reharmonization is also part of the accompanimental treatment given to the 

theme at rehearsal H and H+44.30 The broad harmonic outlines of the transformations match that 

of the main theme but the details have been changed. The idea shown in example 1.3, having a 

presumptively diatonic origin, appears throughout the work in diatonic31 and chromatic32 forms. 

Its harmonization varies at virtually every appearance. 
 

Example 1.3. Schoenberg, String Quartet No. 1, D+33, violin I 
 

 

 As example 1.4 shows, its first appearance, at rehearsal A+2, is in a chromatic form. 

Ideas associated with it—which are presented consecutively in a single voice later in the work (at 

G+67) and have tonal harmonizations (though they change rapidly)—are presented 

simultaneously, in canon (A+1–30). Each of the four voices enters in a different key, that is, the 

passage is polytonal. The keys are determined by the tonal uses of the ideas elsewhere in the 

work. The key of each voice changes after four measures.33 The verticalities formed make many 

functional links34 but the degree of chromaticism is such that no tonal context is permitted to be 

established: one cannot tell which tones are structural and which are ornamental. 

                                                
29 Schoenberg, Style and Idea, 64–65. 
 
30 Peter Schubert makes the case that Schoenberg, in his early music, composed with pairs of voices 

(motivically derived) that were harmonized. See Peter Schubert, “‘A New Epoch of Polyphonic Style’: Schoenberg 
on Chords and Lines,” Music Analysis 12 (1993): 289–319. 
 

31 A+71, C+60, D+23, and +33, E+ 25, +106, G+33, L+11, M+59, N+14, +21, +48, +56, +89, O+15. 
 
32 A+2 (polytonal), B+36 (polytonal), C+34, D+18, G+50ff., +67, D+18, +21, I+17, O+33. 
 
33 Violin I begins in the middle of the canonic subject. The first full statement of the subject is by violin II. 
 

 34 Conventional chord pairs and short progressions from tonal music, set into larger successions or chained 
together, in other key contexts than the original. 
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Example 1.4. Schoenberg, String Quartet No. 1, A+1–14 
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1.2.2 Darius Milhaud 

Polytonality is a particularly emphatic form of tonal layering.35 Consequently, the 

arguments made for polytonality a century ago by Charles Koechlin, Darius Milhaud, Alfredo 

Casella, and others, as well as their polytonal compositions, are also precedential. The inclusion 

of their work at this point does not signify an endorsement of every aspect of their theories or the 

validity of specific arguments.36 Rather, their theories and compositions stand as historical facts, 

testifying to the reality of a phenomenon that is still under investigation and discussion.37 So 

much has been written on polytonality that it is impossible to venture into it with any detail.38 

Milhaud may be considered the representative of that period in which polytonality came to the 

fore and so his views will be summarized as they are pertinent. His compositions add context to 

his writings. Milhaud presents most of the basic categories of tonal layering in the course of his 

attempts to distinguish polytonal and atonal music.39 Given the elements of melody and 

                                                
35 Mark Delaere uses the term “tonal layers” to refer to the layers of polytonal compositions. See Mark 

Delaere, “‘Autant de compositeurs, autant de polytonalités différentes’: Polytonality in French Music Theory and 
Composition of the 1920s,” in Tonality 1900–1950: Concept and Practice, eds. Felix Wörner, Ullrich Scheideler, 
and Philip Rupprecht (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2012): 159, 162. 

 
36 Milhaud drew a sharp distinction between polytonality and atonality (one that included nationalistic-

stylistic identifications not uncommon at the time). See Darius Milhaud, “To Arnold Schoenberg on His Seventieth 
Birthday: Personal Recollections,” Musical Quarterly 30 (1944): 380. 
 

37 According to Alfredo Casella, “after the appearance of the Sacre du Printemps, polytonality became a 
thing of current usage among the majority of European musicians belonging to the ‘vanguard.’ And to-day it is no 
longer in point to discuss whether the new phenomenon has wrought good or evil; it appears to us as a fait accompli 
of such import that it is a natural necessity—for anyone who is really in earnest—to study rationally the aforesaid 
phenomenon.” Alfredo Casella, “Tone-Problems of To-day,” trans. Theodore Baker, Musical Quarterly 10 (1924): 
164. Dimitri Tymoczko has made the following comments: “A reasonably flexible notion of “tonality,” coupled with 
a clear understanding of the facts of auditory perception, suffices to place the concept of “polytonality” on a firm 
footing.” “It is a historical fact that many composers in the twentieth century took themselves to be composing 
polytonal music.” He recommends that analysts “let the historical issues influence [the] choice of analytical 
procedures.” Pieter C. Van Den Toorn and Dmitri Tymoczko, “Stravinsky and the Octatonic: The Sounds of 
Stravinsky,” Music Theory Spectrum 25 (2003): 195, 199, 200. 
 

38 See the comprehensive historical overview of the issues in Laura Christine Amos, “An Examination of 
1920s Parisian Polytonality: Milhaud’s Ballet La Creation du monde” (PhD diss., University of Texas at Austin, 
2007). 

 
39 See Darius Milhaud, “La Mélodie,” Melos 3 (1922): 195–198; Darius Milhaud, “Polytonalité et 

Atonalité,” in Notes sur la musique: Essais et chroniques, ed. Jeremy Drake (Paris: Flammarion, 1982), 179–180, 
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accompaniment in homophonic composition, and main voice and subordinate voices in 

polyphonic composition,40 the categories are these: 

1. Tonal melody with contradictory or nontonal accompaniment 

2. Nontonal melody with tonal accompaniment 

3. Tonal melody in one key with tonal accompaniment in another key: bitonality 

4. Tonal melodies in multiple keys: contrapuntal polytonality 

The effects of various polytonal states depend upon a number of conditions. First of all, 

layers have to be able to independently affirm keys and resist nullification or assimilation by 

other layers. These abilities cannot be granted only to harmony-bearing layers like homophonic 

accompaniments, they must also be granted to melody. The examples Milhaud gives in 

“Polytonality and Atonality” and ones that might be drawn from his own compositions, like 

Saudades do Brazil, show that in homophonic music, tonal layering most often occurs between 

melody and accompaniment. And if the melody is tonal, it has these abilities, as the quotation 

that opened this chapter attests.41 Melodies in category one and some in category three are 

tonally sufficient and superior. 

When the melody does not have all the characteristics of a key, assistance of the 

accompaniment is required to communicate the tonality. Milhaud’s view is that such cases, even 

with considerable dissonance, may remain unitonal. Citing an example by Satie from Parade in 

which the melody might suggest F sharp major and the accompaniment is in C major, Milhaud 

concludes that the result is unitonal because the accompaniment acts like a pedal and the melody 

                                                                                                                                                       
originally published in Revue musicale 4, no. 4 (1923): 29–44; Darius Milhaud, “The Evolution of Modern Music in 
Paris and in Vienna,” North American Review 217 (1923): 544–554. 
 

40 It was the teaching of André Gédalge, Milhaud’s counterpoint instructor, that even polyphonic 
composition will have a “dominant melodic line.” See Barbara L. Kelly, Tradition and Style in the Works of Darius 
Milhaud, 1912–1939 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2003), 154–155. 

 
41 The quotation is from “La Mélodie:” 195. The translation is mine. 



 

 
 

41 

as a type of prolonged échappé. Such a case, in his view, does not rise to the level of true 

bitonality.42 This is a case of tonal layering in category two. 
 

Example 1.5. Satie, Parade, “Acrobats,” mm. 5–8, reduced 
  

 

 The argumentation of Milhaud implicitly recognizes the two meanings of melodic tones: 

when the tones of a melody are accompanied (by pitch-bearing layers) they add to their melodic 

meanings (with respect to the key) harmonic meanings (with respect to the chords of which they 

are members).43 It is on this basis that Milhaud reckons that the tones of a nontonal melody can 

also be tertial extensions to a tonal chord progression,44 and contrariwise, that tonal melodies can 

conglomerate as atonal harmony.45 When layers diverge tonally the two meanings of melody will 

reflect this, because its tones sit at the intersection of divergent tonal states. The two meanings 

are responsible for tonal layering’s vastly expanded range of effects. 

Melody is predominant in Milhaud’s compositional thought; the nature of its melody 

determines whether music is polytonal or atonal.46 Determinations of tonal states require 

                                                
42 Milhaud, “Polytonalité et Atonalité:” 179–180. Such cases are unitonal but with qualifications relative to 

the effects of the layering. For more on polytonality in Satie, see W. H. Mellers, “Erik Satie and the ‘Problem’ of 
Contemporary Music,” Music and Letters 23 (1942): 215–216. 

 
43 Leonard Bernstein likened a melodic motive to a noun and a chord to an adjective because “obviously the 

chord modifies by descriptive coloration the noun to which it is attached.” The notes of the melodic motive thus 
acquire “a specific added meaning because of the chords that modify them.” Leonard Bernstein, The Unanswered 
Question (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), 63. 
 

44 Milhaud, “Polytonalité et Atonalité:” 186. When the melody is chromatic—not tonal—and the harmony 
is tonal, in his view, what results is a succession of extended chords. Melodic tones are then simultaneously foreign 
to the key and yet part of its harmony.  

 
45 Ibid., 184. 
 
46 Ibid. 188; Milhaud, “Evolution of Modern Music:” 554. 
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assessments of melody and other layers and, given the possible arrangements, they have to be 

carried out separately at the initial stage of analyses. So, the composition of layers directs the 

choice of analytical method. The differentiation of layers by key in Milhaud’s compositions, 

whether homophonic or polyphonic, requires such separate examination as a prerequisite to 

understanding their relationships. While this point seems self-evident when considering 

Milhaud’s works, it is worth mentioning because other, less-obvious kinds of tonal layering, such 

as are found in Fauré’s music, require the same approach. And, obviously, an assumption of 

tonal unity is not possible in many cases, and harmonic reduction of all layers would be beside 

the point. 

 Milhaud recognizes many possible kinds of polytonality: “there are as many different 

polytonalities as there are composers.”47 In his own compositions, the number of layers varies as 

do the number and textural distribution of tonally cooperating layers. In some cases there is a 

predominant tonality, in others no. The tonal states of layers may fluctuate sectionally; the music 

may shift between unitonality and polytonality. For example, in the outer sections of “Botafogo,” 

the second piece in Saudades do Brasil, both layers are clearly tonal, the melody in F sharp 

minor and the accompaniment in F minor. Tonal dominance may be heard to shift from 

accompaniment to melody and back over the course of the first phrase. Melody and 

accompaniment go to war in the middle of the phrase where attention is drawn to the melody. 

After the fact, the melody may seem like an extended appoggiatura that finally yields to the pull 

of the key of the accompaniment. Ultimately, the dominant tonal layer of the piece is the 

accompaniment.  

 As can be gathered from example 1.6, heightening the differences between layers 

enhances the separation of audio streams. Cases of bitonality may take advantage of various 

means for doing this such as a tonal set-up, registral separation, timbral separation, etc. Such 

means are often satisfied in the melodic-accompanimental relationship. 
 

                                                
47 Milhaud, “Polytonalité et Atonalité:” 184. 
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Example 1.6. Milhaud, Saudades do Brasil, “Botafogo,” mm. 1–14 
 

 

 The works of Béla Bartók substantiate Milhaud’s idea that there are as many different 

polytonalities as there are composers. Bartók’s compositions share with others of his 

contemporaries—Fauré included—the element of melodic modality. His explorations of 

folksong, modes, and exotic scales contribute to the variety of tonally layered arrangements that 

are found in his works. Fundamental similarities link his music to others of his contemporaries 

whether or not he or they associated themselves with any particular philosophy. The writings of 

Bartók and his work product suggest a flexible compositional attitude:  
 

The genuine folk music of eastern Europe is almost completely diatonic and in some 
parts, such as Hungary, even pentatonic. Curiously enough . . . a tendency [appeared in 
our art music] towards the emancipation of the twelve tones comprising our octave. . . . 
The diatonic element in eastern European folk music does not in any way conflict with 
the tendency to equalize the value of semitones. This tendency can be realised in melody 
as well as in harmony; whether the foundation of the folk melodies is diatonic or even 
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pentatonic, there is still plenty of room in the harmonisation for equalizing the value of 
the semitones.48 

His terminology here is broadly equivalent to that of Milhaud, that “a diatonic melody . . . can be 

made to rest on a chromatic harmonization.” It is the merger of diatonic melody with chromatic 

accompaniment, however the latter is worked out, that is a formula for tonal layering.  

 Analysis that begins from the basic categories as Bartók enunciated them was, of course, 

the recourse of musicologists. Stuart Thyne described the elements of Bartók’s folksong 

harmonizations. The problems to be solved, as he saw them, were the nature of the harmony, its 

ability to convey a sense of progression, and its relationship to melody. Thyne describes melodic 

and accompanimental layers separately, by their differences of organization: “only one element, 

the melody, is in a fixed key or mode, while the chords of the accompaniment are not necessarily 

related diatonically, but cohere by reason of some other factor such as a stepwise progression of 

the bass.” He attempts to assign “relevance” to specific melodic notes, where the degree of 

relevance is determined by the position of the note in its own scale and its member position in 

the accompanying chord (whether root, third, fifth, seventh, etc.). The degree of relevance is 

thought to produce a sense of harmonic progression. He summarizes Bartók’s method of 

harmonization as follows: 
 
 [Bartók harmonizes] diatonic melody by triads and others of the simpler “traditional” 
 chords, in which the relationship between the melody and harmony is not traditional, in 
 that the melody note which is harmonized is not necessarily a significant note in its own 
 scale or salient rhythmically, and is not treated according to its position in the scale, 
 while remaining melodic notes, including those harmonically significant in their own 
 scale, are in varying degrees discordant with the accompanying chord.49 

 It is the harmonization of melodic tones that produces the two positions—position in the 

key and position in the chord, terms that are equivalent to the ‘two meanings.’ These two 

manifestations of melodic tones are able to act independently of each other. An insignificant note 

in the scale can be a chord root, just as a significant note in the scale can be an added sixth or be 

                                                
48 John Vinton, “Bartók On His Own Music,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 19 (1966): 

239–240. 
 
49 Stuart Thyne, “Bartók’s ‘Improvisations:’ An Essay In Technical Analysis,” Music And Letters 31 

(1950): 32–35. 
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harmonized dissonantly. And since relevance occurs in degrees, it becomes a factor in its own 

right that is able to be controlled according to the formal requirements of phrase structure, 

cadence, and key. Thyne’s idea of “relevance” made it possible for him to track changes in the 

melodic-accompanimental relationship, what are understood as fluctuations of the coupling 

between layers. What is most important to the argument for a theory of tonal layers is not the 

precise solution Thyne offers but the angle from which he attacks the problem: how sense can be 

made of the whole entails a careful description of layered differences.50  
 

1.2.3 Popular music: Moore, Stephenson, Temperley, White, Winkler 

Studies of popular music also provide precedents for tonal layering because, unlike 

Euroclassical music, there is no expectation on the part of theorists that harmony will regulate 

melodic events. Contradictions between the two are common. Scholars of popular music have for 

the most part recognized two distinct methods of tonal analysis, one for Euroclassical music, and 

the other for popular music. And yet there is significant overlap of the two and neither music is 

homogenous. The melodic-accompanimental relationship in popular music is similar to that 

found in Fauré’s music insofar as melody is accompanied by chords that harmonize it but do not 

always agree with its tonal functions.  

Peter Winkler notes a trait of ragtime and jazz wherein melodies, improvised or 

composed, do not always follow the chord progressions of their accompaniments.51 Allan Moore 

identifies, in his words, “the ‘divorce’ between melodic and surface harmonic schemes” in rock 

music.52 Ken Stephenson observes that melody and harmony in rock music have a looser relation 

than in common-practice music, and the melody frequently contains notes that are not chord 

                                                
 50 Thyne’s “relevant notes” seem to be determined more by their position in the harmony than by their 
salience in the key of the melody. At their best they are mediators between two conflicting layers. 
 

51 Peter K. Winkler, “Toward a Theory of Popular Harmony,” In Theory Only 4, no. 2 (1978): 3–26. 
 
52 Allan Moore, ”The So-Called ‘Flattened Seventh’ In Rock,” Popular Music 14 (1995): 185–201. 



 

 
 

46 

tones of the accompaniment.53 David Temperley also notes a kind of independence between 

melody and harmony in rock, referencing Moore (1995). When this occurs, Temperley describes 

the pitch organization as “stratified.” He contrasts stratified pitch organization with “unified” 

organization. In his view, the system of stratified pitch organization operative in certain rock 

songs is “fundamentally different from that of common-practice music.”54  

In a 2010 study of rock songs, a position is staked out similar to Stephenson’s: what 

might be thought to undermine tonality is, in many cases, actually a unifying factor of tonal 

organization.  In such cases, the melody is elaborating the tonic harmony, and, in effect, 

anchoring the tonality despite instances of non-congruity between melody and harmonic 

accompaniment.55  

According to Moore (2012), popular music generally exhibits a strong tendency to 

display four textural layers, each defined by their functions: (1) the explicit beat layer, (2) the 

functional bass layer, (3) the melodic layer, on which the listener tends to focus, and (4) the 

harmonic filler layer whose function is to fill the ‘registral’ space between the bass and treble 

layers.56 The layering of the musical texture by function is the fundamental condition for tonal 

layering. Layering itself—a musical organization in which parts distinguish themselves by the 

roles they play—increases the odds tonal layering will occur. It is no coincidence that tonal 

diversity so often occurs between the layers of melody and accompaniment. Though Moore 

                                                
53 Ken Stephenson, What to Listen For in Rock: A Stylistic Analysis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2002). Significantly, he attributes key-confirming function to the notes of the tonic triad in the melody as they occur 
against non-tonic chords. 

 
54 David Temperley, “The Melodic-Harmonic ‘Divorce’ in Rock,” Popular Music 26 (2007): 323–342. In a 

more recent addition to the literature on the “melodic-harmonic ‘divorce’” in rock, Drew Nobile touches on the 
subject as he offers a general method for rock-music analysis. However, he adds nothing essentially new to the topic 
and does not consider the consequences of tonal layering for tonal theory. See Drew F. Nobile, “A Structural 
Approach to the Analysis of Rock Music” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2014). 

55 Darryl White, “Assumptions, Corroborations, and Objections to a Theory of Melodic-Harmonic 
Interaction” (paper presentation for Seminar in Rock Music Analysis, University of Arizona, Tucson, November 29, 
2010). 

56 Allan F. Moore, Song Means: Analysing and Interpreting Recorded Popular Song (Farnham UK: 
Ashgate, 2012), 20–21. 
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conceptualizes the functional layers of pop music and revisits the melodic-harmonic ‘divorce’, 

he does not—as is done here—explicitly associate the two as potential cause and effect.57  

Tonal layering also arises by the manner of melodic composition. Moore writes: “the 

literature on popular music harmony is extensive indeed compared to that on melody. The most 

obvious reason for this is that musicologists regard melody as a function of harmony, and that 

harmony is therefore prior.” But, he says, “in practice, although many musicians do seem to 

conceive harmonies first, and weave a melodic line over the top of such harmonies, others 

develop melodies initially almost without reference to harmony.” In certain cases, he regards 

popular melody as a relatively autonomous part of a musical piece.58  

Since the 2010 study, bossa nova songs and jazz instrumentals have been examined with 

an eye to tonal layering.59 Fewer implied harmonies are found in bossa nova melodies than the 

number of actual harmonies occurring in their accompaniments; melodies are often reducible to 

tone groupings of one, two, or three of the primary triads.  
 

1.2.4 William Thomson: tonal stratification and tonality frames 

The tonal theory of William Thomson, described in Tonality In Music: A General 

Theory, is pertinent to the topic of tonal layers and the approach to melodic analysis used in this 

study.60 Thomson begins his analyses with melody alone whose “ensuing relationships,” as 

heard, represent “the transformation of separate [pitches] into their unique contextual roles.”61 

                                                
57 Ibid., 20–28, 80–81. 

 
58 Ibid., 91–92. The assumption made in this study is that a melody may achieve its autonomy regardless of 

whether it was composed before or after the harmony, based on perceptual observations like those of Schoenberg 
cited in section 2.7.2. 

 
59 Darryl White, “Plural Harmonic Meaning in the Melodies of Bossa Nova Songs” (paper presented at the 

Gamma-Ut Conference, University of Texas, Austin, March 26, 2011); and Darryl White, “The Melodic-Harmonic 
‘Divorce’ In Jazz” (paper presented at the Eighth European Music Analysis Conference, Leuven, September 19, 
2014).  

 
 60 William Thomson, Tonality in Music: A General Theory (San Marino, CA: Everett, 1999). 
 
 61 William Thomson, “Pitch Frames as Melodic Archetypes,” Empirical Musicology Review 1 (2006): 88. 
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These he represents by what he calls a tonality frame. The tonality frame is a structural paradigm 

or pitch synopsis of the tone hierarchy of a section of music, represented in music notation, with 

different rhythmic values representing different degrees of structural importance.62 In simpler 

cases (like folk songs), frames are organized around the tonic and the perfect consonances that 

reinforce it. As an example, depicted below is the melody from the Norwegian folk song, “Sygur 

and the Troll-bride,” with my realization of its tonality frame. 
 

Example 1.7. Norwegian folk melody, “Sygur and the Troll-bride,” mm. 1–8 

a. Melody   
 

 

b. Tonality frame 
 

 

Tonality frames can operate in polyphonic textures in the same way and using the same 

building blocks found in simple, unadorned melody. Frames are developed for each voice of the 

texture. “The pitch simultaneities of chords add an immediate and significant shaping dimension; 

sometimes they confirm, sometimes they are at odds with melodic shapings.”63 In Tonality in 

Music, Thomson gives examples of (what is herein understood as) tonal layering, and concludes 

them with this statement:  
 

                                                
62 For a more complete description, see tonality frame in the glossary. 
 
63 Thomson, “Pitch Frames:” 94. 
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These are all relatively simple examples of pitch-hierarchical conflicts; they tend to dilute 
the focal strength of a tonality, as they enrich its harmonic color, but they hardly nullify 
it. An established frame can withstand contradictory onslaughts and still remain in force. 
All [examples] represent tonal stratification, elements of separate unequivocal pitch-
centering combined in such ways that conflicting factors prevail.64  

 

1.2.5 Peter Van der Merwe: melodic-accompanimental contradiction and incipient bitonality 

The subject of Thomson is tonality and his tonality frame concept; so, tonal layering 

accounts for a small part of his book. Peter Van der Merwe, on the other hand, gives many 

examples of the phenomenon. Van der Merwe has authored a comprehensive study in which he 

traces the origins of popular music up to 1900. He examines melodies much as if they were 

Gregorian chant. He is sensitive to melodic notes that receive the greatest emphasis when they 

might, or do, contradict the harmonic accompaniment. He observes that during the course of the 

nineteenth century, “more and more, melody notes would be completely at odds with the 

accompanying chord. . . . In the later examples, the melody is no longer required to harmonize 

with the accompaniment, in the classical sense; all that is necessary is that it should form some 

sort of euphonious combination.”65  

After accounting for the origins of the popular style, Van der Merwe, in a second volume, 

gives an account of the popular origin of Western music, by which he means Euroclassical 

music.66 A distinct change is notable over the prior volume as concerns the purely theoretical: 

there is more theory in this volume. There are two significant changes from the first volume: 

unaccompanied melody cannot be tonal (a bass is required), and the two principal layers are no 

longer melody and accompaniment; now they are melody and bass: 
 

This two-voice arrangement is the basis of the analytical system propounded in this book. 
. . . Both voices may behave as they please, subject only to [the] following rules: 

                                                
64 Thomson, Tonality in Music, 318. For more examples of tonal layering in the book, see pages 204–205 

and 299.  
 
65 Peter Van der Merwe, Origins of the Popular Style: The Antecedents of Twentieth-Century Popular 

Music (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 230. 
 
66 Peter Van der Merwe, Roots of the Classical: the Popular Origins of Western Music (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2004). 
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1. The Melody (note the capital letter) occupies the foreground of the listener’s 
attention. 

2. The Melody is heard against the background, actual or implied, of the Bass. 
3. The Bass is at the bottom of the harmony, and carries harmonic implications. 

 
In sum, Melody and Bass are in counterpoint, but it is counterpoint of a very special sort. 
[It is] the interplay between two systems of tonality, one centred on the Melody and the 
other on the Bass.67 

Van der Merwe sees the beginnings of bitonality in compositions from the early 

nineteenth century. He argues that the relation between melody and bass begins to break down 

when, for example, melodic arpeggiations of the tonic chord begin to be harmonized by changing 

chords: 
 
At each successive stage [of the trend toward more complex harmonizations], the Bass 
diverges a little further from the Melody, so that by the time we come to Berlioz they are 
effectively in different keys. French composers were particularly attracted by this sort of 
conflict . . . which is in fact a direct ancestor of twentieth-century bitonality. 
 
In the sandwich that makes up the nineteenth-century chord, the ‘bread’ of Melody and 
Bass was becoming more important than the ‘filling’ of the internal harmonies. Once we 
recognize this simple fact, the vernacular harmony of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries becomes much easier to understand: not only unresolved dominant chords, . . . 
but also many anomalous 6/4s, and of course the added sixths, sevenths, and so forth of 
popular music.68 

 

1.3 Layout of the study 

The phenomenon of tonal layering is widely dispersed in Western music. It appears in art 

as well as popular music and in their hybrids. In the following chapter, examples from the works 

of various composers will be drawn upon—some of which include elements of popular music—

to discuss tonal layers and the method used to analyze them. Chapter 3 presents Fauré’s tonal-

modal system. Chapter 4 gives examples of tonal layering in Fauré’s works and chapter 5 

presents analytical essays on selected works or topics. Chapter 6 is a conclusion. 

 

 

 

                                                
67 Ibid., 23. 
 
68 Ibid., 311, 321. 
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Chapter 2 

Tonal Layers 

 

2.1 Edvard Grieg, “The Song of Siri Dale” 

Example 2.1 gives the final phrase of “The Song of Siri Dale,” a Norwegian folk melody. 

The melody is in G minor and ends on the tonic, marked as a full close. 
 

Example 2.1. Norwegian folk melody, “The Song of Siri Dale,” final phrase 
 

 

Example 2.2 shows the same phrase with extension as it appears in Edvard Grieg’s 

setting of the melody from 19 Norwegian Folk Songs, op. 66, which dates from around 1896. 

The extension simply adheres to the tonic, making metrically strong affirmations for an 

additional four measures. 
 

Example 2.2. Grieg, “The Song of Siri Dale,” mm. 15–22  
 

 

 Below (example 2.3), a bass part and function symbols have been added to Grieg’s 

phrase to outline an intentionally simple harmonization.1 This harmonization attempts to hew 

closely to the melodic functions of the melody. It matches the melody’s pendular harmony and 

                                                
 1 Standard function symbols are used in the examples, e.g., T, S, D, M, SM, D/D, etc. Extension lines may 
follow a function symbol. An x appearing above a function line means that one or more tones having dependent 
functions are mixed with the superior function. The category of dependent tones includes the various types of 
ornaments such as passing and neighbor tones, suspensions, and anticipations. Any and all tones that do not have 
primary functions or associate with them are dependent in function. 
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tries to articulate the pre- and post-cadential events. Compare it to Grieg’s treatment of the 

phrase shown in example 2.4 (the upper-middle voice has been moved to the bass staff). 
 

Example 2.3. Simple harmonization of the final phrase of Grieg’s “The Song of Siri Dale” 
 

 

Example 2.4. Grieg, “The Song of Siri Dale,” mm. 15–22 
 

 

His treatment is striking and far removed from the simpler one shown in example 2.3. 

The simple, diatonic melody is joined to lower voices that form, almost entirely, a stream of 

incomplete major-minor sevenths (in spite of the orthography), moving in parallel motion by 

semitone upward then downward in an arc, which come to rest in the last measure on the tonic 

major chord.  

How is the relationship of accompaniment to melody to be understood? There is no 

harmonic unity of the two. The melody is not, and cannot be, a derivative of the harmony (since 

it historically precedes it), so, if there is to be an agreement between the two, the harmony has to 

conform to the melody. But it does not do so. There is nothing about the harmonic choices that is 

explained by the melody, except for the starting note in the bass and the final cadence. Any 
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harmonic directives from the melody (until its very end) are ignored in the harmonization. Far 

from conforming to it, the accompanimental harmony appears, for the most part, to follow its 

own course. Thus, the simple melodic phrase with its basic tonal thrust is flatly contradicted by 

the harmonization until the final cadence.  

This example raises some interesting questions for the analyst. What does the self-evident 

vertical bifurcation of this phrase mean? It invites a separate consideration of each part. How 

should that be done, and how might the results be integrated? What should be made of the 

melodic-accompanimental relationship under such circumstances? What is to be concluded when 

the melodic tones, with their straightforward tonal meanings, also sound as dissonant chord 

tones, as members of chords that do not belong to the key of the piece? Did the addition of the 

accompaniment cancel melodic meanings? Such a stark division of melody and accompaniment 

leads to questions about the tonality of the composite. How ought the harmony to be analyzed, 

occurring in a tonal piece and accompanying a tonal melody? Is it functional? In what way could 

the harmony in the middle of the phrase be understood as still tonal? 

The division between melody and accompaniment, based on difference, only widens 

when cadential functions are considered. The close on the tonic in m. 18 is left unsupported by 

the harmonic setting. The suddenly increased harmonic rhythm then stall on Db7 marks the 

moment and defines the top of the harmonic arc. There is rhythmical coordination at that point, 

but no cooperation tonally.2 Such an event points out an aspect of Schoenberg’s theory of form 

that refers to simultaneous (as opposed to successive) features: the coincidence of different 

formal events and processes distributed by layer or voice.3  

 

                                                
 2 It is significant that the next song in the collection is in C minor and that Grieg intended there to be no 
pause between songs. See the remarks in Kevin J. Swinden, “Toward Analytic Reconciliation of Outer Form, 
Harmonic Prolongation and Function,” College Music Symposium 45 (2005): 108–123. 
 
 3 In the view of Schoenberg, melody and accompaniment have distinct formal functions (Style and Idea, 
234). They may act independently of each other (Musical Idea, 104–106). This accounts for the differing processes 
in the melody and accompaniment of examples 4.32, 4.36, 4.37, and 5.3. Their functions may conflict (Harmony, 
133–134; Musical Idea, 97, 183–84; Style and Idea, 380).  
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2.2 Gabriel Fauré, Sicilienne 

 Example 2.5 presents the melody of the first section of Fauré’s Sicilienne (1893).  
 

Example 2.5. Fauré, Sicilienne, melody of mm. 1–9 
 

 

It is a period in G minor that features modal touches, the Dorian ̂6 in the antecedent and Phrygian 

^2 and ̂7 in the consequent.4 The modal ̂7 is canceled by the leading tone in m. 8 prior to the close. 

In example 2.6, a bass line is added to the melody and function symbols are given as a basis for 

comparison with Fauré’s harmonization. Once more, simplicity has been the aim, using only 

primary chord functions and trying to support the tonal assertion of the melody.  

Example 2.7 shows Fauré’s harmonization with function symbols. The middle voices 

have been reduced. The bass voice conforms to the modal melody; Dorian ̂7 and ̂6 occur in mm. 

2–3 and Phrygian ̂7 and ̂6 in mm. 6–7. Adding the middle voices forms chords in mm. 2–4 that 

register in D minor/F major. Likewise, the chords in mm. 7–81 register in C minor (with the 

exclusion of the E on the downbeat of m. 8). Unlike the harmonization in example 2.6, that of 

example 2.7 does not consist solely of primary functions and has much more color. The 

descending bass in mm. 2–3 is particularly effective. On the other hand, it deflects the harmony 

away from the tonic affirmation in the melody. The E in the bass in m. 3 in conjunction with the 

melody seems, for an instant, somewhat like a leading tone to the following F. The modal 

dominant, however, deflects from that impression. 

                                                
 4 Specific modal degrees may be discussed when they differ from major- and minor-scale degrees or the 
typical behavior of those degrees. Here, for instance, the modal ̂7 ascends to the tonic, an irregular behavior in a 
minor key.  
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Example 2.6. Simple harmonization of the melody of Sicilienne, mm. 1–95 
 

 

Example 2.7. Fauré, Sicilienne, mm. 1–9 
 

 

 Also, unlike the harmonization of mm. 4–5 in example 2.6, the dominant in the melody is 

set with the mediant: chord function does not match melodic-tone function. Also differing 

                                                
5 Tcad.l refers to a tonic function in cadential position, having a D component in the bass.  
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substantially from example 2.6 is m. 7, going into 8. Where the high G is harmonized with the 

tonic and the low G in m. 8 with the cadential tonic, Fauré has a secondary dominant seventh and 

a subdominant seventh respectively. The second phrase of example 2.6 tries to reinforce the tonic 

function of the melody; Fauré emphasizes the subdominant: again, the functions of the chords of 

the accompaniment do not match those of the tones of the melody. The melody has a simpler 

tonal structure than the harmonization it receives. Melodic simplicity is decorated by its 

accompaniment. But in that process, differences of tonal content enter in.  

Despite the obvious differences between the two examples, questions similar to those 

asked about the Grieg case could be asked of this example.6 What does it mean when otherwise 

tonally stable, restful tones in the melody are harmonized dissonantly, as they are on beat one of 

m. 3 and beat two of m. 7? Does that affect the clarity of tonal expression in any way or are such 

instances negligible? Is tonal unity diminished? Does the addition of the accompaniment cancel 

melodic meanings? If melodic tones only weakly express their functions, might the chords 

simply ‘capture’ them, forcing their harmonic functions onto them?7 Or can it be that melodic 

and chordal functions mix in some way? If such tonal disparities do occur, what keeps the 

tonality from disintegrating? And, finally, on what basis can any or all of these questions be 

answered? 
 

2.3 The category of tonally layered music 

The subject of tonal layers has been introduced with these two examples for a number of 

reasons. Though only the final phrase of “The Song of Siri Dale” and the first section of the 

Sicilienne were considered, examination of both pieces in their entirety would show a number of 

similarities. Both feature tonal melodies, with modalisms, in conventional forms. Both are 

                                                
6 A number of cases of major-minor sevenths rising and falling by semitone may be found in Fauré’s works 

(see, for example, the Impromptu No. 2 in F minor/major, op. 31, mm. 17–24). What distinguishes the Grieg is the 
stark juxtaposition of tonal and nontonal layers.  

 
 7 The concept of harmonic capture understands the identity of melodic tones to be determined by their 
harmonization. They are chord members. See Heinrich Schenker, Harmony, ed. Oswald Jonas, trans. Elisabeth 
Mann Borgese (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954), 221–223. 
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composed of melody and accompaniment. They share harmonic sophistication and it is the 

accompaniment that adds diversity by introducing elements not required by the melodies 

themselves or the formal functions involved. In both, there occurs tonal contradiction of the 

melody by the accompaniment (though it is in its milder form in the Fauré example and its 

stronger form in the Grieg).8 And we could anticipate such similarities: both men were 

contemporaries, both pieces were composed about the same time, and both bear signs of the 

(musical) times in which their composers worked. Harmonic progressivism was a characteristic 

of both their works. And in one sense, it is harmony itself that precipitates the central challenge 

to the tonal analysis of late-nineteenth-century, Euroclassical music.  

What distinguishes the two examples? The questions that have been raised thus far might 

seem better suited to the Grieg than to the Fauré example. But the harshness of the one and 

suppleness of the other are only matters of taste. What they have in common is the constructive 

mechanism: the process of melodic harmonization. It is that which makes it possible for 

divergences to occur between melodic and accompanimental layers. The divergences draw 

analytical attention toward the vertical dimension of formal syntax.9 It may be seen that they 

belong to a class of cases in which what distinguishes them is how forcefully the divergences are 

expressed. The contradictions they compose are a matter of degree not of kind.  

Both examples prompt reconsiderations of common-practice harmonic, tonal, and formal 

assumptions, or at least aspects of them. If, in the excerpt from “The Song of Siri Dale,” melody 

and accompaniment are not in harmonic union, then in what way is their relationship to be 

understood in terms of a regulatory harmonic theory? Is the entire phrase tonal and in what 

sense? What does it mean for theories of tonal and formal functions when the melody closes (in 

m. 18), but the harmony does not?10 The phrase presents problems in two directions, horizontally 

                                                
8 For more on the tonal contradiction in Sicilienne, see section 4.1.8. 
 

 9 See footnote 3 of this chapter. 
 

10 This event cannot be a deceptive cadence because the accompaniment does not attempt to close. This 
moment is classifiable in terms of the theory enunciated by William Thomson, that there is a melodic-
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and vertically, in chord syntax and layer syntax. There is minimal interdependency between the 

two.  

A given case falls within the category of tonally layered music when its main layers 

functionally disagree (non-trivially), in whole or part, and at least one of them is tonal. The 

examples that follow fit these conditions. But to make their analyses more meaningful, a 

preliminary overview of some perspectives, assumptions, and terms of the theory will give it 

greater definition. 
 

2.4 Analytical perspectives 

2.4.1 Melody and accompaniment: the principal formal distinction 

It should now be clear why analyses of the examples to follow will begin with their two-

part division. Melody and accompaniment is not a trivial distinction but a fundamental one 

because of the division of roles, the powers inherent in melody, and the potential for these 

primary layers to distinguish themselves. In the Grieg and Fauré examples, the two principal 

parts are distributed in the most common way, the melody set in the top voice and 

accompanimental voices below, maximizing clarity. Cases will vary in the depth of the division, 

which is determined by the differences between the two parts. The differences reinforce the 

distinction. Delving into these things is for the analyses to do. Two cite just two in Grieg’s case, 

the melody is diatonic and the accompaniment is starkly chromatic; the one is harmonically static 

while the other is fluid.  

What may at first seem an unremarkable and commonplace distinction assumes greater 

significance when it sets up an operational division between the parts that multiplies the ways in 

which the two relate. “The Song of Siri Dale” exhibits conventional form with unconventional 

content in its final phrase. To explore the ramifications of such a tension between form and 

content, and to increase analytical precision in its description, a perspective is required that does 

                                                                                                                                                       
accompanimental noncongruency that results in ambiguity. See William Thomson, “Functional Ambiguity in 
Musical Structures,” Music Perception 1 (1983), 3–27. 
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not assume a unity of the two or an exact tonal correspondence. From this perspective it is 

understood that the unconventionality of the phrase resides in the content of the accompaniment 

and its relationship to the content of the melody.  
 

2.4.2 Looking through the lens of popular music 

Another perspective that is useful to adopt is to understand the examples to be analyzed 

as one would popular music.11 Studies of popular music have contrasted its handling of the 

melodic-accompanimental relationship (usually under the guise of the melodic-harmonic 

relationship) and that broadly understood to prevail in tonal, Euroclassical music. The most 

conspicuous difference, from the standpoint of current theories of analysis, is that in popular 

music there is no expectation that melody and accompaniment will have what David Temperley 

has called a “unified organization,” one in which “both melody and accompaniment are regulated 

by the harmonic structure.”12 However, the usefulness of this perspective goes further.  

It is quite common for theorists today to have, in addition to Euroclassical music, deep 

experiences listening, performing, composing, and thinking about popular music (including 

‘world music’). Comparisons of Euroclassical and popular music can clarify their interactions, 

more sharply define their mutualities and differences, and suggest pathways of research that 

might otherwise not occur. As will be shown, there are important parallels between what Grieg 

and Fauré do and what commonly transpires in Western popular music. Three in particular 

should be observed: the formal distinction of melody and accompaniment, melodic 

                                                
 11 The theory of tonal layers has a high degree of generality to it. Any music with layers and a tonal 
component is a candidate for its application. The limited conditions mean that the specifics of analysis will vary for 
different musics based upon differences of style and the intensity of the tonal layering that exists. The primary role 
of popular music in this study has been to aid in theory development. (Only Euroclassical examples are analyzed.) 
The prevalence and clarity of tonal layering in popular music makes it an excellent source of study through which an 
analytical methodology may be refined. Parallels between popular and Euroclassical music, however near or distant 
the musics are historically, have to do with the fundamental elements of composition, the layers of homophonic 
music, and their tonal components. The two musics are related here with respect to the parallels and the applicability 
of the theory to both. 
 

12 Temperley, “‘Divorce’:” 326, 335. 
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reharmonization, and the looser relationship of melody to accompanimental harmony.13 Consider 

jazz in this respect:  
 

Melody and accompaniment 

The Grieg and Fauré examples and jazz practice reinforce the fundamental distinction, 

melody and accompaniment. The two-part composition of their phrases is the equivalent of the 

jazz pianist’s practice of playing a single-voiced ‘line’ in the right hand and ‘comping’ chords 

with the left.  
 

Melodic reharmonization 

Grieg’s treatment of this and other folk melodies in op. 66 and Fauré’s harmonically 

enriched accompaniments benefit from comparison with the jazz musician’s re-working of a 

‘standard.’ Both composers could have made simpler harmonic accompaniments that reflect the 

simplicity of their melodies, but, for interest’s sake, did not. Likewise, a jazz arranger will 

intentionally subject a relatively simple melody to a quite intricate harmonic treatment. In both 

cases, one expects more chromaticism in the accompaniment than in the melody, which, with 

other differences between the two parts, creates a certain distance between them. Such distance 

translates to the colors or atmosphere one may sense in the music.  
 

Loosened layers 

That part of the melodic-accompanimental distance due to harmonic difference in these 

examples reflects the generally looser relationship of melody to harmony that occurs in popular 

music. The looser the relationship, the more the two parts seem independent of each other, 

                                                
13 The terminology follows Caplin-Ratz-Schoenberg. See “tight knit” and “loose” in William E. Caplin, 

Classical Form: A Theory of Formal Functions for the Instrumental Music of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 84–85.  

 



 

 
 

61 

following paths directed by separate logics. Consequently, the loosened relationship extends to 

phrase-rhythmical and cadential events.14  
 

2.4.3 Stratification 

Another perspective that gets to the crux of this study is that, in the cases to be examined, 

differences among layers or strata have the effect of loosening their coupling, seeming to 

intensify their stratification. The stratification of various musical aspects is a well-recognized 

feature of musical works from the early twentieth century onward. Perhaps the Stravinksy of The 

Rite of Spring is the foremost exemplar of that way of composing, because of his historical 

position and because he so clearly enunciates it. The notion scarcely appears in discussions of 

nineteenth-century music. But, of course, such stratification was not born ex nihilo in 1913. It is 

one of the more significant developments of prior music and it usefully reframes one’s 

perspective on the music of Fauré and his contemporaries.15 The final phrase of Grieg’s “The 

Song of Siri Dale” bears comparison to Stravinsky’s short and simple, diatonic, melodic 

repetitions, which get dissonantly accompanied. They are the mechanisms that emphasize 

stratification.  

The emergence of parametrical stratification in the nineteenth century was not always as 

obvious as it is in the Grieg case. The theoretical issues that stratification brings to the fore in the 

music of the twentieth century are then nascent in the nineteenth, above all, what becomes of 

                                                
14 The location of the melodic cadence in the middle of the final phrase of “The Song of Siri Dale” follows 

from the phrase rhythm of the whole melody. By extending the phrase, Grieg upsets the symmetry or balance, 
loosening the form. The path of the accompaniment explains the extension, which holds out the tonic in the melody 
until a harmonic process that runs beyond the melodic cadence is concluded, restoring a more tight-knit relationship 
of the parts at the end of the phrase. What occurs then, beginning at m. 18, is not a cadence, but a cadential process, 
divided asynchronously between melody and accompaniment. Harmony conforms to melody for most of the piece; 
in the final phrase the two are more independent and during the extension the melody must wait on the harmony. 
The changing relationship of the parts over the course of the piece is itself an indicator of greater loosening. 
 

15 These comments should not be understood to imply a linear historical process in which tonally unified 
music was followed by a relatively brief transitional period in which stratified music began to emerge. Tonal 
layering has always been a potential of harmonic music and there are brief glimpses of it at least as early as the 
Baroque period. (See, for example, Francois Couperin, Les Goûts-réünis, Septiéme Concert (1724), “Sicilienne,” 
mm. 8–10 and J. S. Bach, Four Duets, BWV 803, II, mm. 372–461. The Bach example was addressed by Milhaud in 
“Polytonalité et Atonalité:” 174–175.)  
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tonality. Analysts of tonal music, used to bringing out the elements that unify works, when they 

come to the early works of Stravinsky, are required to adjust their methods in order to grapple 

with factors like intense stratification. The difficulties that analysts have had with Fauré’s music 

are partly due to their not recognizing the tonal stratification that exists there. Methodological 

adjustment has to begin in the nineteenth century. Bringing out the subtler layering in Fauré’s 

music requires it to be read quite closely, identifying the distinguishing characteristics of its 

layers. Doing so will clarify to the mind the source of its tonal vagueness, even obscurity, that is 

so obvious to the ear. The noted clarity, simplicity, and charm of Fauré’s music can be deceptive. 

Their appeal somewhat camouflages its tonal stratification.  

What occurs in the Sicilienne deserves scrutiny because of what it portends. Such 

moments come about because of a penchant for harmonic adventurousness and, in particular, the 

way in which the composer tends to harmonize the modalisms in his melodies. Yet if these 

tendencies were to be carried further, with chords that register in keys that are not as closely 

related and with more far-reaching chromaticism, moments might arise in which there is 

uncertainty as to key due to the harmony. As Schoenberg put it, successions might occur that 

neither express an unmistakable tonality nor require a definite continuation.16 In such moments, 

the melody may become indispensible—as it is in the Grieg example—a lifeline without which 

the sense of a tonality is lost in the flux. Refer back to the first example of chapter 1 and consider 

that it is the work of the same composer (in 1917) that penned the Sicilienne (in 1893). The 

differences between the two are not simply explained by the quarter century that separates them. 

Passages structured like the Sicilienne example occur in the last works and harmonic enigmas 

may be found in works such as “En sourdine” (from Cinq Mélodies) from 1891. 
   

2.4.4 Analysis as decomposition and description of layers 

It is because melody and accompaniment are separate layers, with distinct roles, and are 

composed sequentially, and have different content, that it is possible for them to tonally diverge. 

                                                
16 Schoenberg, Structural Functions, 1. 
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When they exhibit this condition, to assume a unity of the layers and to merge them in order to 

carry out an analysis would prevent an exploration of them and their relationship. It is necessary 

then to separate the principal layers in each case and examine them in isolation before pondering 

their interactions. 

 

2.5 Assumptions about harmonization and the functions of layers 

Harmonization and re-harmonization of melodies (tonal or not) have been principal 

techniques used by composers to provide variety and contrast. The divergences that stem from 

the process of harmonization are predicated upon a conception of melody in which it has the 

perceptual force necessary to produce a dialectic with its accompaniments. Precedents for this 

conception were reviewed in chapter 1.  

The following assumptions orient the analyses:  

1. Melody is a layer, distinct from its accompaniment. 

2. Melody may be the foundational layer around which the music is organized. 

3. A melody may be harmonized in multiple ways. 

4. As a result of the process of melodic harmonization, the harmonic syntax of an 

accompaniment may be unconventional. 

5. Melody alone can affirm a tonality. 

6. Melody and its accompaniment may each make tonal and formal impressions, which 

may differ. 

7. Melody interacts with its accompaniment. 
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2.6 Contextualizing the discourse 

 Ideas such as the tonal sufficiency of melody, its not being a harmonic derivative, and a 

stratified view of tonality are assumptions of a theory of bitonality—a controversial subject even 

today, over a century since members of its avant garde published their first manifestos. And 

though tonal layering subsumes bitonality, the intent is not to simply change terminology; the 

terms and assumptions set out thus far seek to reframe the discussion of bitonality so that its 

earliest expressions, what may be called incipient bitonality—some of them in the music of 

Fauré—can be identified and analyzed.  

An attempt will be made to establish a closer connection between the terms used in the 

theory of tonal layers and language and concepts that are broadly embraced by music theorists. 

Conceptually, the door into tonal layering is through the melodic-accompanimental relationship, 

something universally recognized. None of the terminology of tonal layers is without a precedent 

in the theoretical literature. With that in mind, consider the following arguments:  

Let two things be assumed: that melodies can affirm tonalities and tertial chords can have 

functions. It is not necessary at this point to exactly define what is meant by tonality or function. 

A tonal melody is one that is organized around the tonic and emphasizes it to the extent 

necessary that, if the melody were heard alone, its hierarchy would be clear. It is easy to imagine 

a familiar melody that fits that description. For sake of convenience, let us also assume that the 

tonic, subdominant, and dominant chords, most clearly and forcefully express the three primary 

functions of Riemann, T, S, and D, respectively. Let the supertonic minor be understood to take 

S function and its majorized version a D/D function (though it could be another form of S). Let 

us also assume that the tonic can become a major-minor seventh and take a D/S function. 

Leaving aside the mediants for the sake of simplicity, we have four non-tonic chord functions.  

The example below shows how non-tonic chords harmonize the melodic tonic over the 

course of Fauré’s Prelude No. 4 from Preludes, op. 103 (1910–11).17 Two of the  

                                                
17 The chord in m. 27 does have a tonic component but it is nonetheless a tense function that targets the 

subdominant that follows it. 
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harmonizations (mm. 18 and 23) are by two forms of the subdominant, both have S function, two 

(mm. 16 and 39) are by two forms of the supertonic, D/D and S, two (mm. 22 and 42) are by two 

forms of the submediant, one (m. 27) is a D/S, and another (m. 47) is a dominant of the mediant. 

In all these cases the melodic tonic is not matched with its own chord. Most of the 

harmonizations make the melodic tonic a dissonant chord member.  
 

Example 2.8. Fauré, Prelude No. 4: harmonizations of the melodic tonic 
 

 

To be sure, harmonizations of the melodic tonic with subdominant chords are so common 

in tonal music as to be unremarkable. Even the harmonizations with nondiatonic or dissonant 

chords are unsurprising. Harmonic theories have even rationalized these commonplaces by 

supposing that the harmony “captures” the tonic.18 But if we consider that when the melodic 

tonic is harmonized with chords having the functions S, D/D, and D/S, the result must be a 

functionally mixed harmony—providing we can grant that possibility for the sake of argument— 

what we are seeing is a small divide opening between the melody and its harmonic 

accompaniment.19 If we can imagine that into this narrow divide composers in the nineteenth 

century placed a wedge, which they began to drive ever deeper, we can see how tonal layering 

has come about. 

Now, let us look at the matter from a slightly different angle. When the melodic tonic is 

accompanied by the tonic chord—which has the pitch class of the tonic as its root—it is most 

stable, final, restful, etc. This is the optimal harmonization in Western, tonal music for the 

                                                
 18 Schenker, Harmony, 221–223 (see chapter 2, footnote 6). 
 

19 Accepted here is the thesis that all chords are functionally mixed. For the purposes of argument, it is not 
necessary to seek consensus on the precise functions of specific chords. For example, whether the II7 be understood 
as an S or D/D function, in either case, it is a non-T function. 
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function of that tone, which is why most pieces of tonal music begin and end with it and 

constantly resort to it in their courses. The most unified, euphonious, solid harmonization of the 

melodic tonic is done with the same pitch class, at the unison or in some other octave. Any music 

that doubles the voice of a singer with other voices or instruments is a natural response that 

capitalizes on that principle of harmonization. Associated tones (like the third and fifth of the 

triad) deflect somewhat from that optimal state (Schoenberg would say “contradict”), but 

enhance by the addition of color—harmonic effects. The more associates that are added to that 

optimal state, the more harmonic effects there are and the less reinforcement (the more 

contradiction) there is of melodic-tonic function.20 There is a kind of trade-off.  

 When, on the other hand, the melodic tonic is harmonized by a chord in which its pitch 

class is not the root, the matter of function becomes more complicated because, insofar as the 

chord asserts its own function(s), it will contradict the function of the melodic tonic (as was 

argued above). At the very least, it is not as reinforcing of it. To think of it another way, given 

what is the most natural harmonization of the tonic, the close relation in which the tonic equals 

the root will be disrupted; the tonic will equal some other non-root member of the chord, and the 

more distant its membership from the root the greater the disruption.21 The tonic will have to be 

itself—what Schoenberg called “the central root”—and an associate of another root: this dual 

identity complicates matters.22 

 Harmonizing the tonic with chords in which it is the third or fifth—even the seventh or 

ninth—sounds quite well to ears acclimated to Western, popular harmony. The common tertial 

                                                
20 The term, associate, comes from the tonal theory of William Thomson. See the glossary entry tonality 

frame. It does not refer to the term as used in Daniel Harrison, Harmonic Function in Chromatic Music: a Renewed 
Dualist Theory and an Account of Its Precedents (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). 

 
21 It is on this point that a fundamental disagreement existed between Schoenberg and Schenker. Both 

recognized that the tonic ‘naturally’ wants to be the root—always. But what Schenker took to be a fait accompli in 
which no real contradiction of the tonic occurs (every apparent contradiction is but a composing-out of the tonic), 
Schoenberg understood as something that is continually challenged and placed in doubt, something to be striven for, 
which requires definite means to achieve: contradiction occurs always and everywhere.  

 
22 Schoenberg, Style and Idea, 216, 226. 
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sonorities set the standard of euphony relative to the baseline level of dissonance in our music. 

Yet, this should not cause us to overlook the significance in harmonic (multi-voiced) music of 

melodic functions that express their autonomy with respect to their harmonizations. Assuming all 

other elements are unchanged or negligible in their effects (no small assumption), the widening 

of the fissure between melody and accompaniment makes necessary a greater reliance upon the 

capacity of the melodic layer to express the tonality and a lesser reliance upon the harmonic 

layer. As harmony in the nineteenth century becomes more important in music overall it 

becomes less determinative of its tonality.  
 

2.7 Harmonization 

To answer (or at least to clarify the nature of) the questions posed thus far regarding the 

melodic-accompanimental relationship, the analysis of tonal layers will be demonstrated with 

examples drawn from the works of various composers. The examples are understood as 

harmonizations, grouped according to their effects. There are two groups, one for harmonizations 

that have mild effects and one for those having stronger effects. The cases in the latter group 

cause the greatest loosening of the coupling between principal layers. This group is subdivided 

into three states of coupling: weakened, weak, and decoupled. 
 

2.7.1 Mild effects of harmonization 

Whenever tone functions, especially the tonic, are harmonized with chords having 

different functions (as in the Sicilienne example) there is the potential for more significant forms 

of tonal layering. The stronger forms of tonal layering are an evolution of routine harmonic 

variation like that seen in the next example. 

Below is a harmonization of a love song from the late middle ages from Schoenberg’s 

German Folksongs (1930). The settings are tonal and the harmony diatonic. The polyphonic 

setting it would have originally received is reflected in the accompanimental texture. Brackets in 

the example indicate the association of the tonic with other tones. Lines locate the tonal  
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Example 2.9. Arnold Schoenberg, “Mein Herz in steten Treuen,” mm. 3–18 
 

 

reinforcements of the melody by the accompaniment. Asterisks indicate those points where the 

melody is on the tonic, or clearly juxtaposes the tonic with melodic associates. Notice that  
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Schoenberg often harmonizes these points with non-tonic chords, close, diatonic substitutes (iii, 

vi, IV, V). This is such a frequent occurrence in folk song settings that one might miss the 

significance of it: such harmonizations mildly contradict melodic functions. It is not likely that 

such melodic-harmonic mismatches will set up the kind of tonal uncertainties that characterize 

more chromatic and far-reaching harmonizations such as will be seen in the examples to 

follow.23  
 

2.7.2 Stronger effects of harmonization in three states of coupling: weakened, weak, decoupled 
 

State one: weakened 

As noted previously, a circumstance that makes tonal divergences between layers more 

likely is when one layer is composed prior to another, which includes compositions on a 

preexisting melody. The following examples harmonize a preexistent melody. 
 

Schoenberg, Theory of Harmony  

 The following example occurs during a discussion by Schoenberg of cadences and 

closure. It is an example of tonal contradiction that arises by melodic reharmonization. There is 

no clearer expression of melodic autonomy and tonal sufficiency in his published writings. His 

commentary more precisely defines the efficacies of melody and harmony and the dynamics of 

their relationship under circumstances that can occur in a reharmonization: 
 

There are other means [than harmony] for effecting a close, and, obviously, they were 
and are used together with the harmonic means. Rhythm and melody, quite unaided, can 
also bring about a cadence. Otherwise a one-line, unharmonized melody would have to 
run on through all eternity, and a drummer could never stop. . . . It is, however, certainly 
possible to bring about a close without having to use all these means simultaneously. 
Sometimes one is enough, sometimes several are necessary. Yet harmony is least capable 
of doing it alone, without help of the others, by all means not contrary to them, whereas 

                                                
23 One of the vehicles of motivic development (along with transposition and transformation of motives) is 

reharmonization—showing that an idea can be harmonically reinterpreted. Schoenberg did extensive 
reharmonization in his works as a technique of variation. See examples in Lynn Marie Cavanaugh, “Tonal 
Multiplicity in Schoenberg’s First String Quartet” (PhD diss., University of British Columbia, 1996). For instance, 
see Examples 1–11, p. 77. As another example, see the song “Verlassen,” op. 6, no. 4, mm. 3 and 31, where the 
same motives are harmonized first with Eb-

 then with D7.  
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melody will do it all by itself. That can be proved merely with simple phenomena and 
unsophisticated hearing. For example, if we give a familiar melody, which clearly 
cadences in the key, a harmony different from that appropriate for it (by means of 
deceptive cadences, etc.), then if we play it for someone without musical training, a child, 
for example, that person will know—assuming he is familiar with the melody—that it 
ends at the last bar here [Example 82], even though the harmony does not end. This 
[harmonic alteration] may perhaps be disturbing, but it changes nothing as far as the 
feeling of close is concerned.  
 

 

  
 
And that is understandable. To grasp what happens in a piece of music means nothing 
else but to analyse quickly, to determine components and their coherence. Now, 
obviously, in the successive aspect, melody, one has more time to interpret the 
impression (unconsciously) than one has in the simultaneous, harmonic aspect. Hence, it 
is clear why the ear is better equipped for melody than for harmony. And that is also 
consistent with practice. [. . .] The efficacy (Wirkung) of the horizontal is thus greater 
than that of the vertical. A cadence made in the horizontal [melodically] will be stronger 
than one made in the vertical [harmonically].24 

 

The following points are distilled from his discussion as it pertains to the theory of tonal layers: 

1. A close is not a solely harmonic event.   

2. Harmony is least capable of closure by itself. 

3. Melody can close by itself without the assistance of harmony. 

4. The efficacy of melody is greater than that of harmony.25 

5. Melody can produce closure even when contradicted by the harmony. 

                                                
24 Schoenberg, Harmony, 133–134. 
 

 25 This is why there is a loss of descriptive relevance if melodic and harmonic tones are collapsed into a 
monolithic pitch abstraction. 
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6. The capacities of melody to be closurally sufficient when unaccompanied and 

closurally superior when contradicted by the chordal accompaniment are based upon 

psychological factors: (1) the familiarity of melodic events and (2) the ability to 

process successive tone combinations more easily than simultaneous tone 

combinations.26 

7. Musical constructions contain “components” that cohere. They can cohere even when 

melody and chordal accompaniment are not in functional agreement.  

8. Harmonization can cause melodic-accompanimental divergence, that is, tonal 

layering. 

9. Functional mixture occurs between melodic and accompanimental layers, where the 

harmony is tertial and the result is tonal. 

Schoenberg was clear about the tonal and formal functions of melody. Tonal layering is 

only possible because of the nature of melody. Two aspects are paramount: its autonomy with 

respect to harmony, based on difference, and its tonal sufficiency. Schoenberg was careful to 

observe in his language a binary of melody and harmony. He referred to them as “two agents” 

that of necessity “operate simultaneously” to produce harmonic structures.27 Melody is not an 

extension of harmony, without a separate tonal ontology: melody “does itself come into being, 

on another level [than harmony], through the functions of the fundamental tone.”28 For this 

reason, melody is not simply collapsed into harmony; it distinguishes itself from it, and based on 

its capacity to affirm a tonality, it reinforces its independence: the melody “can even express the 

key by itself, without help from the harmony.”29 

 

                                                
 26 A third factor can be added to Schoenberg’s argument, (3) the melody’s power to attract attention to 
itself over other events in the composition, a bottom-up process. 
 

27 Schoenberg, Harmony, 310. 
 

28 Ibid., 131. 
 
29 Ibid. 
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There is however more to this reharmonization than merely a deceptive cadence, though 

even that is a germinal form of a more intricate state of layer relations, brought about through the 

technique of unconventional melodic harmonization. Example 2.10 shows my analysis of the 

excerpt. The function symbols above the staff refer only to the melody; those below analyze the 

resetting. 

 The ending of the phrase is bitonal. (That is the “barbarism” for which Schoenberg 

begged forgiveness of his readers.) It is precisely when the melody and the accompanimental 

harmony are moving in different directions that we have one of the Schoenbergian states of 

interacting concentric and eccentric forces. In homophonic music, the locus of contradiction is 

the relationship between melody and accompaniment: “even in homophonic compositions there 

are cases where one must hear more than the principal voice. Many extensions in the music of 

Mozart and Brahms are produced by a movement of the harmony contradictory to the melody, an 

effect which is lost on anyone who listens to the melody alone.”30 
 

Example 2.10. Mozart, The Magic Flute, “Ein Mädchen oder Weibchen,” set by Schoenberg 
 

 

Rachmaninoff, Variations on a Theme of Corelli  

Variations on preexisting melodies are a rich source of tonal layering. After the theme 

and thirteen variations have solidified its melodic functions for the listener, Rachmaninoff gives 

an “Intermezzo” that serves as a transition to D flat major, the key of the fourteenth and fifteenth  

                                                
30 Schoenberg, Style and Idea, 380. 
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variations. In it, the head motive, heard in mm. 1–2 in D minor and mm. 5–6 in F major, is given 

two harmonizations in each key. See example 2.12. 
 

Example 2.11. Rachmaninoff, Variations on a Theme of Corelli, theme 
 

 
 
Example 2.12. Rachmaninoff, Variations on a Theme of Corelli, intermezzo 
 

 

 The melody-bass frame carries the tonality of this passage. The bass that sits below each 

sonority is a deep echo of each leading melodic tone, reinforcing it and yet also fusing with the 
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voices above. The dynamic contrast of the louder melody, doubled at the octave, and the chords 

played softly on the afterbeats, as the melody is holding, gives a sense of the theme as cutting 

through a sonorous haze, as a light shines through a fog. What begs for explanation is the origin 

of the chords, their functions, and the nature of their relationship to the melody-bass frame. 

The origin of the chords is due partly to a voice leading process (at the top of the chords, 

doubled an octave below) that gets appended to the bass notes. But what else explains their 

presence? That some of the chords, in the abstract, are registerable in D minor does not account 

for their relationship to the strange chords that surround them. Whether they function tonally or 

how they might is difficult to conclude. If it is decided that they do not function, then what is 

their role? From the vantage of tonal layering, the role of the successions is basically two-fold, 

partly decorative, and partly structural. The harmony is “enriched,” as Schoenberg would say, by 

eccentric chords, some closer, some further from the key, which carry out their variation function 

by changing the sonorities which they add to the principal tones of the theme. Their structural 

function is to dilute the tonality, to loosen the grip on D minor. What makes this an interesting 

passage is that the motive of the theme—in the main key—is used to carry out that structural 

function. 

What is the internal logic of the harmonic successions relative to the tones they 

accompany? There may be none except that their chords include the pitch classes of the melodic 

tones to which they add their virtues. It seems that for Rachmaninoff the relationship of inclusion 

is necessary to justify their use (as it is for Fauré), but it does not explain them. There is no 

generative relationship between melody and harmony. The melodic tones cannot be selected 

from the chords since they precede them; and the chords, as whole entities, in succession, are not 

derived from the melodic tonal functions. Plainly, the functions of the melody are not matched 

by those of the accompanimental chords. The tonic stands in the melody against the non-tonic 

chords that harmonize it; the leading tone is not accompanied by the dominant.  

It might seem that cases like this are perfectly suited to explanations that see harmonic 

functions belonging to tones that accumulate as chords. Accordingly, the pitch classes in the 
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chords that match those of the melodic tones share their functions and get mixed with other tones 

having other functions. But the situation is more complex than such an account would suggest. 

One difficulty is that the chords are ones that we recognize; their sonorities are familiar, as are 

the functions they typically perform. For example, can one ignore the first pair of chords, when 

the move to F#7 seems like a resolution to a dominant? But, if a dominant, it is of a key that is 

not heard and has not even been suggested. It both is and is not a dominant. It is because it 

sounds that way, but it cannot be only that, because it includes as members tones that match the 

melodic tone, whose function has been determined for the listener by prior events. 
 

Bartók, “Stick Game”  

The example below presents a harmonization of the final phrase of the folk song, “Stick 

Game,” by Bartók (Romanian Dances, op. 56, No. 1) and its analysis. The melody is diatonic 

and, except for some dependent tones (marked by X), holds out the tonic and its associates. 

Asterisks again mark the points of functional hybridity. (The X beneath the chord in m. 45 

indicates that it has a dependent function. Tones of layers that are obvious as to their dependent 

function will be left unmarked in examples going forward.) This example also foregrounds a 

diatonic melody and keeps the chromaticism within the accompaniment. 
   

Example 2.13. Bartók, “Stick Game,” mm. 41–48 
 

 

 Putting aside the alteration (or one might call it an expansion) of a conventional cadential 

progression in the accompaniment, the functions of each layer in this closing phrase are 
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syntactically logical within themselves. But together their functional relations are out of phase 

until the end. This condition is highlighted by the dissonances in mm. 42, 44, 45, and 46.31 In 

spite of this, the result is unquestionably unitonal. The next set of examples feature 

harmonizations of original melodies. 
 

Delius, Cello Sonata  

Here a mostly-diatonic melody that revolves around the tonic and dominant is 

harmonized with chords that in all cases contain the pitch class of the tone they harmonize. 

However, the conflicts between melody and accompaniment are audible: a tonic assertion in mm. 

19, 20, 21, and 23 is contradicted by EØ7, G, Bb^7, G–7, Bb+6, and G#º7 chords. Most noticeable in 

this sentential hybrid (antecedent + continuation) are the conclusions of each four-bar phrase. 

Tonic closes in the melody are accompanied by tense (unstable) chords (Bb+6 and D7). No 

asterisk appears above the D7 because Delius took some of his harmony from the Blues idiom 

where the major-minor seventh can have tonic function. Also worth noting is that the bass line is 

completely diatonic while the chromaticism in the accompaniment, especially in the second 

phrase, is kept to the remaining accompanimental voices. The melody and bass form a mostly-

consonant frame for the harmonization. It was typical for Delius to compose diatonic melodies 

that were harmonized chromatically. Another influence of the Blues on his composing is 

reflected in his use of the pentatonic scale and ‘blue notes’ in his melodies. The character of his 

melodic writing in many cases is such that they can be treated like the previous examples, as folk 

melodies that receive harmonically enriched settings. Harmonization and reharmonization are 

                                                
 31 Technically, asterisks might have been put in mm. 42 and 44 to reflect the functional mismatches, but at  
this level of analytical precision finer distinctions, though possible, may not be of real value. There are presently no 
means to get a finer resolution of the sense of functional hybridity that would not be challenged on a subjective 
basis. In this particular case, the mismatches are less significant because, in one sense, all functions other than T are 
dependent. 
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ubiquitous in his works and many other examples that produce tonal layering may be found in 

his chamber music.32 
 

Example 2.14. Frederick Delius, Cello Sonata, mm. 18–25 
 

 

Debussy, Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun 

The melody of the following example is in the pentatonic scale. The accompaniment 

alternates Db with Db+ with a subposed G natural. The result is a delightful coloration of the 

melodic tonic and its associate. An arrangement such as this, where the melody follows the path 

of a scale and stays close to the tonic, despite what the accompaniment is doing, is always likely 

to produce tonal layering. 

 

                                                
32 For a discussion of reharmonization in Delius, see HyounKyoung Yie, “Harmonic Syntax in Delius’s 

Late Period Chamber Music (1905–1930)” (PhD diss., Ohio State University, 2008), 126–153.  
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Example 2.15. Claude Debussy, Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun, mm. 55–58 
 

 

The tonality of this passage is secured at its outset by tonic affirmations in both layers. It 

is in the second and fourth measures that divergences arise. In this case, the disparity between 

layers is fleeting and not so significant; the tonality is never jeopardized. The chromatic 

oscillation around the tonic’s fifth in the accompaniment involves the bass and so has more 

impact than it otherwise would, but its eccentric effect is counterbalanced by a tonic pedal tone 

that provides harmonic continuity.  
 

Satie, Third Nocturne  

The third of Erik Satie’s Trois Nocturnes (1919) exhibits a type of tonal layering. The 

beginning and ending of the piece have two layers, the melody and a lower accompanying voice.  

The melody and accompaniment are completely diatonic save for the single G#. The melody in 

these sections is plainly tonal (D major) but its functions are contradicted by the accompaniment. 

Dissonances occur when every melodic tone is struck except one, which occurs on a weak 

portion of a beat (the end of m. 31). The result is unitonal because the melody dominates and the 

accompaniment does not convey another key. The harmonic result may be described as 

pandiatonic or added-note tertial.  
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Example 2.16. Erik Satie, Third Nocturne, mm. 29–32 
 

 

The previous examples showed how enriching a (re-)harmonization can weaken the 

coupling of principal layers. The next set of examples show that some cases of harmonic 

enrichment produce a weak state of coupling. 
 

State two: weak 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, it was the view of Milhaud that a tonal melody 

could dominate a chromatic accompaniment. The final phrase of “The Song of Siri Dale” would 

seem to provide a test case for that theory. A more complete discussion of the issues it raises will 

follow a consideration of the progression of tonal layering in Grieg’s music.   
 

Grieg, “Sygur and the Troll-bride”  

Example 2.17a shows part of a Norwegian folk melody that was mentioned in chapter 1 

where Thomson’s theory of tonality and melodic analysis were discussed. It is a period that  

features a (slightly) off-tonic beginning and mode mixture. Again, for comparison, a simple 

harmonization is given in example 2.17b. Example 2.18 shows Grieg’s treatment with analytical 

annotations. This example has been included primarily because of the important commentary it 

received from Carl Dahlhaus. (Roman numerals rather than function symbols were used in the 
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analysis for that reason.) The melody itself does not unambiguously characterize the key at its 

outset. For that it has to depend upon reinforcement by the accompaniment. The lines indicate 

the reinforcing intervals.33 
 

Example 2.17. Norwegian folk melody, “Sygur and the Troll-bride,” mm. 1–8 

a. Form analysis   
 

 

b. Simple harmonization 
 

 

 

 

                                                
33 William Thomson has theorized the significance of unisons, octaves, and fifths for tonality production. 

See the entry tonality frame in the glossary. 
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Ultimately, the sense of the tonality is picked up from the melodic ambit, the resting  

points along its path, and its tonic focus (especially in mm. 22–3 and 62–8). The strong tonic 

assertion in the melody in mm. 22–41 has been highlighted and brackets show tone associations. 

The asterisks, with or without extending lines, pinpoint the moments of greatest tonal divergence 

between layers. The chord progressions that make sense in other keys have been placed within 

parentheses. They are functional links. The keys to which they refer are not expressed. The 

music remains wholly within the key of F because the melody-bass frame remains within it and 

the other voices are fit to the frame. 
 

Example 2.18. Grieg, Norske fjeldmelodier, “Sygur and the Troll-bride,” mm. 1–8  
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The degrees of the minor key that are introduced are harmonized with chords relevant to 

that mode.34 Compare Grieg’s setting to that of example 2.17. The harmonically off-tonic 

beginning in the latter does not have his well-placed tonal reinforcements that mix primary 

functions. The differences between settings are most significant in the middle of the phrases. 

Where example 2.17 has tonic chords harmonizing the contrasting ideas in mm. 3 and 7, Grieg 

avoids them. While the one is more homogenous, the other is more colorful. His treatment has 

the dividend of adding a harmonic contrast, which coincides with, and thereby emphasizes, the 

contrasting melodic ideas: his harmony serves the form before the key. He is able to stretch the 

tonal bands because of the strength of the form. The looseness of the melodic-accompanimental 

relationship harmonically and tonally is constrained by the formal tight-knitness. The clear 

melodic navigation of the period compensates for the uncertainty of the accompaniment’s 

harmonic twists. 

A few moments in Grieg’s harmonization are especially noteworthy. The melodic descent 

in mm. 1–2 leads to the tonic, but, when reached, it is harmonized with the subdominant. Given 

the melody-bass frame in m. 3, the most likely harmonization is deliberately avoided.35 In the 

consequent, the melody repeats the basic idea exactly but the accompaniment is changed. The 

tonic in the bass is now absent. The phrase begins in the bass from where it left off in the 

antecedent and expands upon the ̂5 to ̂4 descent heard in the first phrase (m. 2), a response to the 

contour of the melodic idea. The C in the bass in m. 5 protrudes from the setting as the most 

forceful element of the accompaniment, differentiating itself from the orientation of the melody. 

Any lingering sense of the tonic in m. 5 is destabilized by the dominant below, which makes the 

bass voice seem more autonomous. The descent of the melody to the tonic in m. 6 is paired 

                                                
34 Treating melodic modalisms as scale degrees of a key not present is in substance no different than 

Fauré’s practice. 
 
35 A mediant harmonization would also have worked well. But either option would have spoiled the inner 

voice chromaticism, which seems to have been irresistible enough for the composer to trade it for the second-
inversion seventh chord and parallel elevenths. The chord position actually isolates and intensifies the Db. 
  



 

 
 

83 

asynchronously with a bass descent that has the Bb in m. 7 as its preliminary goal.36 When the 

tonic is reached in m. 6, its harmonization points toward the subdominant. The dissonant tonic 

chord may be heard as the arrested motion of voices that affirm the tonic in the outer voices at a 

stage of the chromatic descent in the middle voice from F to C. The colorful harmonization of m. 

3 is paralleled in m. 7, but with greater intensity. Where the submediant is malleable enough to 

stand in for the tonic chord, the subdominant Bb7 makes a minor seventh of the tonally stable, 

melodic Ab. The melody in m. 7 affirms the tonic; the accompaniment does not. The plagal 

cadence sounds (humorously) rather bluesy.  

 Here is Dahlhaus’s commentary on the first phrase of “Sygur and the Troll Bride:” 
 

The practice of using modal touches as a means of harmonic sophistication—that is, 
resorting to archaisms in order to underscore a work’s modernity—not infrequently 
brought harmonic complexity to the verge of disintegration. In a passage from No. 4 of 
Edvard Grieg’s Norske fjeldmelodier, written before 1875, harmony functions less as a 
foundation for the melody than vice versa [Dahlhaus refers his reader to his Example 58]. 
[In mm. 22–4,] the simplicity of the upper voice serves as a foothold without which the 
harmonic progression, from the secondary subdominant to the Neapolitan seventh, would 
remain dangling in mid-air. In this case, however, harmonic sophistication, brought about 
by tonally integratable dissonances, comes close to splitting the piece into unrelated 
“layers,” creating a bitonal dichotomy between late-romantic chromaticism and modal 
folk melody.37  

It is Dahlhaus’s language that is most important to this study because it describes a music 

lying between the unitonal and the bitonal and it accurately pertains to cases that take melodic 

harmonization beyond the state seen in this example. Melody is a “foundation” for the harmony 

insofar as it is a “foothold” that grounds the harmony. Melodic simplicity constrains harmonic 

sophistication. The near dichotomy arises because the layers have no single origin other than 

key.   

Dahlhaus’s idea that melody and harmonic accompaniment come close to being 

“unrelated ‘layers’” not only points out his sense of their harmonic relationship, but also 

                                                
36 Descending lines involving some degree of chromaticism are a frequent feature of Grieg’s folk melody 

settings. Note the inner voices of this example. See also “Ranveig” and “Little Gray Man” from Norwegian Folk 
Songs, op. 66. 

 
37 Carl Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, trans. J. Bradford Robinson (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 

University of California Press, 1989), 309–310. 
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acknowledges their meaning as layers. It is layering that creates the condition whereby the 

‘unrelatedness’ can occur. Though the layers disagree tonally and harmonically at certain points, 

they certainly agree in other respects, foremost of which is their coordination of formal roles. 

They are layers precisely on account of their different formal roles. Their distinctiveness as 

formal agents is only reinforced by their divergences of content. The more they diverge, as they 

do in Grieg and his contemporaries, the more salient their layeredness becomes.  

Dahlhaus’s harmonic analysis understands the functions in mm. 22–4 from the 

perspective of the goal—the cadence—rather than the source, the key that is quickly affirmed in 

the presentational portion of the antecedent phrase. While certainly correct from that perspective, 

it is more likely that listeners will interpret the B flat major chord in m. 22 as an event which 

follows from the presentation of which it is part, as the subdominant of the key, rather than one 

which takes its meaning from the subsequent cadence, as a nebulous subdominant of the 

subdominant of the dominant. Plus, there is no need for it. The sudden melodic turn to the minor 

mode in m. 3 makes sense of the D flat major seventh as the submediant. Hence, all the harmony 

in mm. 22–4 is intelligible in the key. Add to that that the bass line is clearly directed toward the 

cadence and, with the other voices, forms a conventional chord progression, with the exception 

of the second inversion of the D flat major seventh chord.  

Nonetheless, Dahlhaus has put his finger on the incipient bitonality in this example. He 

may have been sensitized to it by his awareness of a trend in Grieg’s compositions that led to the 

melodic-accompanimental relationship found in “The Song of Siri Dale.” The differences of 

content in the melody and its accompaniment in this case can be felt as a divergence that to his 

ears came close to creating a “dichotomy” between melodic simplicity and harmonic 

sophistication, modal folk melody and late-romantic chromaticism. Dahlhaus’s calculation of the 

height of the tensions is not reflected in my sense; it does not near bitonality. Even so, his 

determination as to the source of the complications that it indeed presents to a tonal analysis is 

right on target. He locates the precise point in the first phrase where the problems most clearly 

manifest themselves. To put it in the terms of this study, the melody is on the tonic from mm. 22–
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41, but the accompaniment is not. A regulatory-harmonic analysis of this excerpt might find 

nothing amiss, if the melodic tones were simply grouped according to each change of chord and 

tone functions were assumed to be entirely harmonic. The pitch classes of melodic tones are, for 

the most part, included in the chords that harmonize them. Supplemental explanations, perhaps 

based on voice leading, might be introduced to account for such exceptions as a B flat triad over 

a C in the bass (m. 5a). However, the melodic-accompanimental relationship in mm. 22–41 is 

what is at issue: the tonal meanings of the melody are contradicted by the simultaneous 

aggregates of the other voices. The manner in which Grieg sets the melody points toward a less 

unitary tonality, a direction he was to follow in subsequent works.  
 

Grieg, “The Song of Siri Dale”  
 

Example 2.19. Grieg, “The Song of Siri Dale,” mm. 15–22 
 

 

 As previously discussed, the final phrase of Grieg’s “The Song of Siri Dale” brings about 

a formal and harmonic disjuncture by the addition of the accompaniment. The full melodic close 

is tonally unsupported and does not synchronize with the plagal cadence in the accompaniment. 

The oscillatory diatonic functions of the melody are juxtaposed to the arching chromatic 

harmony of the accompaniment. When harmonic stratification of the principal parts occurs, then 

it is necessary to consider its implications for tonality. The folk melody that Grieg harmonized is 

tonal throughout; in the final phrase, the only elements of the accompaniment that express the 
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key are at the boundaries of the phrase. The question then becomes, what is occurring inside the 

phrase, between melody and accompaniment, as the former hovers on the tonic and the latter is 

circulating in chromatic space? 

 Comparing the melodic tones to the accompanimental chords shows them to have a 

mixture of inclusive (or duplicative) and complementary relationships (depending upon what 

harmonic theory is used). For example, the melodic tones of m. 15 are included in the chords 

below them. In m. 16, the Bb—the tonic’s third—is the minor ninth and the leading tone is the 

augmented fifth of their accompanying chords, and so on. The most dissonant clash is at the end 

of m. 17, when the leading tone sounds against Db7. The tonal function of the leading tone is 

unobscured by the non-dominant chord below, which has nothing to do with the tone it 

accompanies. The leading tone keeps returning to the tonic, but each tonic is dissonant with 

respect to its accompaniment on each downbeat until the cadence. And the steps downward from 

tonic to leading tone are not effectively resolutions because each leading tone also makes a 

dissonance with voices below. Every opportunity for relief is not seized upon until the last. Grieg 

has not only a clear interval progression to organize the accompaniment, but the overriding intent 

to forestall the reconciliation of melody to harmony until the end of the phrase.  

 The logic of the chord-to-chord successions is not governed by conventional harmonic 

(tonal) theory and the altered chords are not calculated for their individual functions; they are 

rather resultants of the juxtaposition of a diatonic melody and a chromatic accompaniment, as 

Milhaud theorized. The harmony is not self-standing, able to make sense on its own. Except for a 

tonic component in the initial, dissonant sonority, no tonic chord is sounded by the phrase until 

its end and there are none of the usual chord progressions that express a key or lead to a 

satisfying close. It is perhaps beside the point to attempt to define the harmonic functions of each 

simultaneity and their mechanisms. One explanation for why Grieg chose the major-minor 

seventh (augmented sixth) chord type is purely pragmatic: it is unstable, the very sign of tonal 

instability. None of them can be a point of rest, of resolution. Each pushes on to the next. And 

the logic directing their succession is that of an interval process, leading away from then back to 
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the tonic, the proportions of which are determined in part by the melodic phrase rhythm. This is 

not to say that the relation of each chord pair was not suggested by the conventions of tonal 

harmony. One can find in any of them a precedent. It is simply that in combination they do not 

add up to a tonal context.38 And without considering the melody, there is no previously 

established context in which they can be referenced. The contrasting middle that precedes this 

phrase pays a brief visit to the key of B flat then abruptly turns aside to begin the final phrase. If 

not for the melody, would the harmony alone bring us back to the main key once the phrase 

begins?    

So then, how does the music cohere? The formal conventionality of the piece becomes a 

foundation for harmonic experimentalism that otherwise might jeopardize intelligibility. The 

order of thematic functions is predictable; the harmonic pillars occupy their customary positions 

at the outskirts of phrases. Even the ultra-chromaticism of this example is logical: the relative 

looseness of the final phrase, up to the cadence, is appropriate to its continuational function. It is 

more helpful to see this case as one in which melodic-accompanimental difference sets up an 

interaction between the layers, which are effectively two self-differentiating systems, each 

having its own internal rationale, operating simultaneously: a tonal melody with a tonally-

indefinite or non-tonal accompaniment. The two parts coordinate, but, with few exceptions, do 

so only by parameters other than pitch. Other pieces in Grieg’s opus 66 that bear comparison to 

“The Song of Siri Dale” are No. 12 “Ranveig” and No. 13 “Little Gray Man.”39 

On the heels of his comments on “Sygur and the Troll Bride,” Dahlhaus discusses the 

final phrase of “The Song of Siri Dale.” 

                                                
38 In an analysis of “The Song of Siri Dale,” Kevin Swinden quite clearly identifies the basis for the tonal 

layering in the work. In spite of that, he does not attempt to describe the music in such a way as to highlight this 
relationship and its implications for functional analysis. See Swinden, “Analytic Reconciliation:” 108–123. 

 
39 See the example from Grieg’s Cello Sonata, which Schoenberg gives in Structural Functions, 99. It is a 

textbook example of tonal layering in which a diatonic melody is given a chromatic harmonization. Schoenberg 
understands it within the context of his theory of extended tonality in which “remote transformations and 
successions of harmonies [are] understood as remaining with the tonality” (Structural Functions, 76). His brief 
analytical commentary shows that he subordinates the melody to the harmony. Melodic tones which function 
independently from their harmonizing chords are thus given only a single meaning. 
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The rift between melody and harmony, a musical fait accompli in the aforementioned 
passage from the Fjeldmelodier [his Example 58], is part of an ongoing process in the 
fourth of Grieg’s Norwegian Folk Tunes, op. 66 (1896) [Dahlhaus refers the reader to his 
Example 59, which shows the first four measures of the final phrase of ‘The Song of Siri 
Dale”]. If the opening measure and a half still permits a functional interpretation (with 
G—D—A as a root progression), the parallel chords in the accompaniment gradually 
form a structural element in their own right as the simple G-minor melody increasingly 
comes into conflict with the chromatic harmony. Grieg has notated the passage so as to 
maintain a semblance of functional tonality, but this merely proves to be a façade behind 
which can be seen a harmonic mechanism bursting the bonds of tonality. Melodic pitches 
so straightforward as to have ineradicable tonal implications are forced into almost 
bizarre nonfunctional roles in the harmony. This collision between harmonic alteration, a 
byword for late-nineteenth-century modernity, and folk melody, an element of archaic 
provenance, gives rise to techniques, such as bitonality and chord streams, that anticipate 
modern music of our own century. Hence, it is no exaggeration to see a historical 
dialectic between them.40 

The language is noteworthy. The “rift between melody and harmony” is understood as a 

heightening of the differences between layers. Rather than melodic “implications,” the stronger 

Schoenbergian “affirmations” is preferable. The idea of implication suggests an effectively 

weaker agency than that typically granted to harmony. Such is not the case in the views of 

Schoenberg, Milhaud, and Thomson. Dahlhaus comes close to recognizing the two functions of 

melody, but does not get past the functional/nonfunctional binary of a harmonic theory. His word 

choice is fortunate, for there is force being applied here, but it is not applied unilaterally: 

accompanimental voices, congregating as chords, interact with melodic tones such that they take 

on harmonic roles; but melody exercises force too. It travels a familiar path whose series of tone 

functions enforces upon the chords its identities and order. The tones of the accompanimental 

voices are ‘pushed against’ by the melody; the dissonant intervals formed with the bass seem to 

be the melody’s forcing them toward points of consonance. There really is a collision of melody 

and accompaniment.  

The situation that Dahlhaus describes in “The Song of Siri Dale” is a specific state of part 

relations that, from an historical point of view, led toward the foggy boundary separating the 

tonal and the post-tonal. It belongs to a category of cases that are not well described by current 

theories of one or the other. In Grieg’s phrase, the relationship of tone to chord, at each point 

                                                
40 Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, 310. 
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along the melodic path, is not adequately described in terms of a regulatory-harmonic theory, 

with its understandings of voice leading and tonal function: melodic tones in the phrase do not 

observe voice-leading conventions—dissonant tones do not behave as non-chord tones in search 

of resolution—and the tonic focus of the melody in face of the accompaniment is not considered. 

This example belongs to a category of cases that are not understandable in their specific tonal 

mechanics by a theory founded upon and presupposing the regulation of dissonance. Dissonance, 

in such cases, may be regulative to some extent, but, even more, it is expressive, it is rhetorical, 

or else it is, but a resultant, a by-product of other compositional processes that pursue other ends 

than its regulation.  

One conclusion that might be drawn from the ways in which layering occurs is that the 

point-to-point correspondence of melody and accompaniment is less important than the 

accumulated sense of what each part is doing. The harmony of “Sygur and the Troll Bride” 

registers in the same key as the melody; it is just that they do not cooperate. In “The Song of Siri 

Dale,” a broader, simpler process directs the composition such that gathered tension finally gives 

way to a tonic close. The careful mating of voices stemming from the contrapuntal tradition is 

not absent on the part of Grieg, nor should the precise calculation of verticalities be ignored by 

the analyst. It is just that tonal layering requires a degree of scrupulousness for its demonstration 

that the ear seems not to need in order to make sense of the music. 

Grieg’s harmonic plan might have reflected conventional relations insofar as the melody-

bass frame is concerned. The plan might have been something like the following, where Δ is a 

transformation of function and X equals V/V on arrival, which is imperceptibly changed to V/iv 

on departure simply by the reversal of order: 
 

dynamics:       p                                          f                                      p 

chords:         I (Δ V7/iv) –                iv – X –         iv –                  iv – I (Δ V/c:) 

bass:     G               (ab a bb b)  C    C#/Db     C  (b bb a ab)  G___ 
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        Even if this were the plan, the parallel nature of the actual harmonization greatly 

complicates any sense of functional harmonic relations. The harmony by itself barely has any 

tonal structure to it. What it lacks in an autonomous tonal assertion is supplemented by the 

transparent functions of a hegemonic melody (the melody is foundation for the harmony). Once 

the chord stream begins, it takes on a logic of continuity and motion that exists at a more 

fundamental level than the higher-order recognition of harmonic functions. The repeated tones of 

the melody become common tones of the harmony with a binding effect. Together with the 

parsimonious voice leading of accompanimental voices, they are the source of continuity (what 

Richard Cohn calls the “local syntactic driver”).41  

Example 2.20 shows the string of altered chords that the melodic-accompanimental 

juxtaposition brings about and the meanings of the phrase in the main key and in the key of the 

following piece.  
 

Example 2.20. Grieg, “The Song of Siri Dale,” analysis of mm. 15–22 
 

 

Ives, Sonata No. 4 for Violin and Piano  

Charles Ives’s use of hymns and traditional melodies in his compositions also provide 

examples of the disparate organization of main layers. His Sonata No. 4 for Violin and Piano, 

“Children’s Day at the Camp Meeting” (1915) draws motives from Robert Lowry’s “Shall We  

 

                                                
41 Richard Cohn, “Peter, the Wolf, and the Hexatonic Uncanny” in Tonality 1900–1950, eds. Felix Wörner, 

Ullrich Scheideler and Philip Rupprecht (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2012): 49. 
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Example 2.21. Charles Ives, Sonata No. 4 for Violin and Piano, III, mm. 37–45, 55–57 
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Gather at the River?” (1864) in the third movement and actually quotes the tune (nearly intact) in 

its last section. 

 The melody receives some intermittent reinforcement from the accompaniment (mostly 

from the bass). For anyone familiar with the hymn, the key of the tune (played by the violin) will 

come bursting through the sonic clutter of the piano accompaniment. Example 2.21 shows Ives’s 

setting. The tune is altered in mm. 43–441 as the second four-bar phrase concludes. The 

composer attempts to correct for the alteration by repeating the second half of the phrase in mm. 

45 and 55, but he never completes the tune in its original form, ending inconclusively. There is 

some residue of the original harmonization (mostly in the bass). The layers are, at best, only 

weakly coupled. 
 

State three: tonal decoupling 

One condition among the more potent forms of tonal layering is, of course, bitonality, a 

compositional possibility that made a great impression upon the French. 
 

Milhaud, “Chant de la Pitié,” Poèmes juifs, op. 34  

In example 2.22 are tonal layers that split the accompaniment, with its upper voices 

reinforcing the vocal melody. This arrangement suggests itself whenever an off-tonic start in the 

melody requires assistance to clarify its functions. The upper layer, in C major, is quite static 

because of the ostinato. The lower, in C sharp major, slowly moves through primary functions, 

T–S–D–S.  As in other pieces having superimposed keys a semitone apart, Milhaud takes 

advantage of the meanings that melodic tones can have in both keys (e.g., F = E#; E = E; C = 

B#). These add a slight coupling effect. The layers come closer to each other at the cadence (m. 

15). Aside from those instances of tonal cooperation, the glue that holds this music together is all 

of the “other formative forces,” including the requirements of the text setting and the 

coordination of dynamic and kinetic elements.42 
 

                                                
42 Schoenberg, Style and Idea, 246.  
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Example 2.22. Milhaud, “Chant de la Pitié,” mm. 1–15  
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Bartók, Duo No. 33 from 44 Duos for Two Violins, Sz. 98, BB 104  

In example 2.23, the two layers are in keys a tritone apart, which differentiates them 

based on tonality, pitch content, and dissonance. (That an octatonic collection is partitioned 

between the layers is of no great significance.) Could one of the layers be heard as subordinate to 

the other in spite of their differences? There are after all some points of relative vertical 

consonance in these measures (in particular, mm. 8–9). If one can focus intently upon the upper 

layer and manage to push the lower layer to the background, it is possible to get some sense that 

D minor prevails in m. 9. What is most responsible for the segregation of these two streams is the 

canon. For instance, the C#s in the lower layer resist being heard as the leading tone of the upper 

layer because the small lag time and strict imitation strongly identifies the G# as the tonic of a 

separate key in which the C# must have a function mirroring that of G in the upper layer. This 

then is another example of formative forces coming to the fore when tonality is encumbered. The 

leading voice rationalizes the following voice and that is the source of their unity. 
 

Example 2.23. Bartók, Duo No. 33, mm. 6–15  
 

 

Fauré, Sonata No. 1 for Cello and Piano  

The younger colleagues of Fauré (including Koechlin) did not miss the fact that moments 

of bitonality could be found in his music. The following example is from the Cello Sonata No. 1 
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(1917), second movement. The key of the movement is G minor. At the end of the development 

section there are six measures in which the cello prepares the leading tone of the main key as the 

piano accompanies with a mix of chords. The cello and pianist’s left hand intone the main 

motive of the movement in imitation, forming a frame, which follows the harmonic plan shown 

in example 2.24. The middle staff of the example shows the dominant seventh of the main key 

followed by a G flat major chord, another dominant function, then and the tonic, which starts the 

recapitulation. The outer staves show the derivation of the G flat chord, which harmonizes the 

leading tone and forms a functional link with the D7 = enharmonic Ebb+6. The x indicates the 

mixture of non-dominant functions with the (enharmonic) leading tone.  
 

Example 2.24. Fauré, Cello Sonata No. 1, II, mm. 89–95, harmonic plan 
 

 

The passage is shown  (with piano right hand rhythmically simplified) in example 2.25. 

Once the dominant has been sounded (mm. 89–91), the chords in the pianist’s right hand 

decorate the G flat major heard in the melody-bass frame, deflecting it slightly toward E flat 

minor. There follows a dominant function of the main key, inserted just in time to smoothly send 

the music back to the main theme. The harmonic plan is sound; the voice leading impeccable. 

Nonetheless, the effect calculated by the composer is unsettling because of the relationship of the 

bass to the rest of the composition. As the upper voices merge, the bass in mm. 89–91 forcefully 
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sounds tones that are non-root members of the dominant chord of the main key.43 But because 

they are placed in the bass and sound a motive that signals the tonic with a ̂7 of the natural minor 

(compare mm. 59–66 of the movement), they may be heard to effectively project C minor 

followed by B flat minor (the first more forcefully than the second). At the very least, they seem 

to form a layer that stands apart tonally from the rest of the composition. Fauré frequently relies 

on inverted sonorities to draw attention to the bass, but here the effect is so pronounced as to 

nearly isolate it. The senses of the chordal identities and the enharmonic connection of D7 and G 

flat major are obliterated though the voice leading remains effective. Inner-voice motion in the 

pianist’s chords also contributes to the blurring of an otherwise transparent harmonic plan.  
 

Example 2.25. Fauré, Cello Sonata No. 1, II, mm. 89–95 
 

  

 The result is bitonal. The accompaniment contains two layers that are tonally divided 

between the pianist’s hands (as the dashed line indicates); the upper voices of the 

accompaniment cooperate with the melodic layer while the bass competes with it. In each three-

                                                
43 The combinations of reinforcement/contradiction of the functions of melody, bass, and middle voices are 

limited. The melody may be reinforced by none of the accompaniment, by its bass, its middle voices, or both. Only 
the first three options produce tonal layering. Reinforcement of (or cooperation with) the melodic layer does not 
change the status of a layer. The melody and upper voices are distinct layers (because of their different roles). Any 
voices that are not the main voice are, by definition, accompanimental. In this example, the upper voices cooperate 
with the melody; the bass does not. A melody-bass frame works the same way: the two are distinct in their roles, 
thus, are two layers. They form a frame because they cooperate. They receive their own special term because they so 
often work together in Western music. Even so, the bass has accompanimental function. The accompaniment is 
made up of the bass and any other non-melodic voices. 
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measure section, the imitation of the melody by the bass, in overlap, momentarily makes the bass 

the main voice. In such a case, any thought that the bass could assimilate the tones above it is 

dismissed. Other layers resist bass assimilation when the melody is in the bass. 
 

2.8 Conclusion 

There are a number of possible layered combinations, given that accompanimental layers 

may be composites of multiple, constituent layers and any layer may assume a range of tonal 

states. The theory reorients the view of melody, harmony, and their relationship to the extent 

necessary to enable description of this variety of tonally layered arrangements, some of which 

have been seen in the foregoing examples.  

(1) It stipulates melodic tonal sufficiency and superiority, that melody may of itself 

affirm a tonality and that it may be the primary channel of tonal affirmation (rather 

than harmony), even when it is contradicted by harmony.  

(2) It offers a more inclusive vision of harmony that better describes practices included in 

the sphere of tonal music. The theory problematizes the identification of “unified” 

harmonic organization with regulatory harmony. Harmony may or may not govern 

melodic organization. In the music of Fauré, Grieg, and many others, it often does 

not, something it shares with much of Western popular music. Hence, the theory 

shifts the divide between “common practice” music and popular music away from 

harmony itself toward other differences including coupling: the looser coupling 

between layers that is typical of popular (especially improvised) music is contrasted 

to the carefully controlled, tightly coupled layers of refined art music.44  

(3) The equation of melodic and harmonic tones in theory collapses all tonal material into 

harmony. The theory of tonal layers stipulates the dual meaning of accompanied 

melodic tones. The phenomenon of tonality requires the stipulation: the function of a 

                                                
44 See Henry Martin, “Steve Larson’s Analyzing Jazz—a Schenkerian Approach,” Journal of Jazz Studies 7 

(2011): 128. 
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melodic tonic cannot contradict the function of its harmonizing chord without this 

being the case. 

(4) Compositions are not homogenous as to the quality of the tonalities they affirm. The 

theory recognizes this aspect of musical complexity. It is not unusual for 

compositions to move in and out of tonally layered conditions. A practical result of 

the theory is that it encourages the analyst to develop a vocabulary (specific to the 

music under consideration) by which to identify tonal fluctuations due to changes 

from a tighter to a looser coupling between layers.  

What is proposed here is not a general method of tonal analysis but an orientation toward 

a category of compositions that are tonally layered and share a number of elements. To wit, 

analysis begins with the identifications and assessments of layers. Ideally, assessments would 

attempt to reflect the specific design of an individual composition, including its motivating ideas 

(inasmuch as they can be surmised), and the techniques used to execute them. Analysis tries to 

describe the interactions among layers. A number of elements are frequently found in tonally 

layered, Euroclassical music, most of which exist in the examples that have been discussed: (1) 

the organization is separable into two main layers, melody (or main voice) and accompaniment, 

(2) conventional chord types are used, (3) the chord syntax is partly or wholly unconventional, 

(4) chromaticism is mostly kept to the accompanimental voices, (5) chords have an increased 

colorizing function and decreased structural functions, (6) the tonal functions of the melody are 

contradicted by those of the accompaniment, and (7) the formal functions of sections, as defined 

by melodic action, can be modulated by those of other layers. All of these elements characterize 

Fauré’s music, as the following chapters will show. 
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Chapter 3 

Modes 

 

The analyst has two options when it comes to deciphering the melodic-accompanimental 

relationship in the tonal-modal music of Fauré. The first option is to assume the music to be 

composed of major and minor scales overall with distributed instances of modal alteration or 

mode mixture. This corresponds more closely to how I attempt to hear the music. The first 

option, then, follows the expectations of the listener accustomed to what Philip Tagg calls 

“everyday tonality” (Tagg, 2009) and attempts to rationalize the tonal continuity of Fauré’s 

music. Its drawbacks are that it does not take into account the method used to harmonize modal 

passages, it makes little sense of harmonic syntax in terms of conventional theoretical 

prototypes, and it assumes the very thing that requires demonstration, that a given case is tonal, 

in some sense, in spite of an unconventional melodic-harmonic relationship. 

Fauré composed with modes habitually and it is beneficial to approach every composition 

with the assumption that modes will be found in it. Fauré used his method for harmonizing 

modal melodies and segments throughout his life. (The method was augmented by other 

elements in a synthetic fashion to make up his tonal-modal system.) His method brings us to 

another form of harmonization that weakens the bonds between layers. It also brings us to the 

second option, which sees cases as a series of modal segments harmonized in a way to be 

described below. It more accurately reflects Fauré’s compositional process and explains how 

many of his harmonic choices were made.  

The second option is a relatively simple matter compared to the difficulty of describing 

what sense is made of his constructions, which the first option tries to do. The second follows the 

composer as he compiles a kind of bricolage of modal shifts and their separate settings. His way 

of working comes at the expense of tonal homogeneity. Other values precede it on his list of 
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artistic priorities.1 Before describing Fauré’s method of modal harmonization, an overview of his 

musical training will put it into better perspective.  

Fauré entered the Niedermeyer School in 1854 at age nine. There he studied solfège, 

harmony, counterpoint, and organ and piano performance. The keyboard repetoire was based on 

the music of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, and Mendelssohn. He was introduced to the choral music 

of Josquin, Palestrina, Bach, and Vittoria through the required singing of their works. Saint-

Saëns, his piano teacher after 1861, engaged him in the modern music of the time—Liszt, 

Schumann and Wagner—and became the compositional role model most responsible for Fauré’s 

classical outlook. Fauré left the school in 1865, at age 20, but shortly returned to teach there.2 

Nectoux is of the opinion that Gustave Lefèvre, who became director of the school in 1865, 

exerted an important influence upon Fauré as regards harmony. Lefèvre authored a harmony 

treatise, which was a resume of the musical theory taught at the school. Nectoux concludes that 

“one of the essential aspects of Fauré’s musical language, the fluctuating nature of his tonality, 

finds its source in Lefèvre’s extraordinarily broad-minded attitude to [harmony].”  
 

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the Niedermeyer School’s harmonic practice was 
its pragmatism. It was based on the notion of key feeling and its permanence at the 
perceptual, auditory level; it was in no way an abstract, a priori system but an a 
posteriori one based on the evidence of how human beings actually perceived music.  
 
Fauré’s personal musical language had its source in this approach and any attempt to 
analyse his works must take the above principles into account. In particular, his reliance 
on modality means that any investigation into his harmonic style must look at the 
horizontal lines that make up his progressions.3 

 
[Fauré’s] long immersion in ancient polyphonic music and in modal usage was to have a 
profound and increasing influence on his composing language. His musical development 
consisted of an ever-increasing reliance on counterpoint, combined with an ever-

                                                
1 “In the nineteenth century, ecclesiastical modes were not perceived as they once were; instead, they 

represented enticing modifications of major and minor. . . . The nature of the past conjured up by an archaism is to 
be found not in an earlier historical reality but in its distance from the present.” Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century 
Music, 311. 
 

2 Nectoux, Musical Life, 6–9. 
 
3 Ibid., 227–229. 
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increasing absorption of modal techniques and the foundation of a tonal-modal system 
based on bitonality.4 

In addition to these influences, Louis Niedermeyer authored a treatise on how to 

harmonize plainchant, which was taught at the school.5 While it is likely to have made some 

impression on the young Fauré, his mature works show that his modal harmonizations followed 

from a different system.6 What the composer got from the Niedermeyer school was a familiarity 

with early music, an appreciation of the expressive power of modes, the habit of harmonizing 

melodies and critiquing their effects, a tolerance for tonally non-committal chord progressions of 

                                                
4 Ibid., 12. 
 
5 Louis Niedermeyer and Joseph d’Ortigue, Traité théorique et pratique de l’accompagnement du plain-

chant (Paris: E. Repos, 1859).  
 

6 In the treatise a list of rules for harmonization was set forth: 
 Rule 1: The exclusive use, in each mode, of the sounds of the scale. 

Rule 2: The frequent use in each mode of chords determined by the final and the dominant. 
Rule 3: The exclusive use of harmonic formulas that are proper to the cadences of each mode. 
Rule 4: Every chord, other than the perfect chord and its first inversion, must be excluded from the 
accompaniment of plainchant. 
Rule 5: The laws that govern the melody of plainchant must be observed in each of the parts which 
compose its accompaniment. 
Rule 6: Plainchant, being essentially a melody, must always be placed in the upper part.  
(Niedermeyer, Traité, 31–34) 

 
The system of Niedermeyer is purified. He did not want the influence of modern music to affect the 

harmonization of chant. Not even ficta are to be used, except those necessary for tritone avoidance, because they 
would violate the first rule. Fauré’s practice departs from the system of Niedermeyer in a number of respects. Most 
importantly, Niedermeyer’s system was designed to produce modal harmony, not the tonal-modal music Nectoux 
describes. It is true that there are many cases in Fauré’s music in which there is an absence of leading tones or 
modern dominants (major-minor sevenths) of a modal tonic. This is in keeping with Rule 1. In the “Air de danse,” 
for example, B minor is handled as a modal tonic and its harmonization includes only the tones of its mode (B 
Aeolian). (However, the harmony includes a major-minor seventh, which violates Rule 4.) On the other hand, Fauré 
violates Rule 1 in the Sicilienne, which mixes chromaticism into the mode. The harmony is likewise chromatic. (The 
same can be seen in the main themes of the piano quartets.) Rule 2 is not observed in those many cases where tonic 
and dominant chords are few and far between. The inclusion of the modern dominant is expressly forbidden as not 
in keeping with the “Gregorian tonality” (Niedermeyer, Treatise, 63–67). The tonal part of Fauré’s tonal-modal 
system is impossible without violating Rule 3. Rule 4 is transgressed by inclusion of seventh chords and other 
inversions than the first. Fauré’s Romantic chromaticism jettison’s Rule 5. It is true that he mostly observes Rule 6, 
that the melody should be in the top-most voice, but that was already the default for most of the media in which he 
worked. There are many exceptions to the rule but Fauré abides by the spirit of it insofar as its intent was for the 
chant to be prominent.  

James Kidd has studied the treatise, hoping to determine what influence it may have had upon Fauré. See 
James Charles Kidd, “Louis Niedermeyer’s System for Gregorian Chant Accompaniment as a Compositional Source 
for Gabriel Fauré” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 1973). 
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the kind Niedermeyer’s treatise modeled, and perhaps most importantly, the motivation to 

ponder still other ways by which melodies might be harmonized. 

Under the umbrella of modality, Fauré practices a kind that is distinct from that of earlier 

composers, from those contemporaries that followed the teaching of Niedermeyer, and from 

others (like Koechlin and Satie). Fauré’s music is hardly ever purely modal like that of the 

Renaissance composers he studied at the Niedermeyer school (if it is, it only lasts a short while). 

Fauré shares with their modal music the use of chords built from the degrees of a mode, shifts of 

emphasis to its various degrees, and the addition of accidentals at cadences (according to the 

theory of ficta). He occasionally borrows a melodic figure from early music. But Fauré’s 

melodies do not adhere to a single mode for very long; they fluctuate almost constantly. And, of 

course, his use of modes is set within a Romantic and post-Romantic style. 
 

3.1 Modes part 1 
 

3.1.1 The “Air de danse” 

In a letter to his son Philippe, in 1906, Fauré wrote the following in reference to the “Air 

de danse” from Caligula (1888): 
 
The whole piece is built on a single subject arising out of the keys of G major and B 
sharp [?] minor. Imagine the following scale, for example: 
 

 

 
in which you will find the elements of the scale of G major: G, A, B, D, E, F sharp, and 
the elements of the scale of B minor: B, C sharp, D, E, F sharp, G, that is to say on the 
one hand the tonic G, the major third B, and its dominant D; and on the other hand the 
tonic B, the [minor] third D, and the minor sixth G. . . . But generally speaking the piece 
stays in G all the time, and does not contain a second subject either in the relative major 
or in the relative minor (which would be e minor). . . . You will find a similar example in 
the score of The Trojans by Berlioz, also in a dance tune. I wanted to give the impression 
of a dance of a classical nature . . . and since the ancients did not modulate in the same 
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way as we do I confined myself to a scale made up of two keys. Plainchant is full of 
similar examples.7 

Before giving close attention to some of the statements in the letter, compare the 

explanation given above to the music of the “Air de danse” shown in example 3.1. The 

introductory figure in G Lydian (the central motive of the piece) encapsulates Fauré’s notion of 

the theme (“subject”) as arising out of the two keys of G major and B minor. It can be seen that 

the scale shown in his letter refers specifically to the introductory figure and second section of 

the theme. The piece shows in its entirety that the two-keys idea animates the piece. 

 The first section of the theme in G Ionian has a bass that rises from G to B (B is 

harmonized with B minor) and then falls back to G. The second section shifts to G Lydian and it 

is the melody that now rises and falls, with B minor harmonizing melodic B. The harmony in 

both sections of the theme is built around the melody-bass counterpoint, which is to say, it is 

motivically derived. The transit of the bass and the interval between the two keys are the first 

developments of the idea, which the introductory figure presents. The third-relation in the idea is 

played out in a number of ways with multiple modes in the rest of the piece.  

Nectoux has written that Fauré in his letter “explained his notion of an expanded 

tonality—of a key colored by modal inflections.”8 Most of what Fauré says in the letter seems to 

confine itself to the “Air de danse” in terms of the circumstances for which it was composed. 

There is no mention of modes. Perhaps this was a heuristic device used to simplify his 

explanation and accommodate his son’s meager musical knowledge. And there are gaps that 

remain to be filled. Nothing is said about harmony in the letter. A key feature of the theme is the 

harmonization given to its second section. One would assume that how Fauré harmonizes the 

modes in his music would figure prominently in the idea of an expanded tonality. Though it is 

little to go on, the only key in which the harmony registers is D major and only because of the 

A7, which belongs to neither of the two keys. Why is this? Why is an A7 used to approach B 

                                                
7 Jean-Michel Nectoux, ed., Gabriel Fauré: His Life Through His Letters, trans. J. A. Underwood (London: 

Marion Boyars, 1984), 261–262.  
 
8 Nectoux, Musical Life, 234. 
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minor rather than a plain triad or a modal dominant based on F#? Only by understanding how 

harmony fits into the thumbnail explanation he gives are we to have a more complete picture of 

the notion of an expanded tonality. 
 

Example 3.1. Fauré, “Air de danse,” from Caligula, harmonic motive and main theme 
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If it is assumed that Fauré was indeed giving us a glimpse into his compositional thought, 

what can be learned from it? His explanation shows that he had reconceived of modes in terms of 

scales and keys, with one scale expressing elements of two keys. In the “Air de danse,” Fauré 

understands the motion from G major to B minor as a type of modulation, not in the modern 

sense but as “the ancients” practiced it in plainchant. What little he gives in the letter has to be 

taken and compared with his music. What follows is a description of his system, beginning with 

the ideas in his letter, which translates his thinking into terms more compatible with the theory of 

tonal layers. Three items mentioned in the letter are of interest: the relationship between the two 

keys and how each is established, his comparison of the movement between the two keys with 

modulation in plainchant, and the mention of a similar example by Berlioz. 9  

From his statements and from examination of the entire piece, it is clear that the main key 

is G major. B minor is absent from the middle section of the piece; it only plays an important 

role in the opening motto and in the beginning and ending statements of the main theme (aside 

from its formative role in the idea). If it is understood as a key, then it is a subordinate or 

secondary key. Fauré’s explanation of the scale further supports this ranking of the keys. First, 

the scale is depicted as a scale on G and the mentions of the two keys and their elements begins 

with G major. Second, in the listing of the elements of each key, B minor does not have a 

semitonal leading tone, so its dominant seventh cannot be formed. Having these elements would 

be a necessary condition for a conventional tonality. There would be no purpose in postulating 

this reconception of modes if key conventions were not observed. G major is the key of the piece 

in part because it has a leading tone in both of the modes used in the theme (G Ionian and G 

                                                
9 The term mode will refer to the modes of plainchant; scale will refer to the major and minor scales and 

Fauré’s “scale of two keys.” Fauré’s compositions mostly use the five modes of plainchant, Dorian, Phrygian, 
Lydian, Mixolydian, and Aeolian (in authentic and plagal forms). Instances of the Ionian are indistinguishable from 
the major scale and the Locrian scarcely appears. The Dorian, Lydian, and Aeolian occur most often.  

Distinctions between modality and tonality that are historically significant play no part in this discussion. 
Modality is simply the use of modes in whatever context and has no bearing upon tonality as such. Fauré’s tonal-
modal system is by definition a tonal employment of modes. For the definition of mode used in this study, see the 
glossary. 
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Lydian). No dominant chord of B minor occurs in the piece; the dominant of G major (with and 

without seventh) occurs in the introduction, before the Lydian motto is heard (mm. 6 and 8).  

Third, Fauré mentions “the tonic B, the [minor] third D, and the minor sixth G” (italics 

mine). One would have expected him to complete the members of the triad, with F#. Does this 

description have something to do with B minor being subordinated to the main key? In this 

reading, B, as the tonic of the secondary key, derives it key meaning from its relationship to G; 

one depends upon the other. But this may be an over-reading; perhaps Fauré only intended to 

explain what happens in the second section of the theme and was not making a general statement 

about the key relationships in his scale. It is because the section starts and finishes with G in 

melody and bass that it gets recast as the submediant of B minor, a reflexive understanding of G.  
 

Figure 3.1. Relationships of main, primary, and secondary keys in the “Air de danse. 
 

 

His “scale made up of two keys” only describes that part of the theme in which the C# 

occurs—just a few measures. That section is entirely ‘in’ B minor. Consequently, the functions 

of the scale are three: to conceive of a mode solely in terms of keys and their elements, to define 
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the relationship of the secondary key to the primary key and, thus, to the main key,10 and to 

enable ‘modulation’ between the two.11 The elements of the primary key are a subset of the main 

key. For that reason the primary key is a doorway through which to move (modulate) from the 

main key into the secondary key. 

It is doubtful that Fauré’s discussion of the “Air de danse” was prompted by his need to 

disclose how he worked. From what is known of his life, it would not be in his character to do 

so, and, if he were going to choose a piece with which to illustrate the workings of his system, it 

is unlikely that it would be this one. The “Air de danse” is not typical of his practice insofar as it 

establishes the main key by use of its full scale before the entrance of modal elements. Much 

more typical is a strategic placement, at the outset, of only the tonic and its associates in melody 

and accompaniment, which places greater responsibility on the listener to grasp the main key. 

The “Air de danse” also has an introduction, a tonal set-up. If a set-up is given at the start of a 

piece, it is usually quite brief. But often there is none; the music may launch directly into 

modality. A primary key, under these circumstances, becomes a main key when its modalisms 

ultimately give way to scales. Whether previously established or not, it is expected that at some 

point a cadence will confirm the status of the main key. Fauré was classical in his outlook in a 

number of respects. That he did not write purely modal music, having modal harmony (as did 

some of his younger contemporaries), is one of them.12 Another of them is that (in most cases) a 

tonality must have a leading tone and a diatonic, D-functioning chord. If neither is present, the 

music is being treated modally. Since these elements of the key of B minor are lacking in the 

“Air de danse,” though it is a ‘key’ for the purposes of explaining his “scale made up of two 

keys,” it is not a full-fledged key: “generally speaking the piece stays in G all the time.” 

                                                
10 The secondary key is defined in terms of the primary key. The unity of the theme depends, in part, on the 

place of G and the G major chord in both sections of the theme; it is tonic in the first and submediant in the second. 
G major is a kind of pivot chord between tonal and modal musics. 

 
11 Modulation between primary and secondary keys might be considered a type of passing modulation.  
 

 12 There are brief passages in the works of his final period that are truly modal (not drawn from a 
harmonizing key) but they are few. Some will be touched on below. 
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Modulation to a mode—a key that lacks all the elements of a traditional key—might 

seem to be calculated to tend toward the vague. One advantage it has, if that logic is followed, is 

that a hierarchy results that leans toward the main key, providing it has been previously 

established. The modulation to B minor is transient and short-lived, a commonplace in Fauré’s 

music. This also tends to weaken it. But key expression cannot be limited to scales that include 

the full set of elements. In the second section of the theme of the “Air de danse,” neither of the 

two keys has a full complement of elements; G major lacks C, and B minor lacks A#. If 

completeness were critical, neither key could be expressed in the section. Tonality would be 

lacking in those many cases where no major-minor key is established, where only the tonic and 

its associates are presented. Sense of key and its strength for a given context is subjectively 

variable. The subject of modulation will be returned to later.  

His letter does not explain why the harmony underlying the modal section of the theme is 

not that of G major or B minor. It is only his reference to a similar piece by Berlioz that provides 

the clue that might explain it. I conjecture that he had studied the works of Berlioz and, among 

the things, had learned a method for harmonizing modes.  
 

3.1.2 Berlioz, “Pas d'esclaves nubiennes” 

The number from Les Troyens that Fauré might have had in mind is the dance “Pas 

d'esclaves nubiennes,” act IV, No. 33. It is plausible that Berlioz’s work was partly the model for 

the “Air de danse.”  

The Berlioz is modal, beginning in E Phrygian; Fauré’s piece alternates between tonal 

and modal passages and begins with an introductory figure in G Lydian. The theme of the 

Berlioz retains a single scale throughout as it shifts from modal E minor (mm. 1–32) to tonal C 

major (mm. 32–64) and back without cadential progressions typical of classical harmony. 

Fauré’s piece contains a number of scales that shift quite rapidly in the middle section. It is only 

the sections of the theme that are in G Lydian (that Fauré is describing in the letter) that do not 
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change scale as the harmony shifts from G major to B minor (mm. 45–53, 61–69), without tonal 

progressions directed toward either.  
 

Example 3.2. Berlioz, Les Troyens, “Pas d'esclaves nubiennes,” mm. 8–24 
 
a. Melody-bass frame 
 

  
b. Complete setting 
 

  



 

 
 

110 

 There are cadences in both works that are not Classical. Berlioz is trying to sound archaic 

with his cadences; Fauré’s cadences only sound unusual.13 In the Berlioz, the first section of the 

theme makes a Phrygian cadence; later, there is a plagal close on C major in which the melody 

makes a Landini cadence. What is most interesting about the Berlioz number is not its modality, 

which is as much a requirement of the staging as the props and the costumes, but how the 

harmony is chosen. This is a point of comparison of which Fauré makes no mention in his letter 

but one surely as significant for his work as its modality.  

The first section of Berlioz’s theme is a 16-measure phrase group in E Phrygian 

(AABB’). It is joined by a bass that steadily pounds out E for nine measures, steps down to D for 

six, and then returns to E in the final measure. The melody-bass frame transparently asserts the 

mode and the theme is closed by the Phrygian cadence (F–E in the melody and D–E in the bass).  

See example 3.2a. An inner voice sounds C, apparently making the cadence deceptive, that is, 

until one examines the entire middle-voice part. This is what might have caught Fauré’s 

attention. (See example 3.2b.) 

As the first half of the theme presents the basic idea and its repetition, it is accompanied 

by the tonic perfect fifth, with a slight undulation in the middle voice. But the contrasting idea 

and its repetition are accompanied by a cadential progression in C major. Berlioz has harmonized  

a melodic segment in E Phrygian as if it were in C major. Why? First, because it’s possible: their 

pitch class content is identical; one is a permutation of the other. Second, because it solves some 

compositional problems. No new chord progressions need be invented; conventional voice 

leading can be recycled. Third, it is effective: though the chords are taken from C major, the 

segment does not sound like it is in that key, mostly because of the bass. Fourth, it is (was) 

novel: modal melody receives a tonal harmonic accompaniment.  

                                                
13 The C#s in the accompaniment, used to approach and depart B minor (for example, in mm. 46–48), do 

not seem to be the raised ̂4 that in early music often accompanies the Landini cadence. Here the progression is not 
cadential plus the leading tone is missing. 
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Such a construction will doubtless impact the tonality of the theme. Structurally, the 

music is bitonal. The accompaniment contradicts the melody. For me, the effect is of music that 

hovers between E minor and A minor by the end of the theme. It does not settle into either key. 

In this case, Berlioz gets the balance about as right as could be. Overall, the music seems 

successful. The melody dominates over a lightly scored accompaniment. But one can see that if 

this method of harmonization were to be carried further, made more intricate, the results might 

make comprehension difficult. Tonality could be ambiguated. What Berlioz did in this one case 

Fauré was to extend and incorporate into a style all his own. 

 Consider again the “Air de danse,” mm. 45–52. The most effective instances of tonal 

layering occur when the tonic (as opposed to other functions) is harmonized with non-tonic notes 

or chords. In the second section of the main theme of the “Air de danse,” the tonic and its 

associated third occupy the melody. The tonic chord leads off each four-measure phrase. The 

dependent A in the melody is harmonized with an A7 chord, reflecting in the accompaniment the 

Lydian mode of the melody. The melodic third is set with a B minor chord in root position. 

Insofar as the third maintains its association with the tonic, a disruption occurs due to the 

harmonization, which momentarily attracts attention to itself. This perception is enhanced by the 

melodic C#s, which evoke the flavor of the B minor scale. The effect is to fluctuate the tonality, 

but since the phrases are brief, the sense of key orientation is not lost. The role of the A7 will be 

discussed below. 
 

3.1.3 Harmonizing keys 

Fauré addressed the problem of how to harmonize modes by following, I believe, the 

model of Berlioz. His precedent explains three things about the harmonization of the theme of 

the “Air de danse:” the modal harmonization adheres to the pitch content of the mode (or modal 

segment) being harmonized; it uses chords and successions from a key whose scale is a 

permutation of the mode; it involves a progression to the secondary-key tonic which is otherwise 

known as the deceptive resolution. For purposes of harmonization, Fauré treats the five modes as 
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permutations of the major scale and its relative, natural-minor scale, meaning that, for example, 

D Dorian, E Phrygian, F Lydian, etc. will be harmonized with chords of C major or A minor. 

Because the harmonization of a modal passage is made with chords from a key that might not be 

that of the primary or secondary keys (as in the “Air de danse”), the term harmonizing key will 

be used to refer to the chords of the accompaniment.14 
 

Figure 3.2. Modes as permutations of C major/A minor. 
 

 
 
 
3.1.4 “Scales of two keys” in other pieces 
 

Sicilienne 

The first period of the Sicilienne uses two double-key scales, shown in example 3.3. One 

incorporates the Dorian mode and the other the Phrygian. In this case only five elements of the 

primary key are present (because it has no leading tone) as opposed to six of the secondary keys. 

Following Fauré’s model, the degrees of the tonic and its associates and their alternate meanings  

 

                                                
 14 Fauré solved the problem of how to include various modes in sections of a form, disguised as keys, 
without jeopardizing the claim of the main or primary key. The “Air de danse” shows that one way to do this is to 
restrict the use of secondary dominant chords. In the rest of the piece, where other modes are used, Fauré takes steps 
to subordinate the harmonizing keys to the primary keys of the melody by ensuring that the former either do not 
have a leading tone and dominant chord or, if they do, their tonic chord does not follow them. The accompaniment 
thus assists the organization of the melody in clarifying the primary key. 
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Example 3.3. Fauré, Sicilienne, 1–9 
 
a. Melody and “scales of two keys” 
 

 
 
b. Harmonization 
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in the secondary keys have been labeled. Recall that the harmonizing keys may not reflect the 

two keys of the scale. There is a one-measure set-up that identifies the primary key. The phrases 

are short and enclosed by tonal pillars of G minor. The subordination of the secondary keys is 

effortless; the texture is supple and only an informed analysis would detect the subtle changes 

taking place within each phrase. This example points out another feature of the secondary key 

(that contains the modal element) that is also evident in the “Air de danse:” the elements that 

define the secondary key may (but do not always) shape melodic organization. At the point at 

which the first modalism enters (in the bass of m. 3), it can be assumed the music has shifted 

from primary to secondary key. From that point to the end of the phrase, the melody revolves 

around the secondary key. Like the “Air de danse,” the tonic chord of the secondary key is 

present.15 
 
 
Example 3.4. Fauré, “Claire de lune,” 38–46 
 
a. Vocal melody and “scale of two keys” 
 

 
 

                                                
 15 There is nothing invalid, in principle, with understanding Fauré’s melodies as cases of mode mixture, an 
option referred to at the beginning of this chapter. The method of analysis used here is preferable because it reflects 
the composer’s thought and provides a rationale for harmonic choices. To the second point, were the first phrase of 
the Sicilienne to be understood only as a modal mixture of ̂6 from the major mode or melodic minor, the 
harmonization in F major would not be explained. Furthermore, attempting to understand the music using the 
explanatory tool of mode mixture requires grappling with the tonal meaning of his harmony in the main key. In the 
example, just mentioned, what would be the meaning of Bb–C7 in the key of G minor? C7 would have no 
significance as the dominant of F major, a key not in effect. In that case its seventh is a mere coloration.  
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“Claire de lune” 

 The excerpt shown in example 3.4 occurs in the middle of the song. The accompaniment 

sets up the primary key of G flat major. The melody reflects the secondary key, B flat minor (the 

main key of the song). The scale incorporates the top end of the G flat Hypolydian mode. In this 

example, the tonic chord of the secondary key is not present, thought its parallel major occurs in 

the last measure. 
 
 
Example 3.4. Fauré, “Claire de lune,” 38–46 (cont.) 
 
b. Harmonization 
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3.2 Modes part 2 

 What is most interesting about Fauré’s method of modal harmonization is that melody 

and accompanimental harmony would seem to have separate rationales of organization. The 

secondary key rationalizes the modal degree(s) of the main or other voice and the harmonizing 

key rationalizes the harmonic progressions. Modes are made equivalent to keys that are inflected 

toward non-tonic degrees. F Lydian is F major tilted toward its mediant; E Phrygian is E minor 

tipped toward its submediant, and so on. Modal harmonizations, on the other hand, are 

permutational, the parallel to how a mode results when a final is set on a non-tonic degree of the 

major scale. This is why the major-minor seventh and half-diminished seventh shift their degree 

location as the mode changes.16  

What does this dual rationale mean for tone functions? Degrees have different meanings 

for melody and accompaniment in all the modes except Ionian and Aeolian. For example, in the 

“Air de danse,” C# in the melody is ̂2 of the secondary key, while in the accompaniment it is ̂7 of 

the harmonizing key, a member of its dominant seventh. Fauré makes no mention of the Lydian 

mode in his letter discussing the “Air de danse” because, strictly speaking, it is superfluous: the 

Lydian ̂4 has been eliminated.  
 

3.2.1 Melody  
 

Modal seriation 

The melodic expression of a key will usually involve multiple modes; melody advances 

by modal seriation. Motives caste and recaste in a variety of modes are variations and in that 

sense developmental. This may explain the tendency to continual modal shifts. What the modes 

have in common (so long as a real modulation does not occur) is a common tonic. Except in the 

                                                
 16 What brings these two rationales together? In a major key, the conventional deceptive cadence or 
resolution can be understood as a kind of modulation to a secondary key. This may have been the source of the 
notion of a mode as a scale of two keys. It cannot be a mere coincidence that, in the strict version of the method, the 
harmonizing key bears a consistent relationship to the secondary key: the chord on which the cadence or resolution 
is made is the tonic of the secondary key. 
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rarely used Locrian mode, the tonic and its associates form major and minor ‘melodic chords.’ 

This strengthens the potential for the influence of a tonic to be dispersed in modal melodies. 
 

Identifying the modes 

In general, it is the modal impression that a portion of music gives that precedes and 

prompts a modal analysis. The impression may be stronger or weaker depending upon the 

specifics of composition. Some cases do not sound modal without repeated, close listenings.17 

For all cases, once a passage has been selected, the algorithm used to identify its mode has three 

stages: (1) the tonic is identified, (2) it is determined whether all degrees are present, (3) and the 

mode is matched. Every analysis attempts to specify the tonic and its associates in the melody. In 

themes, the tonic is usually prominent. When it is not present in the melody, the accompaniment 

or the prior context may help to identify it.18 If the tonic cannot be identified, the mode cannot be 

identified. A passage may begin without identifying the tonic but by its end will have done so. In 

such cases, modal identification may be retrospectively conjectured.19 If not all degrees are 

present, the mode is underdefined and can only be conjectured.20  

A modal analysis is prompted when, as in the “Air de danse,” a modal degree occurs in 

the melody (i.e., it sounds modal) and the harmony is from a different key than that of the 

tonic.21 Having identified the tonic, and thus the mode, a methodical harmonization (in which the 

                                                
 17 Since modality in the melodic layer interacts with its accompaniment, a melody that makes a modal 
impression in isolation may be obscured once it is juxtaposed to an accompaniment. There are certainly cases that 
make no modal impression, in which modality is reduced to being a constructive element only. 

 
18 The key is affirmed by all the usual formal indicators, including the order and emphasis that tones 

receive, any intermittent departures from a mode, melodic contour, grouping structure, theme type, and cadences. 
 
 19 Retrospective conjecture is used to identify the mode at the start of the Violin Sonata No. 2, III, ST2. See 
section 4.1.18. 
 
 20 If, for example, the Dorian mode had been previously used in a work, and subsequently a passage occurs 
in which the tonic is known, which has all the degrees of the Dorian mode except the second degree, it can be 
conjectured that the mode is Dorian. Suggesting the color of the Dorian mode is most dependent on degrees other 
than the second, so even an incomplete set of degrees may suggest a mode that, technically, is underdefined. 
 
 21 The harmony may be from the secondary key. For example, F Lydian, in the subordinate theme of the 
Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 46–47 and 50–51, has harmonizing keys of C major (the same relationship as in the 
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relationship of primary key to harmonizing key conforms to that expected for a given mode) 

confirms the identification of the mode. Because the options for harmonization are actually quit 

few (providing it is methodical), and because Fauré matches specific chord progressions to 

modal segments with enough regularity, modal confirmation based on harmonization is fairly 

straightforward for much of his music. Even so, some spots are equivocal.22 A non-methodical 

harmonization cannot confirm a modal identification. The secondary key of a mode usually 

follows the scheme given in figure 3.3. The certainty of modal identification is highest when the 

harmonization is methodical and modally characteristic degrees (i.e., elements of the secondary 

key) are present in a passage. 
 

Figure 3.3. Secondary-key scheme. 
 

 

When modal seriation occurs, the analyst is identifying the modes of melodic segments. 

Harmonizations reflect the mode changes, as long as the former remain methodical. When 

melodic segments occur that are shared by more than one mode and do not include the modally 

defining degrees, the harmonization can be a guide to identifying the mode (if it contains the 

missing degrees). But there are certainly cases where it is not possible to identify modal 

                                                                                                                                                       
“Air de danse”) and A minor—the secondary key. (In this case, the leading tone of A minor does occur in the 
accompaniment, but what is crucial, it does not occur in the melody, which sounds the first five degrees of the F 
Lydian mode.) 
 
 22 See, for example, the Piano Trio, I, MT, mm. 9–10 in section 5.4.2. 
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segments with certainty, either because the segment does not contain the tonic or because the key 

is uncertain or because the harmonization is not methodical.23 
 

Distinguishing modes and scales 

The five modes that most often occur in Fauré’s music (Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, 

Mixolydian, and Aeolian) are distinguished from major and minor scales by how they situate ̂2, 

^4, ̂6, and ̂7. All of them affect one of the leading tones ( ^4 and ̂7 of their major- or minor-scale 

counterparts) in which tonal theory is so heavily invested.  
 
 
Figure 3.4. Distinguishing interval progressions of five modes. 
 

 

 In practice, a mode sounds most modal and is best distinguished from a scale (1) when it 

contains a degree that is absent from the major and minor scales, like the Phrygian ̂2, or (2) when 

the direction of melodic progression produces interval successions that are not typical of major-

minor tonality. For examples of the latter, there are two melodic features that occur throughout 

Fauré’s works, the Lydian ̂4–^3 descent (almost always used in an appoggiatura) and the Aeolian 

                                                
 23 In the end, whether a mode has been identified or only conjectured, what is uppermost in the analyses is 
to show the tonal layering of melody and accompaniment, which is not dependent upon specific modal 
identifications and which exists whether or not the elements of Fauré’s method are identified. 
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^5–^6–^7–^8 or ̂6–^7–^8 ascents, convey a strong modal flavor because of the way they approach the 

tonic. Fauré recognized that the Dorian ̂6 is most effective in scalewise descent from ̂1 or ̂7 and 

leading, usually, to ̂5. The expression of ̂6 will be sounded in another voice, often the bass, if it is 

not present in the melody (e.g., Sicilienne, m. 3; “Claire de lune,” mm. 1–2). Characteristic 

modal interval successions are show in figure 3.4. 
 

Key relationships 

Since every modal segment, in principle, presents two keys at a time (one primary and 

one secondary), themes with changing segments can reference multiple keys, in the melody, in a 

subordinate voice (usually the bass), or in the harmonizing key. Primary and secondary keys are 

not always related as they are in the “Air de danse,” one major and one minor. They may both be 

minor or major.24 Primary and secondary key elements must be placed into mediate proximity in 

order to give a modal impression. Fauré does this by either making quick shifts between them (as 

in the “Air de danse,” mm. 45–52) or by juxtaposing them simultaneously (as in “En sourdine,” 

mm. 16–20). 
 

Primary key 

At the beginning of works, the primary key shares the tonic of the main key. The primary 

key is the one that is usually prepared (set-up) by a prior context or, in the case of a 

reharmonization, the one set up in the original context of the melody (meaning that when 

reharmonized it may be affirmed by the melody only).25  

                                                
 24 The Piano Quartet No. 1, I, mm. 118–119 and 122–123 are in C Phrygian. The primary key is C minor 
and the secondary is F minor. In “En sourdine,” mm. 16–20 the melody is in E flat Dorian. The primary key is E flat 
minor and the secondary is B flat minor. The “Air de danse,” mm. 89–100 is in G Mixolydian. The two keys are G 
major and F major. 
 
 25 For examples of reharmonization, see the Piano Quartet No. 1, I, and compare the main theme to mm. 
118–119, and 122–123. See also the Piano Quartet No. 2, III and compare the main theme to mm. 101–102 and 105–
106. In the development section of the Piano Quartet No. 1, I, Fauré mixes elements of both themes (a consistent 
practice). The beginning of the main theme in its original key (C minor) is heard in mm. 118–119 and 122–123. The 
prior context begins in A flat major (harmonizing the head motive of the ST) and quickly sets up F minor, which 
harmonizes the tonic once main theme ideas begin. F minor is the secondary key. The bass holds onto an F while the 
harmony shifts from F– to Bb–(6) and back. Any sense of C minor that is present during this passage—regardless of 
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Secondary key 

The secondary key is the one that resolves a modal degree as if it were a degree of a 

major or minor scale. In other words, it rationalizes the modal degree. In the “Air de danse,” the 

secondary key only rationalizes C# (as an element of B minor), the note foreign to the main and 

primary keys. Consider that the harmonizing key also rationalizes the modalism but with this 

difference: the purpose of the harmonizing key is also to rationalize the chord progressions. 

The secondary key may determine the melodic emphasis, as it is in the “Air de danse.”26 

This only holds when the melody emphasizes the tonic of the secondary key and the modal 

degree is present. The secondary key may also determine a subordinate melodic voice, which 

allows more freedom for the melody to be off the secondary tonic.27  
 

Set-up 

Set-ups of the primary key, before modality takes over, are usually brief. Or they may be 

absent. Merely beginning with the tonic may be all that is given. In some cases, the key must be 

recognized in process, after the music has commenced.28 The harmonization frequently conflicts 

with the expression of the primary key by the melody. Intermittent returns to the dominant of the 

primary key may become necessary to compensate for harmonic eccentricity. The more 

                                                                                                                                                       
how slight—must be due to the melody’s expression of the primary key. In some cases the prior context is 
ambiguous at the first presentation of a modal melodic idea (as in the subordinate theme of the Piano Quintet No. 1, 
I). 
 
 26 “Claire de lune,” mm. 17–20, is in E flat Dorian; the secondary key is B flat minor, which is expressed by 
the melody. The same can be seen in “En sourdine,” mm. 17–20, also in E flat Dorian. 
 
 27 In the main theme of the Piano Quartet No. 1, III, the bass in mm. 1–13 strongly asserts the secondary 
key of F minor. Both of these conditions are present in the main theme of Sicilienne, mm. 1–5. In the main theme of 
the Violin Sonata No. 2, II, mm. 1–8, the secondary key controls the melody and some spots in the bass. The main 
theme of the Piano Quintet No. 1, II, is a chain of changing modes that often has the secondary key controlling the 
melody and bass. In mm. 2–3, the mode is G Dorian; melody and bass are both in D minor. In mm. 4–5, both 
melody and bass reflect the secondary key of C minor. In mm. 7–8, which are in G Lydian, melody and bass are in 
D major; the modal degree is expressed by the melody and the tonic of the secondary key is sounded by the bass. 
 
 28 Take the opening of the Violin Sonata No. 2, I. There is nothing about the opening that conveys E minor. 
It is only after the fact that one gets even a hint that the main theme is in that key. When the piano begins to 
harmonize the (unusual) theme, because it is modal, the key of the harmony is not that of the melody. The half 
cadence in the main key that ends the sentence, in light of the proceedings, comes as a surprise as much as a relief. 
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chromatic and fragmented the harmony, the more this is needed. This process may be called set-

reset.29  
 

The relationship of modal and scalar keys 

The tonic at the beginnings of modal themes has a dual status. It is tonic of the primary 

key and a non-tonic degree of the secondary key. Likewise, its chord is the tonic of the primary 

key and a non-tonic chord of the harmonizing key. Take the start of the Sicilienne for example. 

The main key is G minor, set up in the beginning. At some point in m. 2, G ‘becomes’ the 

subdominant of D minor, the secondary key, and the G minor chord ‘becomes’ the supertonic of 

F major, the harmonizing key of the first phrase. Were this not the case, the remainder of the 

melody and harmony through m. 4 would have no connection to the opening. The point of using 

harmonizing keys is to take advantage of conventional progressions or chunks of them.  

 The use of tonal pillars in his tonal-modal system is most easily seen in main themes 

where they sit at the boundaries of phrases. What this means, as far as harmony is concerned, is 

that it moves in and out of harmonizing keys as the melody moves in and out of two-key scales. 

Modality and scalarity interpenetrate in Fauré’s music. The D in the melody of Sicilienne, mm. 

3–4 is the tonic of the secondary key; the D in m. 5 is the dominant of the primary key. An 

imperceptible changeover has taken place in the melody that is signaled by the appearance of the 

raised leading tone in the accompaniment. It is the regular recourse to tonal pillars that keeps 

Fauré’s themes tonally grounded. Between them are the loose middles where modality operates. 

example 3.5 depicts Fauré’s phrase organization. 
 

Modulation between primary and secondary keys: migration within the mode 

The two fundamental modes, the Ionian and Aeolian, are at the center of his method for 

harmonizing modes and for understanding the relationships between primary and secondary 

keys. Movement around the submediant of the Ionian mode can reflect the Aeolian mode, as 

                                                
 29 For example, the song, “En sourdine,” begins and ends in the key of E flat major. The key is set-up in 
mm. 1–2 and reset in mm. 8, 11, and 22, after modal excursions. 
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movement around the mediant of the latter mode can reflect the former, giving a sense that one 

set of elements has two guises. Assuming this to have been the source of the “two-keys” idea, as 

well as that of modulation between them, the idea translated to the other modes means that there 

is also two keys in them. 
 

Example 3.5. Scalar-modal phrase organization 
 

 

The tonal-modal system of Fauré leads one to wonder about his conception of tonality. 

Recall Nectoux’s comment that Fauré had adopted the notion of key feeling “based on the 

evidence of how human beings actually perceived music,” as taught at the Niedermeyer School. 

If a passage is colored by a secondary key, and proceeds to cadence or pause on its tonic, what 

has occurred? If there is a key feeling at the point of cadence, what was there just before, the 

same feeling or something else? There are those passages, which run opposite to Fauré’s usual 

practice of brief and transient modal colorations, where the sense of the secondary key is strong 

enough to overcome that of the primary. In those cases, even though not all elements of a key are 

present, it is difficult to deny in principle that a kind of modulation has occurred. If a mode is 

audible as a migration (or commutation) between two, incomplete, closely related keys, then it is 
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not unreasonable to conclude that a sort of modulation is occurring when the melody shifts 

between their tonics.  

Of course, the perceptual difficulties are not lessened simply because we have an 

explanation of their causes. If relocations within an invariant set of pitches are sensed as shifts of 

key—if there is a potential sense of duality in any mode—then, even when steps are taken to 

counteract a sense of the secondary tonic, it may not always be possible to restrain all of the 

eccentric elements that point to other keys. Tonal uncertainty is quite frequent, even in those 

works that on the whole seem most tonally straightforward. It is normal to have absences or 

fluctuations in tonal music. The use of modes always has the potential to present this 

uncertainty.30 

Fauré’s antique-style modulation in the theme of the “Air de danse” is too transient to 

seem like more than a passing modulation, if that. There are certainly cases in which a theme 

does effectively modulate to the secondary key without the traditional means, as in the main 

theme of the Violin Sonata No. 2, II (see section 4.5.2).31  

                                                
30 Mark Richards describes the tonal ambiguity of the harmonic progression A––F–C–G (and its 

transpositions), as it is used in popular music. “The perception of its tonality may waver between the major and 
Aeolian modes.” He concludes that, in its various settings, “tonality depends primarily on the melodic content of the 
progression.” Mark Richards, “Tonal Ambiguity in Popular Music’s Axis Progressions,” Music Theory Online 
23.3.6 (2017).  

A striking example in popular music of such tonal wavering is Elvis Presley’s “(Marie’s The Name) His 
Latest Flame.” The song is in G major. The verses shift back and forth between G major and E minor, which can be 
heard as cotonics until the harmony progresses from C major to D major and sets up for another verse beginning on 
G. This is not the only modal duality in the song. After a number of verse-refrains, there is a contrasting section that 
begins on D major and alternates with C major. Coming from G major, D major sounds like the dominant, but as the 
section continues, it slowly takes on a tonic sense of its own, in effect becoming D Mixolydian. Then, when the 
verse returns, it becomes dominant again retroactively. 

 
 31 In this example, the melody assists the harmony to make the modulation. The main key is A major. The 
mode of the main theme is A Hypolydian and, like the “Air de danse,” the primary and secondary keys have the 
same tonic-mediant relationship, A major and C# minor. The melody is built around E major—the parallel key of 
the work as a whole—and is harmonized so as to ‘be’ in A Hypolydian. (There are a number of cases where Fauré 
seems to be referring to the main key of a movement or of a multi-movement work while being in another key. It is 
assumed that this was partly a development of the Idea of a work as well as a means to increase internal coherence.) 
After a one-measure set-up on the tonic, the melody begins on E in m. 2 and the harmony almost immediately 
begins to move away from the primary key. After a confusing moment (in mm. 2–3), in which the harmony registers 
in the keys of A, C# minor, and B, and ends with a D#7, the accompaniment suddenly jumps back into the main key 
in m. 4. In m. 5, the melody cadences in E major (on G#) and the harmony makes what would be a deceptive 
cadence in E major, what amounts to a plagal cadence on C# minor, the secondary key. As quickly as these 
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3.2.2 Accompaniment 
 

Harmonization 

Fauré adds chords from multiple keys to modal melodic segments that could be 

harmonized with fewer chords of a single key.32 Often these added chords are hung upon a faster 

moving, secondary line in counterpoint with the melody. A single mode suggested to Fauré 

harmonic possibilities that refer to multiple keys. He freely harmonized a mode with chords 

drawn from those keys with which its segments had overlapping pitch content. The choice of 

harmonizing key seems unaffected by whether the mode is in authentic or plagal form. 

Under the assumption that Fauré is using his method of harmonization, changes of 

harmonizing key indicate that a given melodic segment is changing its mode, even when mode-

identifying degrees are absent. What the listener may hear as a simple, diatonic melody with 

enriched harmony is, conceptually, a melody that passes through multiple modes and therefore 

receives at least as many harmonizations.  

Consider the main theme of the Piano Quintet No. 1, I, shown below. At the end of a two-

measure set up of D minor, the melody begins in D Aeolian. The primary key is D minor and the 

secondary is F major, which is also the harmonizing key. The accompaniment holds onto the 

tonic through the first phrase and into the second. Other harmonizing keys enter beginning in m. 

9 as modal changes are made to the melody. There are chords registering in C major and B flat 

major, neither of which includes its tonic chord. The theme makes a tonal modulation to F major 

in m. 14 and turns back to D minor in m. 17 to cadence. There is no doubt that D minor is the 

primary key of the theme, even though the melody is modal and its leading tone and dominant 

chord do not appear until later in the theme. Fauré might say of this theme that it “generally 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
modulations can move into a secondary key, they can move back out. In this theme, the harmony occupies C# minor 
for less than seven beats. 
 
 32  See for example, the Sicilienne, mm. 1–5; “Claire de lune,” mm. 1–5; the Violin sonata No. 2, II, mm. 
1–5. 
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Example 3.6. Fauré, Piano Quintet No. 1 (op. 89, 1903–05), I, MT, mm. 1–18 
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speaking stays in [D minor] all the time” (to use the language of his letter quoted above). The 

opening is exceptional insofar as a single mode is retained for more than a complete phrase; in 

most cases changes are more frequent.33 Modal seriation thus explains the frequent changes of 

melodic degrees and some of the idiosyncrasies of harmonic choice and syntax. 

The two features that particularly define Fauré’s modal harmony are the rationalization of 

it in terms of key conventions and its generally noncommittal quality relative to the keys from 

which it is drawn. Both features go far in accounting for its syntax. The second feature produces 

a harmony that is more malleable, able to be more easily repurposed. Malleability enables the 

harmony to be more easily strung together in response to the changing modality of the melody.34 

It has two side effects: malleability produces vagueness and, out of necessity, tends the listener 

toward the melody with the expectation that it will provide (in addition to formal continuity) the 

requisite key definition.  

Even in a tonal-modal system, formal requirements dictate major-minor key expression. 

In development sections where thematic material is to be presented in different keys, real 

modulations have to take place. Fauré manages to do this even while keeping modes in use. He 

commits his harmony to a key by following its dominant with its tonic in a strong metrical 

position.35 These occasions can still have the melody occupied by the secondary key but they are 

in fact moments in which modality switches over into major-minor music. The modal melodic 

elements sound like dependent tones or harmonic sevenths and ninths. These moments are 

usually brief.  

 

 

                                                
 33 See for example, “Claire de lune,” mm. 1–5 and the Piano Quintet No. 1, II, mm. 1–8. 
 

34 An often stepwise-moving bass and chord inversions also contribute to the malleability of the harmony. 
They are in great measure responsible for the surprising harmonic variety that Fauré achieves with mostly triads and 
seventh chords. 
 
 35 See for example, the Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 93–94ff. and mm. 102–103ff. 
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Identifying a harmonizing key 

 A sure sign that the accompaniment is in a harmonizing key is a dominant seventh (with 

or without ninth), relative to the other chords in the accompaniment, that is not acting as a 

dominant seventh or augmented sixth, and does not have an applied function, relative to the 

primary key. (To a lesser extent the subtonic half-diminished seventh may take the place of the 

dominant seventh.) Such a dominant seventh is modal. If the melody seems to be in the Aeolian 

mode, the root of the modal dominant seventh is ̂7; its third is the Dorian ̂6 and Lydian ̂4; its 

seventh is the Phrygian ̂2 and Mixolydian ̂7.36 There is some uncertainty as to the identity of 

harmonizing keys when their use is brief and does not include a dominant seventh or subtonic 

half-diminished seventh.37 The Mixolydian mode is more likely to receive a non-methodical 

treatment than the other modes perhaps due to the problem of how to present a convincing 

dominant function that harmonizes ̂7. A strict application of the method would yield a tonic that 

dominates itself.38  
 

The coherence of the harmony 

As one might imagine, binding together the patchwork of harmonizations would 

constitute a compositional problem all its own. Fauré had a number of solutions to this. The main 

                                                
36 Each of these relationships can be seen in a single passage from the Piano Quintet No. 1, II. The main 

theme (in G major) is continuously reharmonized throughout the movement. After a statement of the subordinate 
theme (in E minor) that concludes with the dominant seventh of the main key (m. 120), the main theme returns at m. 
121 (rehearsal 17) in diminution. It is extended beyond its normal length as Fauré begins to combine the two themes. 
Fauré quickly moves through the modes, in mm. 121–126, interspersed with major and minor scales, as follows:  

 
m. 121 122 123 124 125 126 

mode G Phryg. C min. G Lyd. G Maj. G Mix. G Dor.  G Maj. G Aeol. 

key Ebh: c: Dh:  G: Ch: Fh: G: Dh: 

      
 37 See for example, the Prelude No. 5, mm. 4–5. 
 
 38 One of the more extensive uses of the mode in his works, and an interesting case of non-methodical 
treatment, is found in the song ”La Rose” (op. 51, No. 4), mm. 29–38. See also “J’ai presque peur, en vérité” (La 
bonne chanson, op. 61, No. 5), mm. 53–62, where B Mixolydian is harmonized in F# melodic minor. 
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binding agent is the voice leading. The logic and coherence of main and subordinate voices 

imparts a measure of those qualities to their harmonization. The inclusive relationship between 

melody and harmony that is usually observed means that the content of leading voices is 

reflected in the harmony as chord members. Harmonizing keys may be joined consecutively by 

functional links made from the last chord of one succession and the first chord of another.39 Or, 

similarly placed chords may simply be those that share a diatonic key.40 Also providing 

coherence may be a sequential ordering of harmonizing keys.41 
 

Sequences 

The modality of the melody is usually easy to hear when the phrases are relatively brief 

and remain in a single key. In certain cases, as in sequences, it is difficult to hear; the melody 

sounds indistinguishable from the secondary key or the key of the harmonization. The use of the 

method may go unrecognized. Fauré may set aside his method for sequences, especially when 

they are chromatic. Functional links abound in them. Again, subordinate voices may join with 

the melody to lead harmonic choice. In this, bass patterns often play a decisive role. Some 

successions in sequences are not functional. 
 

3.2.3 The melodic-accompanimental relationship 

Melody rather than harmony so often leads in the relationship because, if there is a strict 

adherence to the method, the modality of a segment specifies how it ought to be harmonized.42 

The distinction of primary and secondary keys is a product solely of the melody (or additional 

voice); the distinction of main and primary keys arises out of the interaction of melody and 

accompaniment. 

                                                
 39 See for example, the Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 75–86, 93–94, 102–103. 
 
 40 Ibid., mm. 94–5. 
 
 41 Ibid., mm. 102–106. 

 
42 For an example of melody following harmony, see the opening of “Les Présents,” op. 46, No. 1. 
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Ultimately, for a primary key to be confirmed as a main key, there has to be a traditional 

cadence, the reestablishment of a major-minor scalar environment and the coordination of tonal 

pillars (certainly in the early works), bearing in mind that these can arise and be over quite 

quickly. In the cadence, the functions of the tonal pillars come to the fore, reducing tonal 

layering through a melodic-harmonic convergence. But there are cases, entire movements in the 

later works, in which there are no traditional cadences. Plagal cadences abound and only when 

nothing follows to contradict do we know that we have reached home. Tonality depends as much 

upon the melody as the harmony, even near the end of works.43  
 

Subordinating secondary keys harmonically 

In general, dominant sevenths of secondary keys are not used, and if they are, they are 

not followed by their tonics, which would too strongly emphasize them and lose the effects of 

modal modulations.44 Fauré may place the secondary subdominant chord where the secondary 

tonic chord would be, with the secondary tonic in the bass.45 The secondary tonic might be 

avoided with some other replacement chord.46 

Exceptions to this may compensate by weakening the secondary tonics in some way, 

including making them dissonant.47 In most cases, the secondary tonic chord is approached by 

                                                
 43 As the recapitulation of the subordinate theme of the Violin Sonata No. 2, II draws to a close, the leading 
tone of the main key occupies the melody and the accompaniment sounds the dominant chord in the penultimate 
measure (m. 97). The chord on the down beat of the next measure is the subdominant, and the melody doesn’t even 
attempt to sound the tonic, passing from a suspended leading tone down to F# (making Fauré’s beloved tritonal 
appoggiatura). From there the dynamic decreases from forte to mezzo piano and what immediately follows is a 
developmental coda. It begins with the main theme in the first pure A major material in the movement, which lasts 
only four measures. From there the dynamic ramps back up to forte by m. 115, as chromaticism increases. Those 
few measures, ‘the calm before the storm,’ seemed to be a compensation for the lack not only of a proper cadence 
but of firm A-major material. 
 
 44 A rare case of the secondary-key tonic preceded by its dominant seventh (though slightly weakened) 
occurs in the Piano Quartet No. 1, III, mm. 6–7. In terms of tonal analysis, it amounts to a brief emphasis of the 
relative major. 
 
 45 See for example, the Piano Quintet No. 1, II, m. 9. 
 
 46 See for example, the Piano Quartet 2, IV, m. 10. 
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the dominant seventh of the harmonizing key.48 Secondary tonics may be approached from a 

subdominant function of the secondary key, that is, plagally, especially in internal pauses on 

them.49 This observation does not apply to those cases where there is a real, passing modulation 

to a secondary key in the middle of a longer theme.50  

In the Dorian, Phrygian, and Aeolian modes, the raised leading tone is not included 

among the elements of the primary key. Harmonizations of these modes thus rarely use the raised 

leading tone or its dominant seventh.51 Exceptions are when a real modulation is made to a 

secondary key or when a passing modulation through some other key occurs.52  

When a secondary-key tonic chord is sounded, it often occurs at the end of IV (or ii)–V–

vi (or –VI) progressions in the harmonizing key (as in the “Air de danse”).53 When the tonic 

chord of the secondary key is not sounded, the harmony often equates to a modal deceptive 

resolution (or cadence) in the secondary key (IV–V–IV). The key of the harmonization may be 

chosen because it permits such resolutions. But such progressions do not have the effects of 

deceptive resolutions because they are not in the primary key. 

                                                                                                                                                       
 47 See for example, the Piano Quartet No. 1, I, mm. 10ff.; the Sicilienne, mm. 7–8 and 23; and the Piano 
Quintet No. 1, II, mm. 2–3. 
 
 48 See for example, the “Air de danse,” mm. 46–47; and the Pavane, mm. 21–23. 
 
 49 See for example, the Sicilienne, m. 3; and the Violin Sonata No. 2, II, mm. 5–7. 
 
 50 See for example, the Piano Quintet No. 1, I, MT, mm. 13–16. 

 
51 This does not refer to those points of phrases and sections where a changeover occurs from modality to 

major-minor keys and tonal pillars occur.  
 

52 See for example, the Piano Quartet No. 2, III, MT, m. 14. This would seem to contradict the idea of 
weakening a secondary key by excluding its dominant but the excursion to E minor is so brief, that in itself dampens 
its significance. Fauré in his works tries out every conceivable combination and did not hem himself in by a slavish 
devotion to his own method. 
 
 53 In the following cases, the tonic chord of the secondary key is sounded. In the Sicilienne, m. 3, in the 
Dorian mode, D minor, vi of the harmonizing key, is tonic of the secondary key. In m. 8, in the Phrygian mode, the 
harmony is set in C minor, which is also the secondary key. F minor sets the modal degree and G7 and C minor set 
the tonic. In the subordinate theme of the Piano Quintet No. 1, II, m. 48, the mode is B Dorian; the primary key is B 
minor and the secondary key is F# minor. In the main theme of the Violin Sonata No. 2, II, mm. 5 and 7, in the 
Lydian mode, the primary key is A major and the secondary key is C# minor. 
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Subordinating harmonizing keys 

In modes where the harmonizing key requires no accidental to make its leading tone, it is 

the responsibility of the melody to define the primary key.54 Such definition and the suppression 

or weakening of the harmonizing-key tonic prevents a real modulation to a harmonizing key. To 

do this, Fauré can use any of the techniques used to avoid overemphasizing the secondary-key 

tonic, including placing a subdominant chord where the harmonizing-key tonic is expected.55 

Like the secondary key, a harmonizing key can become a real key.56  
 

Primary-key tonic resolutions 

Fauré is fairly consistent about reverting to a real key at the phrase endings of themes and 

the cadences that define form types. Modality is then about what happens in the middle of 

phrases and sections of a larger form. For this reason, modal approaches to the melodic tonic 

usually occur in the middle of phrases (or stanzas, in the case of songs). Occasionally one will 

end a phrase in the interior of a theme or end a theme in the interior of a movement (in which 

case it will likely be harmonized with a non-tonic chord). 
 

3.2.4 The tonal-modal system: additions to Fauré’s method of modal harmonization 

The foundation upon which Fauré’s tonal-modal system rests is the tonal compatibility of 

modal and scalar elements. Just as modes can be intermixed with scales in the melody, so the 

harmony of harmonizing keys can be intermixed with that of actual keys in the accompaniment. 

                                                
 54 See for example, “Claire de lune,” mm. 38–46. 
 
 55 See for example, the “Air de danse,” mm. 89–100; the Piano Quartet No. 1, I, mm. 6–7; the Piano 
Quartet No. 2, IV, m. 8; and the Violin sonata No. 2, I, mm. 6 and 13. 

 
56 See for example, “Claire de lune,” mm. 17–23). A real key, as opposed to a harmonizing key, is one that 

has all the elements of a key and affirms its tonic. In the Piano Quartet No. 1, I, the reharmonization of the head 
motive of the main theme in mm. 118–119 and 122–123 is an interesting case. It is as true to say that it is a 
reharmonization of C minor material in the real key of F minor as it is to say that Fauré is using his method and the 
melody is being treated as a C Phrygian melodic segment (the Db is in the accompaniment) harmonized in F minor. 
In the first view, we have something that borders on the truly bitonal; in the second, we have a case where the 
harmonizing key’s tonic is strongly affirmed through the use of its dominant seventh. This would seem to be a tonal-
modal synthesis. 
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Both kinds of harmony may or may not include successions typical of conventional, (“common-

practice”) Euroclassical music. As has been theorized here, it would be incorrect to presume that 

a music cannot be tonal if its harmony is modal: tonality is a function of a pitch center, whether it 

be the final of a mode or the tonic of a scale. The term, “tonal-modal system,” of Nectoux is in 

that sense unfortunate since it might be understood to imply an erroneous distinction, 

tonal/modal.57 The matter of tonality can be left unaddressed, instead using the distinction 

scalar/modal. Modes represent the unconventionality of modal keys in Fauré’s music; scales 

represent the conventions of major-minor keys. 

The essentials of Fauré’s tonal-modal system are an integration of the Romantic practice 

he inherited, modal melodies with their method of harmonization, and other experiments with 

scales and harmony. The other elements that are included in his system include functional links, 

certain harmonic idioms that Fauré favored, material based on exotic scales (whole-tone, 

hexatonic, octatonic), motivically derived harmony, and reharmonizations. (Reharmonization 

plays such a large role in Fauré’s art that it deserves its own study.) Even when Fauré for the 

most part adheres to his method, the specific possibilities of harmonization are numerous when 

one considers that modes may change rapidly, there can be non-methodical interpolations, the 

music may make sudden swerves in new tonal directions, any chord can be weakened in some 

way, and any chord member or a dependent tone can occur in the bass. 

 Though use of the method can be seen throughout Fauré’s works, it appears that early in 

his maturity he attempted to break out of the limits imposed by it in a number of ways, which 

included using chord substitutes and making brief departures from it. Fauré will use chords of a 

harmonizing key alongside others that refer to no key, that are used simply because they are 

among the possible chords that include the pitch class(es) of a melodic tone(s) and, most 

importantly, they have the desired effect. Nonsystematic harmony gives one a sense of the 

harmonic imagination and sensitivity that Fauré possessed. 

                                                
 57 What is meant by the term in my usage is that the music of Fauré is tonal and includes modes. 
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Minor harmonizing keys 

A strict adherence to the scheme of harmonization would only result in major 

harmonizing keys. The scheme was supplemented so to include two minor modes, one for 

Lydian (the mediant minor) and one for Phrygian (the subdominant minor). Fauré seems to have 

considered every possible chord setting of melodic tones that would both adhere to the modal-

harmonization method and allow them to assume every member position in the conventional, 

tertial chord types up to the ninth (excluding suspended tones).58  
 

Enharmonic reinterpretation of modal segments 

Fauré augmented his method in a non-systematic way by enharmonic reinterpretation of 

modal segments. This allowed him to expand the number of harmonizing keys based on shared 

pitch-class content.59  
 

Suspension of the method 

In the instrumental works, it is in sequences that the suspension of the method is most 

likely to be found. He may also depart from it when a short melodic segment overlaps several 

keys.60 This practice is extended down to the level of small fragments.61 

In his instrumental works, harmony is subservient to melody and both to form types and 

processes as much as to expression. This is the harmony of so-called “absolute music.” It was the 

                                                
58 For example, the tonic of the Lydian mode may assume the ninth member position in the dominant of its 

mediant-minor harmonizing key. One of the best examples of this occurs in the subordinate theme of the Piano 
Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 46–47, 50–51, and 60–61. For other examples of this harmonization, see the Piano Quintet 
No. 1, II, mm. 42–45, and the Cello Sonata No. 1, mm. 93 and 97. Further attempts to expand the palette of modal 
harmonizations may be seen in examples such as the Piano Quintet No. 1, II, mm. 4–5, 10, 18, 21 and the Nocturne 
No. 8 (1902), mm. 6–10 and 23–26. 
 
 59 For example, in the Prelude No. 5, m. 24, a segment of D flat Aeolian (usually harmonized in F flat 
major) is enharmonically respelled as C#–B–A and harmonized in the key of D. This operation aided the 
reharmonization of principal ideas. 
 
 60 For example, in the main theme of the Violin Sonata No. 2, I, mm. 5–6, the melodic segment A–F–E–D 
occurs. For a segment in E Phrygian, C major would be the usual choice for harmonizing key. Instead it is 
harmonized in F major. It might also have been harmonized in D minor or A minor. 
 
 61 See for example, the Violin sonata No. 2, II, mm. 2–4. 
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view of Fauré that instrumental music is non-referential. However, referential models were 

followed in his stage works and in the songs. In the latter, only the minimal requirement that the 

main key be asserted at the beginning and end constrains them. The harmony is not primarily 

directed by the melodic thought or a conventional form; it follows the text. Fauré’s view was that 

“the harmony should make every effort to underline the deep feelings that the words can only 

outline.”62 This function of harmony makes tonal analysis of some of the songs quite difficult. 

The needs of expression may obscure the needs of tonality. This explains why the most frequent 

departures from the method are found in the songs. 

 In some of the later works, the harmony is truly modal; his method is not in use.63 In the 

last works, Fauré departed from his method with greater frequency, often withholding the tonal 

pillars so necessary for key orientation. Harmony increasingly becomes a product of motivic 

development, having its own unique relationship to the ideas of a work, rather than something 

solely dictated by the melody. Unconventional harmonic combinations occur with greater 

frequency. 

Searching out novel harmonizations of modal segments, while part of the system, were 

departures from the method. For the analyst, they may make modal identifications difficult. At 

times Fauré is careful to place the primary-key tonic (and its associates) in the bass, but not 

always. The secondary key may be emphasized instead or motivically-directed organization may 

dictate otherwise. This too increases analytical uncertainty. Some cases are vague to the point of 

equivocality or just too brief to make a positive or meaningful identification. Oppositely, the 

clearest cases show him taking steps to clarify the modality and carrying on with it for more than 

a measure or two. It is likely that Fauré’s modal harmonizations are in some instances 

unidentifiable.  

 

                                                
62 Jean-Michel Nectoux, Fauré, rev. ed. (Paris: Seuil, 1995), 104.  
 

 63 See for example, the Prelude No. 5, mm. 45–65; and La Chanson d’Eve, “Prima verba,” mm. 1–5. 
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3.3 Conclusion 

Knowing about two-key scales and harmonizing keys is helpful to the analyses insofar as 

they illuminate aspects of the total organization (just as knowing about form types is helpful for 

the same reason). However, for the purpose of discussing tonal layering in Fauré’s music, the 

analysis has to move from matters of compositional method to a description of its effects on 

Fauré’s tonality. If Fauré has done his work well, as listeners, we hope not to be aware of the 

piecemeal organization of his compositions. The concern then is about the total impression as 

one moves through a piece. Modes that sound like modes will be identified as such and the 

harmony that accompanies them is, by definition, modal. The D minor chord in Sicilienne, m. 3 

cannot be a tonic—not if the key is G minor—it can only be a minor dominant. And so on with 

all the other chords of modal passages. Pointing out the elements of Fauré’s system occurs in the 

first phase of analysis. Recognizing the harmonizing keys is important because it clarifies the 

source of the harmony and thus explains its syntax. Once their use is stipulated, the source of 

harmonic ambiguity is in large part explained. The second phase of analysis is concerned about 

what is heard. From here on, key, when not referring to a harmonizing key, will refer to the tonic 

prevailing in a section and all scalar forms, including modes, used within it, unless otherwise 

specified. The analyses will proceed from the more tightly-coupled layers of main themes to 

looser formal sections.  
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Chapter 4 

Tonal Layering in the Music of Gabriel Fauré 

 

The following examples will be placed in four groups according to the type of melodic-

accompanimental tonal layering. Either layer can be tonal, neutral, or have a tonality different 

from the other, but at least one layer must be tonal. Of the four types, tonal/tonal, tonal/neutral, 

neutral/tonal, and tonal/-tonal (bitonal), most examples fall into the first, some into the fourth, 

and relatively few into the second and third.  

In most cases, there are three layers, with the accompaniment divisible between the 

additional voice and the supplemental voices.1 It is rare to find two-layer arrangements (i.e., 

melody and supplemental voices, an accompaniment in which bass notes are not a distinct layer 

but chosen from the harmony).2 The additional voice may be free or restricted in some way (e.g., 

it is a pedal, it is imitative, it is whole-tone, or it is chromatic). Free additional voices are most 

common and will be presented first.  

Within each group, examples will be ordered chronologically and by formal categories: 

main theme (MT), subordinate or internal theme (ST, IT), and other formal section (Tr, Dev, 

Coda, Seq, etc.). Each example presents one or more features common to Fauré’s compositions. 

They are (1) a tonal set-up, (2) reharmonization, (3) key strings (rapid changes of harmonizing 

                                                
 1 See the glossary entries for additional voice. and supplemental voices. The additional voice 
distinguishes itself from the rest of the accompaniment, while still functioning as part of it. Among the factors 
helping to distinguish it are its perceptible tonal cooperation with the melody (occurring with a contrapuntal/voice-
leading fit with the melody)—if and when that occurs—and those cases in which its internal organization is not 
likely to have been derived from the rest of the accompaniment (e.g., when it outlines figures on a larger scale than 
that of the supplemental voices or is motivic or is whole-tone or chromatic). Most significant is its apparent role in 
setting a framework for the realized structure. This is the case whether or not it is plausible to think that it was 
composed with or after the melody and before the supplemental voices. It is more difficult for a whole tone or 
chromatic line to affirm a tonic than one based on a diatonic scale. Such a line, especially when it occurs in the bass, 
requires definite steps to be taken to secure a tonality, chief among which is a tonal melody. 
 
 2 The only significant examples with only two layers are those like the main theme of the Piano Quintet No. 
1 (op. 89, 1903–05) where the melody is in the bass (or perhaps more accurately, there is no bass because the 
melody is in a tenor register). The first half of the main theme of the Piano Trio, I (op. 120, 1922–23), is another 
example of a bass melody. 
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key), (4) tonal pillars and distributed functions3, (5) strict use of the modal-harmonization 

method, (6) no use of the method, and (7) a mixture of methodical and non-methodical elements. 

A feature set will be given for each example in the following form: 

 
Set-up Reharm Key strings  Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

       
 

An x in the bottom row will indicate whether a feature is present. 
 

4.1 Tonal melody/tonal accompaniment, 3-layer, free additional voice 

In the first type, the melody and accompaniment both assert the same tonality but the 

functions of the melody do not match those of the accompaniment. The most obvious cases occur 

when the tonic is harmonized with non-tonic notes or chords. The technical bitonality that results 

from the use of Fauré’s method (i.e., a modal melody in one key and chords in a different 

harmonizing key) is not taken into account if the accompaniment can be construed as being in 

the same key as the melody.  
 

4.1.1 Violin Sonata No. 1, IV, MT (op. 13, 1875–6) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings  Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x   x  x  
 

The main theme of the final movement of the Violin Sonata No. 1 is one of the earliest 

compositions to convey the indefinable ‘Fauré sound’ that was to permeate the later works. The 

accompanimental rhythm is what can be called the ‘Fauré bounce’. It may be found in various 

places in his output.4 At softer dynamics, it conveys a light-hearted, carefree air.5 His themes 

                                                
3 Primary tone or chord functions that are located within a phrase and connected by mostly stepwise voice 

motion. 
 

 4 See, for example, its use in the main theme of the Piano Quartet No. 1, I. 
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usually have a conventional formal architecture at phrase boundaries and this theme is no 

exception. It is periodic. The antecedent-consequent structure is less defined at the half cadence 

because the melody does not pause and at the close because of elision. The phrase proportions 

are slightly imbalanced by expansion in the consequent. 
  

Mm.  1–4 5–12  13–21 
Proportions 4 8  9 
  intro. Antecedent Consequent 
   b.i. + c.i. b.i. + c.i. 
                  A: T  D S  →    D–T  
    HC        IAC 
 

See example 4.1a. The middle voices have been reduced. Melody and accompaniment have their 

own set of function symbols. An x above a note indicates its dependent function; an x below a 

chord indicates that its function is dependent in whole or part.6 There is little in it that disturbs 

the tonal impression it makes. The four-measure introduction is the set-up. The following full 

harmonic cycle confirms the key (mm. 5–8). The melody-bass frame, until the end of the theme, 

is nearly diatonic. The frame is supplemented with middle voices that mostly form primary 

chords, with a few secondary dominants (marked with an x). (These chords have dependent 

functions; they have been left unidentified merely to highlight the diatonic functions.) 

The tonal layering in this theme is most evident in the antecedent phrase. The melody 

holds firmly to the tonic and its associates as the harmony moves around in the key space. 

Coincidences on the second beats of mm. 6, 7, 9, 10, and 11 color the melodic tones, but do not 

alter their functions. The harmonic circulation in the accompaniment and the tonal anchoring in 

the melody are two distinct, but compatible ways the key is affirmed. A melody as static as this 

requires more harmonic movement in the accompaniment. Mixed functions, intermittently  

                                                                                                                                                       
 5 Compare its use here to that in the Violin Sonata No. 2 in E minor, op. 108, also in the main theme of a 
final movement. There the roles of the layers are reversed: it is the melody that carries the syncopation and the 
accompaniment that plays it straight. 
 

6 The chords in mm. 9 and 18 are partly dependent: the bass is the  associated third of the tonic; the middle 
voices target the submediant chord. 
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Example 4.1. Violin Sonata No. 1, IV, MT, mm. 1–21  
 
a. Overview 
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Example 4.1. (Cont.) 
 
b. Nuanced view of functions in mm. 5–21 
 

 

strewn about the theme, do not undermine the sense of its tonality, demonstrating that tonal 

layering does not categorically threaten a tonal hierarchy.7 In fact, this example may be seen as 

evidence that tonal layering is an aesthetic resource, which enriches and expands upon key 

expression. Example 4.1b shows some of the tone associations and depicts more of the functional 

detail. Having shown which layers are responsible for various functions, example 4.1c adds the 

functions of the layers together to give a single impression. The asterisks show the points of 

divergence. An interesting detail of voice leading is shown in mm. 17–19. 

 

 
                                                

7 This and similar cases in the Euroclassical literature demonstrate that precise synchronization of tonal 
functions is not a necessary condition of tonality. 
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Example 4.1. (Cont.)  
 
c. Sum of layers in mm. 5–21 
 

 

4.1.2 Piano Quartet No. 1, I, MT (op. 15, 1876–9) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings  Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x  x   x 
 

The main theme is an alteration of an 8-measure sentential hybrid theme type (antecedent 

+ continuation). The antecedent phrase is conformant, a four-measure phrase, starting with the 

tonic and ending with the dominant. The basic idea and part of the contrasting idea are set in the 

minor pentatonic, shown in example 4.2. In the melody, the modal ̂7 is used, ̂2 is withheld until 

the end of the phrase, and ̂6 is not present. Though ̂2 is also absent from the accompaniment until 

the end of the phrase, ̂6 is present. The harmonizing key is likely E flat major, as if the melody 

were in C Aeolian. The simpler, two-function design of the melody is cut across by other 

functions in the accompaniment, which the asterisks indicate. The asterisks in parentheses 
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indicate some uncertainty as to the melodic function. For instance, the forceful arrival on D that 

closes the phrase might emphasize it to the point that, for some listeners, it seems to assert itself 

rather than associate with the preceding dominant. The cadence is divided: the accompaniment 

strikes the dominant chord a beat late.8 Like the previous example, the melody is locked onto the 

tonic at the start of the theme. Its functions are reinforced by the doublings (unison and octave) 

in the strings (not shown). Color and interest are added by the accompaniment, which moves 

within the key space. The most pointed instances of functional mixture occur when primary 

functions are  
 

Example 4.2. Piano Quartet No. 1, I, MT, mm. 1–5  
 

 

involved (mediants are closer relatives of the tonic and therefore make less of an impact). The 

coincidence of T and S in mm. 4 is a case in point. The same principle is at work in the 

functional mixture of this combination as in the cadential tonic in which T meets D. Some actual 

difference is made by the inversion of F minor, which weakens the function by burying the root 

in the middle voices. The coupling of the layers is tight on the ends and loose in the middle. 

Despite the points of divergence, it is enough to satisfy the demands of the tonality that both 

                                                
8 A divided cadence is equivalent to what Mark Richards has named the “separated cadence.” See Mark 

Richards, “Closure in Classical Themes: The Role of Melody and Texture in Cadences, Closural Function, and the 
Separated Cadence,” Intersections 31, no. 1 (2010): 35–42. 
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layers are in the same key. Example 4.3a shows the original harmonization of the first phrase of 

the main theme. Examples 4.3b through f show reharmonizations.9 
 

Example 4.3. Piano Quartet No. 1, I, MT, reharmonizations of the basic idea  
 
a. MT, mm. 1–5 
 

 
b. Transition, mm. 18–22 
 

 

 A popular melody (or part of it) in one key becomes more difficult for a reharmonization 

in another to tonally assimilate.10 This is the effect that Schoenberg pointed out in his Theory of  
 
 

                                                
 9 There is very little Schoenbergian developing variation in Fauré’s works. His methods owe more to Bach 
than to Brahms. Exploration of ideas is carried out through motivic saturation in which a primary means of 
development, besides sequence, is reharmonization. This presents many occasions for layered divergences. 
 

10 The notion of assimilation in the context of bitonality refers to Peter Kaminsky’s theory. See Peter 
Kaminsky, “Ravel's Late Music and the Problem of ‘Polytonality,’” Music Theory Spectrum 26 (2004): 237–264. 
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Example 4.3. (Cont.) 
 
c. Codetta to ST, m. 62 
 

 
 
d. Development, mm. 73–75 
 

 
e. Development, mm. 118–119 
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f. Coda, mm. 237–238 
 

 

Harmony.11 An entire melody extends the effect that Schoenberg discussed with respect to a 

cadence. An unfamiliar melody, presented in tight-knit harmonization, once learned, can have 

the same effect when it is reharmonized. Example 4.3b presents points of divergence while c 

seems not to. Example 4.3d presents an interesting situation: it is technically a C minor melody 

with an E flat major accompaniment—it is bitonal. But in that case it can barely withstand its 

absorption. (Or stated another way, it is hard to distinguish it from a series of extended chords in 

the key of E flat major.) The effects of Fauré’s tonal layers involve harmonic assimilation. The 

fact that there is almost never a complementary harmonic relation between the principal melodic 

tones and their harmonization, and that the chords produced usually do not extend beyond the 

seventh, are two factors that boost assimilation.12  

Example 4.3e makes a curious impression because the head motive is harmonized in the 

key of the subdominant and then modulates to the submediant. Example 4.3f gives a truly modal 

harmonization of ̂7. This suggests that Fauré was obfuscating the entire time: he gives you the 

                                                
11 Schoenberg, Harmony, 133–134. 

 
 12 Harmonic assimilation is distinguished from tonal assimilation. A melodic tonic resists becoming a 
member of non-tonic chords, having only a chordal dimension, which is why it takes on two senses, two meanings. 
The effect accumulates when the tonic is extended melodically. The tonic identity is projected in two directions, 
horizontally and vertically. (The same can happen with the other primary functions though perhaps not with the 
same intensity, since they also depend upon the tonic.) This raises a point about so-called ‘polyphonic polytonality:’ 
closely related (more consonant) polychords may seem like extended chords, but if handled carefully, two closely 
related keys in superimposition can stand apart. 
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real harmonization in a fleeting passage just before the close. This is the most tight-knit 

harmonization in the movement.  
 

4.1.3 Berceuse (op. 16, 1878–9) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings  Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x x   
 

 The only point of interest so far as tonal layering is concerned is towards the end of this 

brief piece. The less-used Mixolydian mode (on D, the key of the piece) is set-up in m. 81 and in 

the following measures the melodic tonic is harmonized with a D7 (the harmonizing key is G 

major) and the dominant with an A–7 (a true modal dominant). This passage might be thought to 

actually be in the key of G major where it not for the fact that it is the main theme that is 

presented, slightly reworked to fit the mode.  
 

4.1.4 Piano Quartet No. 2, III, MT, mm. 3–15 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x x  x   x 
 

The third movement begins with an unusual and quite beautiful idea that rocks back and 

forth between open fifths on Eb and G (another of the third relationships that were so important 

to Fauré’s language). This construction is a singularity in Fauré’s instrumental works and one of 

the rare times that the language was referential, not absolute. It identifies the two keys around 

which the movement revolves. It both is and is not part of the main theme: (1) it is insofar as the 

movement is in the key of E flat major and the theme ends on its dominant. It also receives its 

own development within the movement. (2) it is not insofar as it functions as an introduction 

(one of the few to be found in his instrumental music) and as a kind of refrain interposed 
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between statements of the basic idea of the main theme. Fauré said in a letter that this moment 

recalls a peal of bells occasionally heard in the evening years before.13  

 The basic idea of the theme is the modal tetrachord, D–Eb–F–G.14 It is handled in such a 

way as to emphasize the tonic and dominant. Its repeat rises to the mediant. The continuation 

emphasizes the Phrygian ^2. The primary key is G minor and the secondary key is E flat major, 

also the harmonizing key. Aside from a fleeting insertion of E minor material (harmonizing a 

passing tone in the melody), the theme is modal and ends with a pillar of the main key. 

 This theme brings to the fore something that was detectable in the main theme of the first 

movement and which is an aspect of almost all his music: the perceptual intricacy of his tonal-

modal melodies. Modes, like his harmony, were incorporated into his music for their intrinsic 

color value. The color of a mode (a product of all its tones) and the identity and integrity of 

modal ideas and motives are always in tension with the tonal mechanics that establish the 

ranking of melodic tones. Emphasis upon the one complicates the other. According to the theory 

that is followed in this study, tonality in melodies rests upon the firm foundation of the tonic and 

its dominant, the framework around which the other tones move. The tonic, above all, must be 

sufficiently and repeatedly asserted. Most of the modes define their color by the state of these 

other tones. Insofar as they receive emphasis, the melody deemphasizes the tonic and dominant. 

In the main theme of the first movement, for example, the head motive emphasizes the modal 

subtonic and its reiteration in the consequent phrase emphasizes the modal supertonic. The needs 

of modal expression counter the needs of tonal expression. The other voices of the composition 

must answer to both needs. Add to this competition of modal and tonal expression a divergent 

harmonization and the results are quite complex and challenging.  

 

 

                                                
13 Nectoux, Musical Life, 92. 

 
 14 This particular modal segment preoccupied Fauré. It is the basis of the main theme of the Piano Quintet 
No. 1, I, and may be found in numerous places in his works. 
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Example 4.4. Piano Quartet No.2, III, MT, mm. 3–15 
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Example 4.4. (Cont.) 
 

  

 The middle voice of the introductory refrain comes back later in the movement in the 

form of an ostinato (D–C–Bb–C–D). It makes its first appearance in m. 95. After a brief section 

that develops the refrain, the basic idea of the main theme returns in a reharmonization that has 

the ostinato acting as an inner voice counterpoint (see example 4.5). One of the curiosities of the 

reharmonization is the uncertainty of its key. Judging mainly by the harmony, it is in the key of E 

flat major—the main key of the movement. But elements of the voice leading suggest that it is in 

B flat major/minor. The figuration of the piano (not shown in example 4.5) emphasizes Bb.15 

(Notice also the complementation of the ostinato by the figurated bass.) The ostinato that is 

doubled at the octave by viola and cello, and the melody, emphasize D. The shape of the head 

motive itself gives emphasis to B flat major/minor. In either key, what is important to note is that 

the scale-degree meanings—the functions—of the melodic tones have been impacted by the 

reharmonization. Is it possible for the head motive to retain at least a vestige of its original modal 

color, or its tonal bearing, or have they been absorbed by the harmony? 

 

 

 

 
                                                

15 See another example of this in “Claire de lune,” mm. 38–45. 
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Example 4.5. Piano Quartet No.2, III, MT, reharmonization of the basic idea, m. 101 
 

 

4.1.5 Piano Quartet No. 2, IV, MT  
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x x   
 

 The main theme divides roughly in half, the second half being a slightly modified repeat 

of the first. The halves are composed of two sentences. Each half ends with a half cadence: 

Intro. S1    S2 S3    S4 

  2  +  [ 8  +  9 ]   +  [ 8 +  11 ] 

                    HC                HC 

The sentences of each half seem to group together based on retention of the key, the 

complementation of their ideas, the continuation of rhythm and dynamics, the return to the initial 

melodic tone at the end of the first sentence and the beginning of the second, the chord 

progression that crosses the phrase division, and the emphasis given to each half cadence (each 

occupies four measures, making a dramatic fall to the lowest point of the theme). Also 
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Example 4.6. Piano Quartet No. 2, IV, MT, mm. 3–19 
 

 

influencing the sense of grouping is the expansion of the second half by two measures where it 

reaches a melodic high-point. 

 The cadences that end the first and third sentences are divided; the harmony reaches the 

tonic before the melody does. When the melodic tonic arrives, it is harmonized with a non-tonic 

chord. The treatment of the modal segments follows the method strictly. Despite sounding  



 

 
 

153 

Example 4.6. (Cont.) 
 

 

chords of the harmonizing key of E flat major in mm. 8–9, the bass is preparing for the 

dominant, which is avoided in what could be heard as a deceptive cadence (m. 11). But the tonic 

elements in m. 11 overwhelm any sense of a partial dominant function.  
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4.1.6 “Claire de lune,” MT, mm. 1–8 (op. 46, no. 2, 1887) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

  x x   x 
 

This lovely theme needs little comment. Its patchwork of harmony glides upon a silken 

melody. The melodic functions are so plain and simple the layered diversities are hardly 

noticeable. 
 
 
Example 4.7. “Claire de lune,” MT, mm. 1–8 
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4.1.7 Pavane, MT, mm. 1–17, (op. 50, 1887)  
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x x x x   x 
                                                                                                                                                   

The main theme of this well-known piece is a small ternary, with the exposition 

composed of four, four-measure phrases (ABAC) built from a single idea. The first three phrases 

conclude with half cadences and the last with a PAC. The divergences between melody and 

accompaniment are of the mild sort. Brief inflections of the Phrygian mode are sounded in the 

supplemental voices in the third and fourth phrases. The most interesting section of the piece is 

its contrasting middle, which is discussed below (see section 4.5.1). 
 

4.1.8 Sicilienne, MT (1893) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x   x 
 

Nectoux dates the composition of the Sicilienne as 1893. It was notated in open score on 

four staves to be orchestrated later. In 1898, it was included in the Pelléas et Mélisande suite (op. 

80) in an orchestral version and was also arranged for cello and piano (op. 78) the same year. 

The inspiration to compose a Sicilienne perhaps stemmed from Fauré’s familiarity with Baroque 

music. It is likely that he knew the music of Francois Couperin. A Sicilienne like that which Paul 

Dukas transcribed from the seventh concert in G minor of Les Goûts réunis (published by 

Durand Paris 1908) might have been in Fauré’s mind. 

The main theme is a small ternary. Its first and last sections are a period (A). Its 

contrasting middle is composed of a four-bar phrase (B), which is repeated followed by another 

four-bar phrase (C) and its repetition. The B phrase is period-like in that it divides in half with 

the would-be antecedent cadencing on the relative major (B flat) and the consequent cadencing 

on the tonic. Both halves are melodically parallel. The melody outlines the tonic throughout. It is 

derived from the inversions of two motives from section A (i.e., the inversions of the motive that 
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ends the first idea and the motive of the second idea). It differs from the idealized period type in 

that it is four measures in length. Because the length of its idea is two measures, as opposed to 

the four of the antecedent of section A, it seems to accelerate the music. 

Section C is also built from a two-measure idea that is repeated and varied, adding up to a 

four-measure phrase. This phrase is repeated with melodic alterations at both ends of the phrase. 

The melody is nothing but an alternation of the tonic and the dominant, and the harmony is on 

the dominant at the end of each two-measure sub-phrase. Fauré plays with the harmonization 

somewhat, but never leaves the main key. The A and B sections close with a PAC on the tonic; 

the C section closes with a half cadence in preparation for the repeat of A.  
 
 

mm. 1–17   18–25   26–33  34–41   
    
Exposition (repeated)  Contrasting Middle  Recapitulation 
A             B  C  A 
 
i  i: PAC  i       i: PAC  i       i: HC  i       i: PAC 
 

The first section of the main theme has been previously considered as to its formation 

relative to Fauré’s method of modal harmonization. All that remains is to consider it in its 

absolute sense, as heard. The hearing shown in example 4.8 sums together the primary layers. 

The middle of the first phrase asserts the dominant with a secondary mixture of the mediant. The 

leap downward from F to Bb in the bass, and the solidity of the root position B flat major chord, 

is most responsible for this sense. Though the tonic is predominant in most of the second phrase, 

the subdominant and dominant functions make their impact. 

Example 4.9 shows the last phrase of section B and the first phrase of section C with 

designations of the functions of both layers. Fauré's silky melody allows modalisms to slip in 

virtually unnoticed, their effects being damped by the harmonic conventions that support them.  

If Fauré’s technique of harmonization in the B and C sections were to be summed up it would 

involve three factors: (1) begin with a surprise, (2) end each phrase with a conventional 
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Example 4.8. Sicilienne, MT, mm. 2–9 
 

 

harmony, and (3) link together brief functional progressions from closely-related keys. The 

internal voice leading of these progressions (functional links) is smooth so that the progression of 

entire phrases is logical. 

 Section B begins with the major third in the melody (having been prepared in the 

previous measure by a majorizing of the tonic) and E natural in the bass. The chord is a 

submediant seventh (in G major) or possibly a tonic with added (Dorian) sixth in the bass. In 

either case, the third of the tonic in the melody (reinforced by a middle-voice G) is unsettled 

slightly by the bass, which in its voice leading may be heard as an upper neighbor to the previous 

fifth of the tonic and the following Eb. An augmented sixth on Eb (m. 22) is expected in this key, 

and its C# leads to the dominant. Yet the bass does not resolve as expected; it steps upward so 

that its function can be heard as the subdominant of B flat major, once it is followed by F7 and 

Bb. This is one of the equivocal moments that Fauré is known for. And this occurs, even though 
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Example 4.9. Sicilienne, MT, mm. 22–30 
 

 

the melody is still locked onto G minor. In mm. 22–23, the D minor and G minor tetrachords 

appear in descent in the viola and second violin respectfully in overlap with their ascending 

versions in the melody. 

 Section C begins with a harmonic surprise: an F9 (m. 26), especially since the tonic is 

ringing out in the melody. It is likely that this harmonization began as a surprise chord that 

follows the interior theme (in E flat major) in m. 62. There it is a divergent harmonization of the 

tonic and its third associate in E flat major. It was brought forward to function as part of the 

contrasting middle of the main theme, since it meets at least two conditions: (1) it harmonizes 
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(inclusively) the tonic and (2) it produces smooth voice leading in the bass, making a lower 

neighbor to the tonic. The chord is a mix of T and non-T components. Standing on its root—an 

unsharped F—with solid perfect fifth in the bass, it has less dominant than simple neighboring 

function (though that may be, for some listeners, simply a matter of degree). 

The bass line, F–G–A–D (mm. 26–27), is transplanted from D minor. Each layer moves 

logically and independently, the melody in G minor and the bass from D minor. It is the middle 

voices, which realize the chord types. The chordal extensions (the thirteenth in m. 23 and the 

ninths in mm. 26 and 28) are not treated as dissonances because of the independent functions of 

the layers: melodic G is the tonic.16 The chords have two purposes: one functional, one 

decorative. The chords beneath affirm functions in the key, whether or not they reinforce the 

functions of the tones they harmonize; and they embellish the melodic tonic, third and fifth.17 

The two purposes trade off and, in some cases, converge. (This example is exceptional insofar as 

the phrase initiations are loosely coupled.)  

 Other examples in this group are the following:   
                                                                                                                                                 

4.1.9 Andante (op. 75, 1897), MT 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x   x 
                                                                                                                                                   

 This brief piece is one of Fauré’s lesser accomplishments, not for its lack of 

craftsmanship but for its lack of aesthetic consistency. Nectoux opines that it probably reuses the 

Andante of the incomplete Concerto for Violin, op. 14, of 1878–9. Since the original movement 

of the Concerto does not survive, there is no way to know how much revision was done. It is 

given a date of composition of 1897. 

                                                
16 As Milhaud explained, the melody “prevails” over its chromatic harmonization. See Milhaud, “La 

Mélodie:” 195. 
 

17 See Drew Nobile’s similar observation from a Schenkerian perspective: Nobile, “A Structural 
Approach,” 89. 
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The main theme is in B flat major. Example 4.10 shows a simplification of the violin 

melody of mm. 13–28, which concludes the second phrase of the theme. Its continuational 

features (i.e., repetition, shorter units, sequence) and contour (an ascent to a high point then 

descent to the tonic) are typical of a precadential phrase. Scale degrees show the outline of a 

stepwise ascent to the tonic (m. 20), which is followed by an elaborated double-neighbor.  
 

Example 4.10. Andante, melody, mm. 13–28 
 

 

Example 4.11 shows the accompaniment to the excerpt (the rhythms have been 

simplified). This example is representative of Fauré’s treatment of the melodic-accompanimental 

relationship generally: the tonal and scalar integrity of the melody is counteracted by the 

fragmentary composition of the accompanimental harmony. The essentials of Fauré's style are all 

present: the form is clear; the tonal signposts are present; the melody makes modal points; the 

broad contour of the melody is tonally static with chromaticisms beneath.  

As for pitch content, the melodic and accompanimental layers strongly differentiate after 

m. 16; the one is completely diatonic while the other is chromatic. Between mm. 18–27, the 

harmonic accompaniment is kaleidoscopic, introducing accidentals that make passing reference 

to four keys. For the first and second passing references (G minor in mm. 18–20 and C minor in 

mm. 21–241), the bass is independent of the melody and middle voices (though recognizable 

chords result). When G is reached in the bass at m. 202, the middle voices 
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deflect the harmony from G minor; similarly, when G is reached in the bass at m. 24, where the 

dominant of C minor is anticipated, another deflection occurs, to the subdominant of the main 

key. The passing reference to D major (mm. 26–27) draws out the cadence with a jarring 

harmonization of the leading tone. 
 

Example 4.11. Andante, accompaniment, mm. 13–28 
 

 

 What factors overcome such harmonic fragmentation and account for tonal continuity in 

the excerpt? The accidentals in the bass may be heard to have dependent functions and tonal 

pillars occur at nearly regular intervals (mm. 18, 21, 24–25, 27–28) in logical order (T–S–D–T). 
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Example 4.11. (Cont.) 
 

 

Each layer, in its own way, affirms the key; what differentiates them is that they do so 

asynchronously. The vividness of the tonic in the melody (mm. 16, 18, 20, 24, and 25) is 

harmonized with either altered tonics that point away from themselves or non-tonic chords. 

While the mismatches between layers and the overall chromaticism tend to obscure the tonality, 

the clear organization and tonic focus of the melody is sufficient in force to counteract their 

effects. Fauré uses his modal system in mm. 13–17 but afterward the relationship between layers 

is governed by the formal functions (continuation and cadential approach, with forestallments) 

and motivic development.18 The rising scale-degree progressions in the bass invest motivic-

developmental significance to the harmony.  

                                                
 18 Identification of the modes in this excerpt depends upon the sense of key from the prior context. The key 
of the main theme is B flat major, established in mm. 1–10. Mm. 9–12 obscure the key harmonically by introducing 
fragments of other keys, though maintaining diatonicism in the melody. It is a habit of Fauré to bound chromatic 
harmonic excursions within a theme with tonal pillars. If a phrase or section of a theme begins without a pillar, the 
harmony will usually lead to the tonic or dominant by its end, and this is the case for the phrase that includes mm. 
13–14.  
 When the tonic in the melody ends the first phrase (m. 10), it is harmonized by G minor. At this juncture, 
the harmony suddenly turns toward D minor, which is sounded at the start of the second phrase (m. 11). From there, 
the harmony slides downward chromatically, arriving on a Db7 in m. 13. A series of feints follows, where the G flat 
chord, pointed to by the prior Db7, is replaced by Gb7 and likewise C flat major by Cb7. Cb7 is transformed into F7 in 
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4.1.10 Nocturne No. 8 (op. 84, no. 8, 1902), MT 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

  x x   x 
                                                                                                                                                   

 The eighth Nocturne is a theme (a sentential hybrid, mm. 1–10), with a development 

consisting of sequences (mm. 11–25), and a close (mm. 26–33). The piece spends much of its 

time decorating the tonic. Because the melody is embedded in the accompaniment, the layers 

have been divided between staves, with the chords on the bottom, the melody above it, and a 

refrain part in the highest position. Some of the melodic tones have been enharmonically 

respelled and the chords have been rhythmically simplified.  

What might seem to be superfluous repetition in Fauré’s music is often a preparation of 

the tonal focus of a passage so that an event involving tonal layering can be successful. There is 

no introductory set-up; the tonic is established in the first five measures of the theme within only 

a single, brief occurrence of the dominant chord in m. 3. This is the extent of orientation for the 

remainder of the theme, which, after m. 5, withholds the tonic chord until its end in m. 10. Key 

definition after m. 5 relies upon the melody, the treble refrains, and the diatonic S and D chord 

functions that occur in mm. 7, 8, and 10. 
 
                                                                                                                                                       
m. 15 and the tonic chord returns in m. 16. The contents of mm. 15–16 are repeated in mm. 17–18, with slight 
changes.  
 To identify the mode in m. 13 requires first that the tonic be known. There is no reason to assume that a 
modulation has occurred within the chromatic excursion of mm. 11–13. D minor (m. 11) is departed immediately, 
and no other key is harmonically affirmed through m. 14. The tones emphasized in the melody in mm. 13–14 are F 
and Bb, consistent with the key that is reaffirmed in mm. 15–18. If it is assumed that the theme remains in B flat 
major (as I do), and that modality is expressed melodically in Fauré’s music (which it is), then when scale-degree 
changes in the melody, interpretable as a mode of B flat, sound like Phrygian, the mode is so identified. If the 
harmonization is methodical, this confirms the modal identification. Both conditions are met in m. 13.  
 Identification of the mode in m. 14 as a mode of B flat would mean that it is Locrian—a mode that rarely 
occurs in Fauré’s works. Even so, this is a possibility. On the other hand, because m. 13 is the model for m. 14, this 
requires the addition of another interpretive factor, transpositional similarity, which suggests a turn to E flat that 
offsets the sense of a mode of B flat. For me, the mode sounds like E flat Phrygian. A brief emphasis of the 
subdominant—albeit modal—within a theme in B flat major is unsurprising, especially when it occurs just before 
the dominant. Regardless of the option chosen, what is most important to note about this theme is the dialectic 
between a melody centered on Bb and its intermittently chromatic harmonization. It is just this tug of war between 
the principal layers of Fauré’s works that is the point of this example. 
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Example 4.12. Nocturne No. 8, MT, mm. 6–10 
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Mm. 5–10 form the continuation of the theme. The melody of m. 6 falls from dominant to 

tonic in the minor mode. The dominant and flat mediant are harmonized with F flat major, the 

usual tonic of the harmonizing key for the Aeolian mode. The tonic is harmonized dissonantly as 

a seventh. The melody leads off mm. 7 and 8 with the tonic and the same dissonant 

harmonization, which is answered by a refrain in octaves that also begins on the tonic and ends 

the measures. These measures end with S and D chords, not only confirming the identity of the 

melodic tonic, despite its harmonization, but setting up for what immediately follows. 

The melody begins m. 9 on the tonic (spelled as C#) but the mode has been changed; the 

leading tone is flatted then restored in m. 10 in order to close on the tonic. The harmony begins 

m. 9 with the dominant seventh of D minor and the refrain as it appears in the score (shown on 

the second staff) begins on the leading tone of that key and descends along the melodic minor 

scale. What is shown as E§ in m. 10, Fauré spells as Fb in order to reestablish the scale of the 

main key once the dominant seventh chord is struck. The whole-tone descent of the refrain 

coupled with the augmented chord in m. 9 and the bass moving in whole tones gives a brief air of 

the whole-tone scale. The octave refrain in the middle of mm. 9–10 cooperates with the harmony 

against the tonal focus of the melody; it emphasizes itself and intensifies the feeling of tonal 

drift.  

The A7 is an enharmonic augmented sixth chord, the means to shift between the keys of 

D flat major and D minor.19 The F major chord could have been replaced with the augmented 

sixth (with a change of melodic tone) but his solution is superior because it adds the needed 

harmonic variety and still provides for a smooth voice leading and a common tone with the 

dominant seventh. The F+ in m. 9 is a merger of A+, following from the A7, and F major, 

referring to the key of C. The choice of C major harmony is particularly ingenious. The first 

three melodic notes of m. 9 are harmonized in D minor; the harmonization in C begins in overlap 

                                                
 19 The use of A7 to move between these keys can also be found in the Prelude No. 5, mm. 39–44. 
Interestingly, an F+ chord is also used there. Fauré recognized its use as an interface because it contains the leading 
tone (C#) of one key, which is enharmonically the tonic of the other, and the third common to both keys. 
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on the F+ chord. From there to the first beat of m. 10 the melody is recast in C major. The result 

is that the cancellation of D flat Aeolian, which includes both forms of ̂7, is softened in its effect. 

Consistent with his general practice, neither the tonic of D minor or C major is allowed to be 

heard.  

Though suggestions of other keys are made, the music cannot be said to have left the 

orbit of D flat (primarily because the time spent off the tonic is so brief). Chords of other keys 

are present but they cannot have the functions belonging to those keys. This attempt at 

interpreting their significance in the main key is not completely satisfying. There is a sense in 

which such chords cannot achieve their full value, functionally speaking. They do not have the 

independent functional status they would in their own keys. The success of such a construction 

as this depends greatly upon a voice leading that smoothly and quickly returns to the tonic. The 

use of consonant, tertial harmony, while pleasant in its effects, adds to the disorientation by 

presenting to the ear familiarities out of context. 

This example shows Fauré’s free use of harmonization without his system. Modes do 

occur elsewhere in the piece. His mixture of methods adds a greater harmonic breadth to his 

music and an increase in qualitative effects due to the greater variety of melodic-

accompanimental relationships. This example exhibits another feature that is typical of Fauré’s 

handling of tonal layering: instances of tonal divergence between layers are intermixed with 

nondivergent ones and these may occur very quickly such that demands are put upon the 

experienced listener in order to appreciate them. The effect may be that the music, usually in the 

middle of phrases, seems suddenly untethered from its tonal anchor, floating free, and then is 

recaptured and secured again. Perhaps something similar was in the mind of Nadia Boulanger 

when she wrote of the “return to the principal tonality after arcs which seem like modulations, 

and modulations which are only contrapuntal arabesques.”20 

 

                                                
20 Nadia Boulanger, “La Musique religieuse,” Revue musicale 4, no. 11 (1922): 110/302 (double 

pagination). 



 

 
 

167 

4.1.11 Piano Quintet No. 1, I, MT  
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x   x 
                                                                                                                                                   

4.1.12 Barcarolle No. 9 (op. 101, 1908–09), MT 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x  x x   
                                                                                                                                                   

4.1.13 Prelude No. 5 (op. 103, 1909–10), MT, mm. 1–8  
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

  x x x   
      

 All the features of Fauré’s modal practice are present from the outset of the theme of the 

Prelude No. 5. The melody moves through multiple modes in the first eight measures, which are 

harmonized in various keys. Tonal pillars are strategically positioned to channel the 

eccentricities toward the main key. Harmonies that can in any way be sensed as including tonic 

function are dispersed along the initial phrase. They are strung together by pivotal notes in the 

layers. The theme presents functional mixture beginning in m. 1, beat 2. A particularly clever 

example occurs on beat 3 of m. 2 as it proceeds to the following beat. The loose middle of the 

phrase is eccentric towards B flat major. The decorated melodic rise through ̂1 and ̂3 up to ̂5 is 

brief enough not to be distracted from the key by the harmony (or by the Phrygian Eb in the 

melody). The B§ in m. 3 in the accompaniment not only smoothes the way to C# but, more 

importantly stops the further reference to B flat major. The refinement of his style is evident 

from the way in which Fauré keeps the main key alive by the careful placement of scale degrees 

along the theme. The sequence beginning in m. 4 and breaking off in m. 6, is modal. Even so, it 

allows Fauré to adopt a traditional harmonic plan in mm. 5–7, to lead to E flat, bII of the main 

key, and from there to the cadence. The notes in the bass in mm. 5–7 are chosen in part to 
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undermine the harmony so that the harmonizing key is not too firmly expressed. This also 

explains why minor sevenths are added to the tonic and subdominant of the harmonizing key. 
 

Example 4.13. Prelude No. 5, MT, mm. 1–8 
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4.1.14 Violin Sonata No. 2 (op. 108, 1916–17), III, MT  
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

  x x  x  
 

4.1.15 Fantaisie (op. 111, 1918), MT, mm. 1–5  
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x x x x   
 

Example 4.14. Fantaisie, MT, mm. 1–5 

  
 

 The same relations that prevailed in the main theme of the “Air de danse” are duplicated 

here. Fauré’s developmental reharmonizations of the basic idea include the one shown in 

example 4.15. 
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Example 4.15. Fantaisie, mm. 97–102 
 

 

4.1.16 Piano Trio (op. 120, 1922–23), I, MT 
  

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x x   
 

 The main theme of the Piano Trio (shown in section 5.4.2) is a compound period in 

which the large antecedent and consequent are composed of hybrids: antecedent + continuation. 

Fauré loosens the cadential phrases of the continuations by expansion. The fragmented 2-m. unit 

that begins the continuation phrases is based on the rhythmic motive of the theme head (mm. 3–

4). The cadential phrases are expanded by repetitions of a new 2-m. rhythmic unit, which 

contains the shortest note values in the theme. In typical continuations, once the ascent is 

completed, usually at the high point, there is a relatively rapid descent to cadence. What is 

unusual (in terms of the normative continuation phrases of 8-m. theme types) is that the cadential 

phrase is also fragmented, and in effect reverses the process of fragmentary ascent. This would 
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not be possible without the phrase expansions. So, while Fauré holds to the cadence contour, the 

phrase is expanded and forms a registral descent with fragmentation: two processes combined.  

 Subordinate and interior themes will now be given in the same category of tonal layering 

(tonal melody/tonal accompaniment in three layers with free additional voice).  
 

4.1.17 Piano Quintet No. 1 (op. 89, 1903–05), I, ST  
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

  x x   x 
 

 This theme is analyzed in section 5.2.    
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

4.1.18 Violin Sonata No. 2 (op. 108, 1916–17), III, ST2, mm. 53–58 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

  x x   x 
  

The second subordinate theme of this movement is perhaps the most challenging case for 

analysis encountered in Fauré’s compositions. Nectoux writes that it is “unusual in lying outside 

the boundaries of tonality with its successions of chromatic intervals or of whole-tone scales.”21 

There is that which is at once vaguely familiar, but also strange, about the first phrase. The 

familiarity is due to the tonal implication of the melody at its beginning, which refers to the key 

of the work as a whole, E minor (hearing the Cb in m. 54 as an enharmonic B).22 Also 

referencing E minor is the enharmonic augmented sixth chord in m. 53 and the dominant seventh 

in m. 56. The α motive (the semitonal motive that begins the entire work and permeates it) fills 

this theme in descending and ascending forms and is responsible for much of the chromaticism.23 

(Even the bass is composed of the motive: F–Gb, A–Bb.) The development of this motive seems 

                                                
21 Nectoux, Musical Life, 411. 
 

 22 Such a double-reference is a feature that can be found elsewhere in the sonata. 
 
 23 Compare the motion from b ^2– ^1 in m. 54 with the main theme of this movement, m. 4. 
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to be the primary driver of the melodic organization in the first four measures. In addition, 

forming tritones between the bass and the principal notes of the melody (indicated by lines in the 

example) seems to have entered into the compositional decision-making. 
 

Example 4.16. Violin Sonata No. 2 (op. 108, 1916–17), III, ST2, mm. 53–58 
 

  

 The second phrase reorients the tonality to the key of B flat major (emerging in m. 58) 

but only briefly. This theme offers difficulties when it comes to locating it in one of the four 

types of tonal layering that have been stipulated. The beginning is tonally uncertain, but because 

it ends this section with a key affirmation, it is placed in this category. Reading m. 57 in terms of 

the key of B flat, the first note is interpreted as the Lydian ̂4. Because of the parallelism, m. 53 is 

given the same interpretation. Unlike the typical “tritonal appoggiatura,” this one does not begin 

as a suspension. Had the melody been purely Lydian, a harmonization in F major would have 

been likely, which accounts for the first chord. 
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The theme does not end in the odd key of B flat major (for a movement in E major), but 

follows classical practice, ending in B major, by repeating its ideas a semitone higher (a shift that 

is itself a development of α).24 The theme passes through the subordinate key and merges with 

the retransition; there is no cadence of any kind.  

What is baffling about the theme is not the melody itself but its harmonization. Because 

there is no tonal set-up (and the preceding measures are harmonically vague), and because of the 

melodic chromaticisms of mm. 53–56, the sense that the melodic tonic is E is not sufficiently 

potent to counteract the eccentricity of the harmonization. The bass fits comfortably in B flat 

major, and since the second phrase ends there, the melody-bass frame seems to have led to it and 

may account for some of the coherence of the theme. The frame could have been given a 

conventional harmonization in B flat (e.g., I–V7/IV–iv(6)–V7). It is possible that in Fauré’s studies 

for this theme he had a number of progressions to draw upon from which he made selections. 

Every unconventional and nonintuitive chord choice in this work seems to be traceable to 

motivic origins.25 The same is assumed of the harmony here, even though it is not apparent.  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

4.1.19 Piano Quintet No. 2 (op. 115, 1919–21), IV, ST, mm. 62–70 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x x   
  

At the tempo of Allegro molto (dotted half = 80) the aural evidence of Fauré’s scale of 

two keys is blurred. Having set up the theme with the subordinate-key dominant, the music 

suddenly diverts to G flat Lydian. In the bass (m. 63) is the dominant of the subordinate key, E 

flat major. Examination of the entire theme shows a pattern of bass punctuations in every other 

measure. Here as elsewhere Fauré emphasizes principal tones of the main or subordinate key, 
                                                
 24 In this it reverses the organization of the first subordinate theme, which moves from the right key (B 
major) to the ‘wrong’ key (E major), thereby making evident the functional logic that requires a second subordinate 
theme. 
 

25 Interestingly, the opening melodic profile and harmonization is similar to mm. 26–27 of Fauré’s song 
“N’est ce pas?” 
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even when the music is in another key (especially by placing them in the melody and bass). 

Whether these tones at times have more symbolic than perceptual force needs to be determined. 

Acting as a sort of reminder of what the key ‘should be/is,’ the dominant is sounded in the bass 

twice (it is withheld at the downbeat to emphasize the first note of the theme), followed by the 

tonic twice, high then low, when the E flat chord suddenly appears. Fauré makes use of the 

seventh of the dominant by also holding it over into the melody of m. 63. The inverted G flat 

major not only has the dominant of E flat in the bass, it is also unstable, enhancing the solidity of 

E flat by comparison, when it arrives. In this subtle, perhaps subliminal, way, two processes are 

occurring simultaneously: the theme is sounding out modal G flat major while principal tones of 

E flat major are heard in the bass, preparing for its ultimate appearance. 
 

Example 4.17. Piano Quintet No. 2, IV, ST, mm. 62–70 
  

 

It would be much easier to sort out the listening if the broadly-framed emphasis of the 

subordinate key, in the bass, existed on its own separate level, at some remove from the elements 

of Fauré’s two keys and their harmonization. These things, however, are located in a flat (or 

nearly-flat) hierarchy in which only those elements predominate that develop within themselves 

forces sufficient to overcome competing elements. The action of the melody and its assisting 
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voice, the center of attention, push to some extent the broader sweep of the bass out of focus, 

into a subliminal zone. What sounds in the bass between mm. 62 and 69 is a faint and fleeting 

presence. The harmonic relationship of the two layers is too close for their interaction not to 

ambiguate the function of the bass, especially in mm. 63–66.  

What sounds like an inverted G flat major chord is actually a product of the interactions 

of B flat minor in the accompaniment, the tonic of the secondary key, with the melodic tonic in 

G flat major. For me, the priority of the melody and the harmonic proximity of the 

accompaniment gives the sense that an inverted rather than root-position chord begins the theme. 

Inverted chords are never without consequence in Fauré’s music. The decision to begin the 

theme this way results from Bb having to perform multiple roles at this juncture. It carries over 

the pitch class of the dominant of the subordinate key from m. 62; it keeps this tone active for its 

downstream redeployment once E flat is reached; and it bonds with the melodic tonic to form the 

G flat excursion.  
 

Example 4.18. Subordinate key and secondary key elements in the accompaniment 
 

                                                                                                                                          

4.1.20 Cello Sonata No. 2 (op. 117, 1921), I, ST, mm. 87–98 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x x   
 

The theme is a combination of two sentences that is loosened by interpolation and 

expansion. The opening measures (shown in example 4.19) show Fauré using his harmonization 

method in a case of the lesser-used Mixolydian mode. 
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Example 4.19. Cello Sonata No. 2, I, ST, mm. 87–98 
              

                                                                                                                                     

4.1.21 Nocturne No. 8 (op. 84, No. 8, 1902), mm. 23–26 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x  x  
 

Fauré relaxed the rules of his system as the needs of the composition required. In 

example 4.20, A7 is used again to harmonize the tonic, but in this case the tonic of the 

harmonizing key is presented. Its inversion and interposition in a chromatic slide in the bass 

weakens its effect. This example from the development section of the piece encapsulates a 

number of features of Fauré’s style including modal seriation, loose middles, distributed 

functions, and tonal layering. 
 

4.1.22 Barcarolle No. 9 (op. 101, 1908–09) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x x x   x 
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Example 4.20. Nocturne No. 8, mm. 23–26 
 

      

 The theme of the Barcarolle No. 9 is a sentence with double presentation:26  

Pres. 1    Pres. 2    Cont. 

(2 + 2) + (2 + 2) + (2 + 3 + 1) 

                                                        HC 

The two ideas of the theme are shown in example 4.21. Both center on the tonic. They are 

subjected to various harmonizations over the course of the work. These are shown in Examples 

4.22 and 4.23 (middle voices may be reduced). 

This piece underscores the point that harmonization is a primary developmental 

technique in Fauré’s works. Reharmonization of the two ideas accounts for thirty per cent of the 

measures. The harmonizations vary in their proximity to the tonic focus of the melody. The rule 

of harmonic inclusion prevents them from straying too far from the closer key relations. 

 
                                                

26 It was not unusual for Fauré to alter the classic sentence type in some way, most often by adding a third 
statement of the basic idea. 
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Example 4.21. Barcarolle No. 9, two ideas 
 

 

Example 4.22. Barcarolle No. 9, harmonizations of idea 1 
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Example 4.23. Barcarolle No. 9, harmonizations of idea 2 
 

  

4.1.23 Prelude No. 4 (op. 103, 1909–10) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x  x   x 
   

 In his “Hommage à Gabriel Fauré,” Milhaud singled out from Fauré’s Preludes the 

fourth, saying that it “is a masterpiece of harmonic invention and sobriety in the means of  
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Example 4.23. (Cont.) 
 

                                                                                                                                              

expression employed.”27 This piece is noteworthy because it stays in one key throughout. Most 

of its phrases are four bars in length and begin with the tonic. It has considerable chromaticism 

for a piece that is never far from the tonic. The entire melody, taken in isolation from its 

accompaniment, is easily heard in a single key. There are many repetitions of the basic ideas 

with subtle variations melodically and accompanimentally. The interest of the piece is in how 

functional melodic scale degrees are harmonized. 

 Mm. 14–16 present an unremarkable chromatic ascent from ̂5 to ̂1 in the melody, 

harmonized by the bass in lower thirds. A conventional harmonization would give something 

similar to what is shown in example 4.24a. The melody and simplified bass are given. Instead 

Fauré gives what is shown in example 4.24b. In it, the same logic by which the melodic scale 

                                                
27 Milhaud, “Hommage à Gabriel Fauré,” in Notes sur la musique, 115–116. 
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degrees are functional—chromaticized scale degrees followed by diatonic ones: ladders of 

secondary leading tones—extends to the chords that harmonize them.28 
 

Example 4.24. Prelude No. 4, mm. 14–16 

a. Typical harmonization. 
 

 

b. Fauré’s harmonization. 
 

 

 As examples of the “harmonic invention” about which Milhaud commented, example 

4.25 shows how primary scale degrees of the key are harmonized divergently. These tones are 

continuously reframed. With the phrases being short, with each phrase returning to the tonic, and 

without modulation, they become constants against a changing backdrop. Also noteworthy in this 

piece are its whole-tone elements, which will be addressed in chapter 5. 
 

4.1.24 Prelude No. 5 (op. 103, 1909–10) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x x x x   x 

 

                                                
28 The progression is hexatonic. The bass in m. 15 (in eighth notes) presents the leading tone and tonic, 

though the harmonization contradicts that. Compare this interpretation to Harrison’s notion of projections in 
Harrison, Harmonic Function, 108ff. 
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Example 4.25. Prelude No. 4, reharmonizations of primary scale degrees 
 

  

 Example 4.26, from the Prelude No. 5, shows reharmonizations of a subsidiary idea that 

follows the main theme. Each reharmonization begins with the tonic, orienting what follows. 
                                                                                                                                                 

4.1.25 Barcarolle No. 11 (op. 105, 1913–14), mm. 98–113 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

  x x   x 
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Example 4.26. Prelude No. 5, reharmonizations of mm. 8–10 
 

 

 In the Barcarolle No. 11, there is a slight imitation of the melody at mm. 98 and 102 that 

mixes melodic and accompanimental functions. The brackets below the bass staff indicate a 

nominal S, although the impression of SM is interposed, given the tempo. In mm. 108–112, it is 

difficult to decide whether the function of A in the melody is D or S. The effect of the 

accompaniment, which leans strongly on S (especially in the inner voices), gives it a sense of 

that function.  
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Example 4.27. Barcarolle No. 11, mm. 98–113 
 

    

There may be a mixed mode in mm. 109 and 111 (the major mode with Aeolian ̂6 and ^7), 

but functionally the Ebs are treated like the F#s. Because the tonic is in the bass of m. 112, led to 

from the dominant, the harmony may be heard as a mix of tonic and subdominant functions and 
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dependent tones. Mm. 1072 to the end of the excerpt fit the very definition of modality: the music 

is so composed that it may be heard in either the main key major or the harmonizing key; only 

the prior context makes the former more likely.                                                                                                                                              
 

4.2 Tonal melody/tonal accompaniment, 3-layer, restricted additional voice 

 In this category are those examples that feature a pedal, an imitative voice, or a voice 

made from the whole-tone scale or the chromatic scale.29 One of the occasions for tonal layering 

is when the tonic persists as a pedal tone. In that case, any change in the tones of other layers are 

heard against the tonic and a multiplicity of function is produced.30  
 

4.2.1 Fantaisie (op. 111, 1918), mm. 194–225  
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x  x  x  
 

The Fantaisie is a ternary form. The primary keys are G major in the outer sections and E 

minor in the middle section. In the middle section, after material that seems introductory, the first 

theme (in E minor) appears beginning in m. 144 (rehearsal 9). It continues until m. 193. What 

follows is a contrasting section that begins with four eight-measure phrases, which alternate 

between the submediant and the dominant of the key, and continues with four-measure units that 

effectively extend the dominant. The introductory material in E minor follows in m. 242. A 

reduction of the first four phrases is shown below.  

                                                
29 The Prelude No. 6 is canonical throughout and features tonal layering. In the development section of the 

Cello Sonata No. 1, III, mm. 50–68, two canons occur back to back, one at the octave and the other at the unison. 
Both have a quarter-note lag time. Functions mix with the result that they are blurred, perhaps due to the tempo. 
 It was already mentioned that there are whole-tone elements in the Prelude No. 4. Passages featuring them 
are usually rather brief; an exception is the Impromptu No. 5 (op. 102, 1908–1909). Among his more far-reaching 
experiments with the whole-tone scale is the enigmatic introduction to the third movement of the Piano Quintet No. 
2. Passages featuring the chromatic scale are also usually brief. Chromatic elements tend to be in the 
accompaniment. See, for example, the bass of the Nocturne No. 8, mm. 23–26. 
 
 30 There are many occurrences of brief pedals in Fauré’s music. See, for example the Pavane, mm. 95–97 
and the Cello Sonata No. 1, I, mm. 38–42. The Fantaisie (op. 111) for piano and orchestra provides an example of 
extended tonic pedals. 
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 The tonal architecture of the middle section, as thus far described, is quite conventional. 

What makes the contrasting section worth attention is that the presentation and harmonization of 

the scale degrees in the first four phrases (shown in overview in example 4.28), cause C and B to 

receive emphasis sufficient to realize direct modulations. Example 4.29 gives a reduction of the 

first two phrases (the second two phrases are reworked repetitions of the first two and are 

essentially identical). Though some logical connections are made between the chord pairs based 
 

Example 4.28. Fantaisie, overview of mm. 194–225 
 

 
Example 4.29. Fantaisie, mm. 194–209 
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on key and functional links, the only consistent rationale for chord choice is inclusive 

harmonization of melodic tones. The melody in each of the phrases is tonally static. It 

exemplifies Charles Koechlin’s category of the melodic pedal.31 Pitch class duplication in the 

accompaniment adds weight to the tonal affirmations of the melody. The divergences of the 

harmonization are not sufficient in force to overcome the tonal inertia of the melody. The 

tonalities are fixed; the harmony moves around them. 
 

4.2.2 Violin Sonata No. 2, I, ST recapitulation 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x x x   x 
                                                                                                                                                   

Canonic passages appear frequently in Fauré’s instrumental music. The recapitulation of 

the subordinate theme of the Violin Sonata No. 2, I, is accompanied canonically as shown in 

Example 4.30. The canon at the octave between violin and piano bass has a lag time of two 

dotted quarter notes. A number of functional mixtures occur. Mm. 1844–185 inverts the head 

motive of the subordinate theme, the scalewise descent, shifting briefly into the Phrygian minor 

mode. The harmony turns toward chords that register in C major. Again in mm. 1873–188, a 

scalewise ascent (referencing the main theme, mm. 5–6) is made in the Aeolian minor mode. 

Mm. 189–191 shift into E flat major. The shift begins when the bass suspension resolves onto the 

leading tone of E major. This brief excursion is then a colorful extension of the leading tone. 

 
 
 
                                                

31 In theory, given a pedal in the bass or treble, having tonic function, the function carries through 
regardless of what transpires above or below it or how the voices move, whether by step or leap. Under the 
assumption that there are no countervailing forces, if the pedal is intermittent but persistent enough to retain its 
function, intermittency does not inhibit tonality. In fact, this is a requirement for a sophisticated form of tonality, 
that tones be organized in such a way that the tonic is present to the mind even when absent to the ear. This is the 
principle underlying Koechlin’s melodic pedal, by which he meant any layer presenting an ostinato (see Koechlin, 
Theory of Harmony, 705ff.). When the tonic and other tones of the key assume a shape that emphasizes the tonic and 
is repeated in relatively brief time spans, you have the melodic pedal. What holds for the simple and intermittent 
pedals holds for the melodic pedal.   
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Example 4.30. Violin Sonata No. 2, I, mm. 179–194 
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4.3 Tonal melody/neutral accompaniment, 3-layer, free additional voice 

 This combination of layers is rare in Fauré. It tends to be found in extrathematic sections. 

In the following example it is used to form a retransition to the main key. 
 

4.3.1 Prelude No. 5, mm. 39–44 
  

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x   x 
 

Even familiar melodic patterns that can be quickly assessed as to their tonal bearings can 

sometimes have bitonal effects. The main theme of the Prelude No. 5 in D minor returns in m. 34 

and suddenly breaks off to make a brief sequence that steps down from F major to E flat major to 

D flat major. The idea is to convert the (D flat) tonic to an enharmonic augmented triad (A+) and 

quickly shift back to the main key. This then is one of Fauré’s rapid modulations far away from 

and back to the main key. Once Db is reached, the melody hovers on or around Ab for three 

measures, with intermittent harmonic support from D flat major. Then the melody descends 

quickly from Ab to Db (Ab–F–Eb–Db, enharmonically respelled) and repeats this. The tonal 

impression is unmistakable. The non-tense tonic chords are gradually removed as the 

accompaniment becomes increasingly unstable. The setting presents non-tonic harmony each 

time the melodic tonic is reached. The melodic-accompanimental relationship is harmonically 

inclusive. The tonality of the melody is undisturbed by a setting with little vestige of a tonal 

context. This is another brief example of Koechlin’s melodic pedal. 

At the end of the section, the music suddenly turns aside to the main key. The rapid 

return to D minor  (by means of an augmented triad) has an awkward effect because it gives the 

listener no time to adjust. D flat major has been so effectively affirmed by the melody that it is 

like a body in motion: a sudden change of direction must overcome its inertia. 
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Example 4.31. Prelude No. 5, mm. 34–44 
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4.3.2 Cello Sonata No. 1, I, mm. 98–105 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x x    x 
 

Example 4.32. Cello Sonata No. 1, mm. 98–105 

 

 Example 1.1 showed the retransition of the first movement of the Cello Sonata No. 1. At 

the heart of it are mm. 98–105. Looking forward to the recapitulation, the melodic scale degrees 

register in the main key—are concentric—while the harmony is eccentric, registering in other 

keys. The harmony drifts through multiple harmonizing keys and blurs the tonality, smoothing 
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the way to the key of F sharp minor beginning in m. 106, far removed from the main key. The C# 

that ends the excerpt is held out (with intermittent interjections of one of the important motives 

of the work) until the harmony finally comes around to the main-key dominant, just before the 

recapitulation begins. The melody (in the cello) lacks any of the motives of the work. It is 

liquidational. Meanwhile, the accompaniment continues to develop the main (leaping) motive of 

the movement. The accompaniment thus acts as a connective between the development and 

recapitulation while the melody divides the two through motivic absence.32 
 

4.4 Neutral melody/tonal accompaniment, 3-layer, free additional voice 

 Also a rarer layer combination is a neutral melody with tonal accompaniment. Unlike the 

previous category, it can be found in subordinate themes. 
 

4.4.1 Violin Sonata No. 2 (op. 108, 1916–17), II, ST 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x x x x   x 
  

 The subordinate theme is the more interesting one in the movement and is the subject of 

the development section. The theme is in E Lydian and features the Lydian appoggiatura. It 

presents another case of the simultaneous use of the primary-key (E major) and secondary-key 

(G sharp minor) elements. The role of G# as point of melodic reference in this theme, the lack of 

the tonic, and other elements, suggests that its melody, like the main theme, was composed in G 

sharp minor/major and set into an overall key of E major. With the exception of F minor in mm. 

25, 27, 29, and 32 (and a modulation to G Lydian in mm. 34–36), the harmony comes from 

either E major or one of the harmonizing keys for the Lydian mode.  

 The first two appearances of the Lydian appoggiatura (mm. 25 and 29) are disguised in 

the notation by their being enharmonically respelled according to the harmonizing chord,  
 
                                                
 32 See “Liquidation” and “Connective” in Schoenberg, Musical Idea, 263–264 and 244–245. 
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Example 4.33. Violin Sonata No. 2, II, ST 
 

 



 

 
 

194 

F minor. Their full Lydian effect is not had because the bass does not sound E. This first occurs 

in m. 30.  Besides key expression, it is the appoggiatura and the development of the α motive 

that generates the contours of this theme. The α motive is developed first in the harmony, E–F– 

(mm. 24–25), then begins to be sounded in the melody starting at mm. 27 and 28. It saturates the 

melody in mm. 31 and 34, which lead to its combination with the head motive of the theme (mm. 

32–33 and 35–36). The transposition of mm. 31–33 into mm. 34–36 moves the melody from its 

pivot around G# to B. From B the melody moves finally up to D# (m. 39) in the penultimate 

measure of the theme.  

Typical of Fauré, the organization of the theme is rather simple in its broad outlines while 

the accompaniment adds interesting details and harmonic complications. The sturdy melody-bass 

frame provides the necessary cohesion. His initial conception appears to be of a melody moving 

between E major and F minor—a development of α as a theme. This is a case where there is a 

back and forth between melody and harmony—sometimes one is leading; sometimes the other—

and the melody is not tonally sufficient in the main key. The tonic makes only three fleeting 

appearances in the theme, all which have a dependent function; it is the associates that do all the 

work. The bass takes the role of securing the main key. Tonic expression results from a 

cooperation of the layers in which the melody hinges upon a movement between G# and B as the 

bass sounds critical notes strategically placed for their tonal reinforcement and their utility as 

tones (enharmonically) common to adjacent chords. The repetitions in this theme are necessary 

to tonal affirmation. The accompaniment must keep returning to the tonic chord since the rest of 

the harmony is eccentric. The melody, by enharmonic modal invariance, helps to hold the 

harmony together. This explains Fauré's orthography of the melody in F minor in those 

measures. In example 4.33, the tones, interval progressions, and associations that are responsible 

for the tonality of the theme have been emphasized. 

With this theme Fauré continues his experiments with harmonization and 

reharmonization of motives. To the tonal layering centered on his melodies he adds evocative 

harmonic moments the origin and meaning of which are not always certain. In this sonata, 



 

 
 

195 

though modal melodic segments abound, the use of his method for modal harmonization is less 

strict. The harmony is a complex mixture of tonal pillars, functional links, elements of the 

method, and, most significantly, progressions of motivic derivation. For instance, the progression 

of mm. 32–33, E–F––Db7–B^7–E shares key enharmonic tones (Ab/G# and Cb/B) in the bass, 

giving it cohesion. The progression concludes with the tonic. But it also includes chords from 

three keys where the interval relation of the first two keys is a development of α:          

f:  F––Db+6 

   Gb:  Db7–Cb^7  

  B:  B^7–E  

Such progressions have a familiarity about them because the chord pairs are recognized; it is the 

imperceptible enharmonic pivots that combine them into something unusual. Fauré makes use of 

two of the possible harmonizing keys in his system for E Lydian: G sharp minor and B major. 

But also, as in the use of D#7 (m. 3) in the main theme, other harmonizing keys are possible for 

melodic segments. In addition to the F minor chord, note that chords of F sharp major appear in 

mm. 32 (enharmonically respelled) and 37 but can only be used for portions of the melody. The 

dominant of the key can only be used when an E# or its enharmonic equivalent appears in the 

melody. Harmonizations of melodic ideas developed from α (like E–F/E#) suggest harmonizing 

keys.  
 

4.4.2 Cello Sonata No. 1, I, ST, mm. 61–67 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

  x  x   
 

The subordinate theme of the Cello Sonata No. 1, I, begins with a conventional set-up 

(the subordinate-key dominant and caesura). The key at the start is clear, despite the functional 

mixtures that occur. As it proceeds it becomes more opaque and chromatic, until its final section, 

which strikes me as tonally vague. It seems to simply drift downward. It follows the method 
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strictly. The melody begins, presumptively, in C Lydian and then shifts down a whole step to B 

flat Lydian. Notice the Lydian appoggiaturas. The bass line perfectly supports the primary keys, 

C and B flat. The secondary keys, E minor and D minor, explain the melodic organization. A 

shade of gray is caste over the phrase by lack of a set-up and a strong key-orientation in the 

melody, plus the non-committal quality of the harmony. 
 

Example 4.34. Cello Sonata No. 1, I, mm. 61–67 
 

 

4.5 Tonal melody/other-tonal accompaniment, 3-layer, free additional voice 
 

4.5.1 Pavane, MT, mm. 18–26  
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x x x   x 
 

The contrasting middle of the main theme (mm. 18–26) is a sentence extended by a 

measure and concluded with a half cadence. In it, the interplay between melody and harmony is 

not static. It begins in the key of the dominant in mm. 18–19. At the start of m. 20, melody and 

accompaniment are cooperating. When E natural is sounded in the melody on beat three, E major 

enters the accompaniment, followed by its subdominant and dominant seventh. Here the 

harmony assimilates the melody, as though the music has suddenly swerved into the key of E. 

When the melody returns to E again in the following measure, the anticipated descent to C#  

 



 

 
 

197 

Example 4.35. Pavane, mm. 18–26 
 

 

and the rising progression (A–B7) that in Fauré often steps up to the minor (as in the “Air de 

danse”), causes me to hear the melody in C sharp minor. Once m. 22 begins, the bass makes the 

sonority sound momentarily like a cadential tonic in C sharp minor. The leading tone has a 
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strong effect on the melodic tonality. The clash of B# in the flute and B§ in the strings is audible 

but mitigated by the timbral contrast and its brevity owing to the pizzicati. At that point the two 

layers are independent: one does not assimilate the other. If I attend to the harmony, the bitonal 

effect is most pronounced. Even so, the tonal layering is here more apparent to the eye than the 

ear. In fact, without paying attention to the accompaniment, the melody, by default, dominates 

the tonality. In m. 24 the layers begin to synergize again so that by the half cadence (mm. 25–26) 

full cooperation has been restored. 
 

4.5.2 Violin Sonata No. 2, II, MT 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x x x x   x 
 

The Andante movement of the Sonata is in the key of A. The basic idea of the main 

theme was the result of one of Fauré’s self-borrowings; it is from his withdrawn (and destroyed) 

Symphony in D minor, opus 40.33 This would explain why it is the exception to the generally 

tight motivic derivation of the themes in the work. It is a sentential hybrid (antecedent-

continuation) that (Fauré would have us believe) begins in the Lydian mode and ends in the 

Phrygian. The phrase lengths are unbalanced (4 + 7) due to an expanded continuation. The plagal 

cadence (m. 12) is elided and briefly extended.  

The theme has a tenuous hold on the key it is supposed to affirm because the tonic is not 

emphasized in the melody until m. 9. The basic idea is centered on the dominant. As a theme in 

A, the melody at the start is not tonally sufficient, requiring the assistance of the accompaniment. 

But this itself is problematic: the accompaniment is structured upon a mostly-stepwise, rising and 

falling bass line (nearly half the time harmonized in parallel sixths) that quickly moves through a 

series of harmonizing keys. Though the key is initially set up by the accompaniment, the ensuing 

harmony quickly places it in doubt. C sharp minor seems to want to steal the key.  

                                                
33 Nectoux, Musical Life, 410. 
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Example 4.36. Violin Sonata No. 2, MT, mm. 1–12 
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To connect the basic idea to the key of A, one has to gather quickly that the starting E is 

the fifth of the tonic. But as soon as that connection has been made it begins to be challenged by 

the accompaniment, which gives harmonizations of it in fragments drawn from four keys, 

occuring in the span of two measures. The mode in m. 2 is Lydian, which accounts for the 

harmonizing elements of E major and C sharp minor. Without any change to the basic idea, the 

mode becomes E Lydian in m. 3 solely due to the harmonization in B major and G sharp minor. 

Considering that the harmony will have to anchor the key if it is to counteract the tendency of the 

melodic D#s to drift away from A major, one can better understand the unsettled sense this 

theme gives. Fauré’s harmonization troubles the otherwise plain and pleasant impression made 

by the melody. Perhaps it was a case such as this that prompted the following remark by Jean-

Michel Nectoux: 
 

The originality of Fauré’s harmonic language is still today a major factor in alienating 
some listeners, who see its flexibility perhaps as being that much too ingenious, an 
endless patchwork of keys, the product of an unhealthy obsession with subtlety. . . . There 
are times, it must be admitted, when Fauré gets carried away by his own harmonic 
virtuosity and through excess falls into the trap of a somewhat gratuitous 
voluptuousness.34 

The theme exhibits one of the possibilities of Fauré’s tonal-modal system, a major-minor 

melody treated as modal by how it is harmonized.35 The first half of the theme is clearly in E 

                                                
34 Nectoux, Musical Life, 239–240.  
 
35 The theme associates itself with the key of the work as a whole; it is thus a development of the Idea. To 

reflect its place in an interior movement, it is immersed in a subordinate key. The idea is compelling and, if one 
accepts its logic, perfectly elaborated. But the logic of an idea is not musical ‘logic,’ the sense of rightness. It fulfills 
the formal requirements but has little beauty in it and does not peak interest. Neither is the harmony particularly 
captivating. Their interaction detracts from both. The whole is less than the sum of the parts.  

There are two Ideas in Fauré’s music, the one particular to each work, which presents its artistic problems, 
and the other, overarching Idea of his tonal-modal system, which precipitates the tonal problem in his compositions 
as a whole. The demands unique to a theme are met by carrying out its consequences, by the composition itself 
(Schoenberg, Fundamentals, 102). Each work is a reenactment of the general Idea in one of its manifestations. The 
method by which tonal balance is restored is essentially the same for every composition (Schoenberg, Style and 
Idea, 123). The problem is not solved by the theme itself or its recapitulation (mm. 64–72), where a chance appears 
in mm. 69–70 (compare to mm. 116–117) but is too brief and clouded by an emphasis of C sharp minor such that it 
is made worse. It is not solved in any other of its appearances. The closest the music comes to a solution is the 
transient diatonicism that begins the coda (mm. 99–102). Rather than solving the problem, Fauré treats the unrest by 
halting or limiting it, and this only in the closing measures. 
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major. It begins and ends on E; the points of articulation in the first half are on E, B, then G#, 

with an internal cadence (m. 5). The flavor of the Lydian mode comes from the interaction of the 

melody with the accompaniment.36  

The theme therefore presents structural bitonality: the melody is in one key and the 

accompaniment is in a number of others. But their effect is to cancel each other in a nearly even 

match for most of the theme. This is done partly by shifting the accompanimental focus between 

A major and C sharp minor. Tonal vagueness clothes the theme in drab gray where vivid color 

might have been.37  
 

4.5.3 Violin Sonata No. 2, I, mm. 1223–127 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x   x x   
 

A melody in F Lydian will usually refer to the secondary key (A minor) in the melody 

and be harmonized in the key of its dominant (C major). Example 4.37 presents an unusual 

arrangement: the upper voice of the accompaniment presents the primary key and the bass 

presents the secondary key, while the melody divides its time between the two. This is one of the 

rare cases of a set-up being given for the secondary key. The sum effect is of A minor with an 

undescended sixth (a quality found in the main theme m. 4). Mm. 1223–127, taken together, are 

an elaborated functional link from E major/minor: bII6–V7.38 

 

 

 
                                                

36 The prominence of E in this theme might signal that Fauré considered it to be in A Hypolydian. 
 

 37 Other formal sections having a melody in a different key than its accompaniment include “Claire de 
lune,” mm. 38–46, already discussed as an example of a methodical modal harmonization. 
 
 38 An example from this category (having an imitative additional voice) is from the Cello Sonata No. 1, II, 
mm. 89–94, given in chapter 2. An example with a whole-tone additional voice is the Barcarolle No. 12, mm. 23–
28. This example is discussed in chapter 5. 
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Example 4.37. Violin Sonata No. 2, I, mm. 1223–127 
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Chapter 5 

Analytical Essays 

 

It is the goal of tonally layered analysis to get beyond the mechanics of modes and 

harmonizing keys—how it was made—and attempt to describe the result—what it is.1 Fauré’s 

music can make this quite difficult. There must be concentration on the tonic affirmed at the 

outset or else the music becomes just a rapidly-changing series of keys—a montage. Simple, 

uncluttered textures make this easier to do. A passage like the subordinate theme of the Piano 

Quintet No. 1, I (shown in section 5.2), is so packed with disparate content that perceptual clarity 

may fluctuate over its course. As usual for his form, the key is most transparent at the outer 

boundaries and most opaque in the middle. Not all of his experiments were equally successful. 

They are tests of concentration and a kind of ear training. Perhaps this is why his more advanced 

works are not more widely known and appreciated. They are not simply refined delicacies; they 

are sonic puzzles. The more successful ventures rely on his instincts for form and melody. The 

emphasis on form was doubtless due to his awareness of its compensating effect for the 

eccentricities of content. 
 

5.1 Piano Quartet No. 2 in G Minor, I, MT (op. 45, 1885–6) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x x  x   x 

 

Analysis of this dramatic theme will begin with the melody alone, then consider the 

melody-bass frame, and finally the full setting. These will be followed by the reharmonizations 

of the theme or its head motive.  

 

 

                                                
1 Schoenberg, Musical Idea, 1. 
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5.1.1 Melody 

The representation of the melody is equivalent to the first violin part. The actual melody 

is doubled (unison and octave). The theme, shown in example 5.1, is a period with expanded 

consequent.2 It begins in the Aeolian mode and switches to the Phrygian in the consequent. The 

melody opens with the minor-mode, tonic-to-dominant tetrachord, extends the dominant, and 

then rises to the leading tone before a half cadence. The sense of closure is enhanced by the 

contour of the theme. It leaps upward an octave from the tonic, remains high, fluctuating within 

tonic and dominant poles, moves slightly higher to the mediant to begin the consequent, 

descends to the lower register where it lingers, then closes where it began. 

The feature that looms large is, of course, the modal ^7 that is dramatically emphasized in 

the opening motive. The consequent repeats the opening motive a third higher and introduces the 

Phrygian ̂2. At some point, ̂2 will need to be converted to its non-Phrygian form in order to make 

an authentic cadence. A bigger problem, however, is that the end of the motive, in m. 7, 

concludes on F. That is, the motive is not adjusted to affirm the tonic or even one of the other 

primary functions of the key. The subtonic does not return to the tonic, but continues downward 

to the subdominant area. Mm. 6–7 might be thought to link well with the subdominant emphasis 

in mm. 8–9 by taking advantage of the modal similarity of G Phrygian and C Aeolian. However, 

the sudden occurrence of B§ in the melody comes as a bit of a disturbance, indicating that the 

subdominant is not forecast (or at least that Bb is too well established in the mode). The effect of 

the B§ (as will be discussed) is compounded by the harmonization it receives. 

 The usual harmonizing key for the Phrygian mode is that of the submediant. Fauré’s 

setting suggests that key, as will be shown. The next example shows the tonal areas of the 

consequent with E flat major as the harmonizing key of mm. 6–7. The Roman numerals suggest 
 
 

                                                
2 Periodic main themes are rare in Fauré’s music. The sentence is the usual choice for a main theme. 

Upsetting the classical phrase symmetry is something that also occurs in the latter half of the main theme of the 
Piano Quartet, No. 1, I. In general, his sonata-form main themes become more tight-knit in the works of his last 
period. 
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Example 5.1. Piano Quartet No. 2, I, MT, melody 
 

 

Example 5.2. Piano Quartet No. 2, I, MT, tonal plan of the consequent 
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possible harmonizations of the phrase. The abrupt intrusion of B§ in m. 8 is unexpected and a 

denial of the implication of the melodic descent. 
 

5.1.2 The melody-bass frame 

The melodic orientation is offset somewhat by the bass voices shown in the next 

example. The piano figuration effectively produces a pedal D in the bass (doubled in a middle 

voice). The effect is to (excessively) thicken the lower register of the accompaniment. The bass 

pedal bears comparison with the opening of the Piano Quintet No. 2. There the dominant in the 

bass is a direct reference to the head motive of the theme—it is developmental; here its purpose 

is to pose a thematic problem. The problem is the effect the pedal has on closure of the theme. 

When the theme concludes, at the exact moment the tonic lands in the melody, the bass sounds 

the tonic, but the accompanimental texture does not change, and with the tempo as it is, the 

moving bass quickly returns to the pedal, which remains throughout m. 11. The accompaniment 

continues onward merging into the transition. A cadence occurs in the melody but not in the 

accompaniment. The cadence thus lacks complete closure even though a PAC occurred.  

At the recapitulation (m. 132), the bass pedal begins immediately at the start of the theme 

with a block tonic chord, dominant in the bass, struck by the piano before it resumes the 

energetic rhythmic accompaniment. Coming right after an augmented sixth in the prior measure, 

the tonic chord is understood to be in cadential position. The recapitulation then makes explicit 

something that might have been only implicit in the opening of movement: the cadential tonic is 

advanced to the start of the theme and its resolution to the dominant does not really occur until 

the end of the recapitulation. The cadence that closes the recapitulation (at m. 173) begins the 

coda on the main theme, this time with the tonic in the bass, without figuration in the left hand. 

The coda is in this sense obligatory in order to return to the theme, to a problem that was left 

unaddressed, and to fully resolve the harmonic instability. 

 The bass voices spend most of their time alternating between the tonic and dominant. The 

moving voice never gets far from the tonic. The addition of the bass layers to the melody brings  



 

 
 

207 

Example 5.3. Piano Quartet No. 2, I, MT, melody-bass frame 
 

 

about the initial divergences. The modal degrees in the basic idea are emphasized by their 

duration and their interplay of consonance and dissonance with one or both of the bass voices. 

Their appoggiaturas resolve like detents, moments of relative relaxation in an otherwise tense 

atmosphere. 

The active bass, above the pedal, moves almost completely by step within the span of a 

tritone (Eb–A). These two lower voices interact with each other and with the melody, sometimes 

in functional agreement, at other times not. The melodic tones leading off mm. 2 and 3 form 

appoggiaturas with the pedal, but move in counterpoint with the active bass. The association of ̂5 

in m. 3 with the leading tonic is weakened by the bass voices, which add to it to produce the 

modal dominant. The first disagreement among the voices comes on the downbeat of m. 4 where 

the active bass is creeping upward toward the tonic as the pedal and melody reinforce each other 

on the dominant. Pronounced dissonances are formed between the melody and pedal in the latter 

half of m. 4. When the tonic returns in the melody, on the downbeat of m. 5, a dependent G# in 

the active bass clashes with it, making it difficult to hear the function of the pedal tone at that 
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moment. Once the dominant is reached, this dissonance seems to have pushed the tones into 

alignment. 
 

5.1.3 Full setting 

Example 5.4 shows both layers of the main theme. The piano part has been reduced after  

the first measure. Chords rather than functions have been shown to highlight some of the details 

of Fauré’s setting. The antecedent and consequent follow the pattern, tightly knit on the ends, 

loose in the middle. The points of divergence that occur between the outer voices are made even 

more pronounced by the addition of the middle voices in mm. 4–5 and 8–10. 

 The theme is unconventional in two senses: elements in its accompaniment render it 

rather loose for a main theme and, of course, it is modal. The problem to be addressed with a 

modal melody is how to affirm the tonic when adherence to the mode and a conformant 

harmonization might be mistaken for a drift into its nearest major-minor equivalent.  

Steps are taken by Fauré to prevent that, the most forceful of which are the cadences. Difficulties 

remain however with what takes place elsewhere in the theme. 

 The first thing to be noticed is that the dominant is truly modal. The usual harmonizing 

key for the Aeolian mode (the key of the mediant) was not chosen, no doubt because of the 

decision to place the dominant pedal in the bass. When the melodic dominant returns in m. 4, the 

middle voices are moving over the reinforcing pedal. The chromatic ascent in mm. 4–5 generates 

considerable dissonance, especially because of the tightly-packed lower voices. The 

harmonization of the basic idea in the consequent certainly suggests a forthcoming resolution to 

E flat major, but the D Ø7 turns out to be an extended passing chord between the mediant and the 

dominant seventh. The dissonance comes to a crescendo in the consequent phrase in mm. 8–9, 

when the melody is most chromatic. The most surprising moment in the theme is, of course, the 

B§ and its harmonization. The harmonization undercuts the leading-tone function of B§. What is 

the justification for an E7 chord in a brief theme in G minor? 
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Example 5.4. Piano Quartet No. 2, I, MT 
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The harmonic effects of the bass pedal vary: it may be a root (in mm. 2–5, 7, and 10), a 

recognizable member of an inverted triad or seventh chord (in every measure except 7), or only a 

dissonant pedal, momentarily unrelated to the chord above it (mm. 4–5 and 8–9). Predictably, its 

dissonance increases just before the cadences. One of its effects is to render the dominants 

(modal or conventional) in a more stable acoustical position than the tonic chords, just the 

opposite of what a tonal accompaniment might be expected to do. 

The main key is difficult to hear in mm. 6–7. Because of the active bass, which is on F, ̂3 

in the melody and ̂5 in the pedal are not harmonized as a tonic chord. The resulting sonority 

lacks both tonic and dominant effects. The subsequent Phrygian ̂2 makes a diminished triad with 

the bass voices. While not impossible as a modal dominant, the sense of dominant function is 

obscured. Measure 7 begins with a contradiction of the tonic, again, by the active bass. The 

tritone formed between the basses makes the tonic, harmonically, also an appoggiatura (compare 

mm. 5 and 6), which resolves to the uncertain modal dominant. 

What could have been a straightforward harmonization of the subdominant emphasis in 

mm. 8–9, is complicated by a number of factors. The active bass is on Ab (making another 

tritone with the pedal), which influences the pedal. The sonority formed with the melodic B§ 

leaves the function of the pedal uncertain: it does not sound like the tonic or the dominant. The 

pedal clashes with the subdominant and the G in the active bass confronts an Ab in the melody. 

Since the pedal does not have subdominant function, a tonal contradiction occurs on beat three in 

both measures.  

The B§ in m. 8 might be heard as a majorizing of the third of the tonic. But this is difficult 

to hear because its connection to the tonic is nearly broken by the chord that harmonizes it. Its 

role as the secondary leading tone to the melodic S in mm. 8 and 9 is also made difficult by its 

harmonization with E major over the pedal D, audible as an E7. This harmony comes as a shock. 

A harmonization, which took its cues from the melody and the preceding D (m. 7), would have 

furnished a G with or without seventh. 
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The melodic function has priority here: the goal of the harmony is C minor, but it is 

slightly obstructed. Working backward from it, the A flat chord is a brief deferral. But it is also a 

target of the apparent E7, understood as a Fb+ 6. The two are a functional link transplanted from a 

key related to C minor (an emphasis of A flat within an emphasis of C minor). This particular 

chord relation is one of the most frequently used functional links in Fauré’s works. 

Also quite surprising is the B minor chord that lands on the downbeat of m. 10, a rather 

bold harmonic stroke, coming a measure before the cadential tonic. As strange as it sounds, B 

minor is a logical choice: (1) it harmonizes two melodic tones of the dominant and (2) it presents 

a B that follows C a third time, continuing what was done in mm. 8 and 9. The repetition in the 
 

Example 5.5. Piano Quartet No. 2, I, MT, harmonic rationale of mm. 7–10  
 

 

Example 5.6. Piano Quartet No. 2, I, MT, harmonic rationale of B minor chord 
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middle of the consequent, though having a loosening effect (from the standpoint of phrase 

proportions), functions as a set-up for B§ in m. 10. B is then both a continuity and a departure.  

The strangeness is due to its not being immediately related to the dominant even though it 

consonantly harmonizes the leading tone and dominant of the main key.3 It follows the prior C 

minor by parallel motion of voices (except for the pedal tone). Occurring over the pedal tone, the 

C minor is a kind of appoggiatura chord. In effect, the E7 and B minor chords are 'half-right', 

because they harmonize the melodic tones they accompany. Their identities as fusible harmonies 

make unstable sonorities that land forcefully, and then give way to a chord of the key. They add 

bold strokes of harmonic color, but they come at a cost: they confront the logical melodic syntax 

with chromaticism and sonorities alien to the key and the mode. As such they add to color, but 

subtract from tonal function. 
 

5.1.4 Reharmonizations 

The beginning of the transition (mm. 13–18) reharmonizes the motives of the theme 

(which shifts to the piano). (The rhythms have again been reduced in example 5.7.) Notice that 

the melodic dominant (mm. 15 and 16) is harmonized with the tonic chord, unlike that which it 

received in the theme itself. Part of the thematic problem to be solved may be this: to reduce the 

functional mismatches between the layers. Notice that the melodic tonic in m. 17 is harmonized 

as the ninth of the F7 below it.4 Notice also that it has less of an appoggiatura character here than 

it did in the main theme because it is not dissonant with the bass. When the tonic is repeated in 

m. 18, the sudden tonal shift in m. 17 has virtually deprived it of its meaning in the main key. 

Another reharmonization of the head motive occurs at the end of the retransition, going into the 

start of the recapitulation (mm. 128–132).  

 

                                                
3 In movement IV, the main theme includes a B–7; the difference is that there it is related to the dominant 

(part of a descending D major scale in the bass in mm. 16–18). 
  
 4 See the Sicilienne, m. 26, where the tonic is also harmonized as the ninth of an F7 in the key of G minor. 



 

 
 

213 

Example 5.7. Piano Quartet No. 2, I, MT, reharmonization, mm. 13–18  
 

 

A final reharmonization occurs later in the coda (mm. 204–207).5 The characteristic 

rhythms of the accompaniment have again been reduced in example 5.9. The music leading up to 

this moment has already established itself in G major, so hearing the start of this reharmonization 

on the tonic is unproblematic. The melodic tonic in mm. 204–205 and its fifth in m. 206 are 

harmonized with non-tonic chords. The fifth benefits from the tonic in the bass (downbeat of m. 

206) that reinforces its impression as an associate, something that was less clear in the original 

statement of the theme, owing to the bass pedal. These functional contradictions occur even as 

the primary functions of the key are distributed across the passage, as indicated by the row of 

function symbols. As shown on the bottom staves of the example, the distribution is built into the 

accompaniment by basing it on a wedge pattern of two diatonic voices, moving stepwisely,  

 
                                                

5 Here the head motive is fashioned into a sequence, fully realizing the potential of the falling contour of 
the theme by descending two octaves (G5–G3). Other reharmonizations occur as Fauré develops the motives of the 
main theme. See, for example, the treatment of the head motive in mm. 80–81.   
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Example 5.8. Piano Quartet No. 2, I, MT, reharmonization of the head motive, mm. 128–132  
 

 

which reflect the key of the theme most clearly at their points of departure and arrival. The tonal 

characteristics of the wedge pattern and the recognition of the head motive strengthen the tonal 

orientation of the passage against the eccentric elements in the harmonization. The Roman 

numerals within parentheses show the harmonizing keys for the modal segments. In this case, 

one can imagine m. 205 being followed by the tonic of B flat major and, likewise, m. 206 being 

followed by the dominant of C minor. That neither is the case, is the point of such a treatment. 
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Example 5.9. Piano Quartet No.2, I, MT, reharmonization of the basic idea, mm. 204–207  
 

 

5.2 Piano Quintet No. 1, I, ST: melodic intricacy: modal versus scalar melody 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x x x   x 
 

According to Nectoux, Fauré was working on the Piano Quintet No. 1 at or around the 

time he was composing La Bonne Chanson.6 Some correspondence between the harmonic 

treatments of both works is expected, or at least their treatments would reflect the state of his 

accompanimental technique at the time. Nectoux comments on the reception of the song cycle by 

saying “the limit of comprehension was more or less reached with La Bonne Chanson in 1894 

and for the vast majority of music-lovers has hardly shifted since.”7 The subordinate theme of the 

                                                
6 Nectoux, Musical Life, 544, 552. 
 
7 Nectoux, Gabriel Fauré: Letters, 346. 
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first movement of the Quintet perhaps also reaches that limit. It is one of the most intricate in 

Fauré’s works in terms of design and harmony. A number of features account for the looseness 

of this theme including the mixture of modal and scalar materials, the harmonization, and the 

rapid modulations.  

The theme, in F major, is a large sentence (Presentation, mm. 45–53; Continuation, mm. 

54–66) with expansions and repetitions. Because of the seamless connection between the 

transition and the theme, its start has been determined to be at m. 45, at the first sign of new 

melodic material in an appropriate subordinate key. It concludes with a perfect authentic 

cadence. 

The theme is motivically tight, taking its material from two motives of the main theme, 

the ascending and descending forms of motive a and the neighbor figure, motive N.  
 

Example 5.10. Motives a and N of the main theme8 
 

 

The presentation gives one of the clearest expressions of Fauré’s treatment of modality 

(and Nectoux’s “bitonality”). The melodic weight in mm. 46–47 and 50–51 is put onto F but the 

harmonization conflicts with its tonic assertion. The mode is F Lydian: F is the primary key and 

A minor is the secondary key. The bass and those parts of the harmony in A minor reflect the 

secondary key. Near the end of the theme (mm. 62–63) we see a variation of this harmonization. 

The boxed areas (in example 5.15) show the theme descending above a common-tone diminished 

chord, which forms a fleeting sonority identical in pitch content to the E7b9 and a melodic double 

neighbor of C decorates the tonic chord, again forming a sonority identical in content to the B Ø7.  

                                                
 8 Note the development of the N motive (F–G–F) that incorporates a passing F# in the main voice of mm. 
48–50. The key/primary key relations in mm. 45–46 and 49–50 are another development of the motive. 
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Example 5.11. Motives a and N in the subordinate theme 
 

 

 

Example 5.12. Developing variant in the subordinate theme 
 

 

Whereas it is easy to hear the connection of these chords to F major in mm. 62–63, because the 

tonic chord encloses them and the bass moves stepwisely, it is more difficult to draw the 

connection in the earlier spots because both these things are absent, in fact the bass suggests the 

key of A minor. When F Lydian first occurs, it is treated as a mode, but at the end of the theme 

there is no sense that it is anything other than a tonal conclusion with chromatic lower neighbors. 

Typical for Fauré, he begins with a mode and ends with a scale. 
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Example 5.13. Setting D flat Lydian, mm. 51–52 
 

 

 The presentation alternates between the keys of F and D flat. The E7b9 in m. 51, from the 

harmonizing key of A minor, is an enharmonic augmented sixth of the following harmonizing 

key of A flat. Note the strict use of the method when D flat Lydian is harmonized (in example 

5.13). The continuation also seems to alternate keys but a larger view shows that the choice of  
 

Example 5.14. Large-scale plan of mm. 54–59 
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Example 5.15. Subordinate theme 
 

 

keys is dependent upon a basic progression in the key of D flat (example 5.14). The continuation 

is a sentence that is loosened in several ways. The repetition of the basic idea is expanded (by 

internal repetition) and extended to an irregular length (three and a half measures). (The irregular 

bar of 2/4 is eliminated in the recapitulation.) A reference is made to the main key of the 

movement when the start of the continuation gives motive a at its original pitch level (though it  
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Example 5.15. (Cont.) 
 

 

is reharmonized). One of the oddities of the theme is that, after the previous alternation of keys, 

the start of the continuation (m. 54) can be heard to return to the key of F, even though the 

harmony is only partly in that key. The wave-like contour and stepwise progression of the 

continuation and its clear grouping structure compensate for the complex harmonization. Also  
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Example 5.15. (Cont.) 
 

 

notable is that the theme uncharacteristically rises to the cadence, nearly reaching the melodic 

high point.  

 It is interesting to note that one of Fauré’s favorite devices—the Lydian or “tritonal 

appoggiatura”—could suggest both the enharmonic operative tritone of the key of the movement, 

and the Lydian appoggiatura of the key of D flat. The careful placement of the common tones 

Db/C# and F explain how the music effortlessly turns from D flat major to D minor in m. 59.  

In the continuation, the main voice is clear in both its form, and (at its beginning) its 

motivic connection to the head motive of the main theme. The larger progression outlined by the 
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melody-bass frame is harmonized with chords referencing multiple keys, a kind of harmonic 

festooning. What is difficult to comprehend is the focus or foci of the harmonization. There is 

significant tonal uncertainty arising from its heterogeneity. As an example of the comparative 

looseness of subordinate themes, it is a model. It is an assumption of compositional theory that 

once formed, sections are aurally and perceptually ‘open’ to the listener such that they are to 

some extent unmediated by the logical processes of their formation. This plausibly explains why 

Fauré’s music is so often difficult to apprehend. There is no simple correlation of formative 

process to aural comprehension.  
 

5.3 Fauré and the whole-tone scale 

The use of modes by Fauré naturally suggested experimentation with other kinds of 

scales, and like others of his contemporaries, he attempted to enlarge his melodic and harmonic 

palette with whole-tone elements. Instances of whole-tone elements occur throughout Fauré’s 

mature works, usually in brief spans (the Impromptu No. 5 is the exception).9 Like the other 

elements available to him, he explored ways of using the whole-tone, octatonic, and other scales 

to expand his tonal-modal system. The compositional problem was how to counteract the tonal 

vagueness of this non-diatonic scale or else how to capitalize upon it. As for the latter solution, 

the whole-tone scale was ideal for chromatic sequences where modulation, transition, or a 

general tonal obscurity was expected.10 And, of course, Fauré recognized the potential of the 

whole-tone scale to chromaticize dominant functions, where its tones collect as altered 

dominants. But it is the former solution that shows Fauré at his most ingenious. 

In Fauré’s late works he experimented with multiple ways of generating novel 

progressions. Some of his unusual chord progressions seem to have been generated by 

                                                
9 The following is a sampling of Fauré’s use of the whole-tone scale: Piano Quartet No. 2, I, mm. 99–103; 

Sicilienne, mm. 58–59; Theme and Variations, mm. 165–167, 252–255; Nocturne No. 9, mm. 5–7; Impromptu No. 
5; Violin Sonata No. 2, I, mm. 35–43; III, mm. 240–247; Cello Sonata No. 1, II, mm. 83–88; Piano Quintet No. 2, I, 
mm. 75–78; III, mm. 1–7; Cello Sonata No. 2, I, mm. 123–134; III, mm. 27–30, 33–36, 38–42.   

 
10 One solution was to use whole-tone material preceding a return to main theme material. See the Prelude 

No. 4, mm. 29–32; the Nocturne No. 12, mm. 39–41; and the Violin Sonata No. 2, I, mm. 139–146.  
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juxtaposing a melodic line against rising or falling whole-tone segments or scales. This 

experimentation may have reflected an apparent conviction that progressions so constructed 

cohere similarly to chord progressions based upon rising or falling diatonic segments or scales. 

These whole-tone segments or scales bind together the chords that harmonize them by the 

contiguity of their pitches. Fauré derives from them chord progressions that seldom contain 

whole-tone chord types; instead he harmonizes the segments or scales with chunks of 

diatonically-derived chord progressions, functional links. In this way, two forms of coherence 

emerge: the melodic voice by its logic and centrality cements together the chords that harmonize 

it—they depend on the melody—and by the continuity of the whole-tone scale. Fauré uses, as 

always, many common tones between chords, and this helps even more to weld them together 

into convincing progressions. 
 

5.3.1 Prelude No. 4 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x  x x  x  
 

 The Prelude No. 4 was discussed in chapter 3 in terms of its harmonic ingenuity. It also 

contains whole-tone material. The whole-tone scale appears in scalewise descent in the bass line 

of mm.17–20, and, with interpolations, in the melody-bass frame of mm. 29–32. One can see that 

Fauré attempted to force the scale into a tonal purpose. In mm. 29–32 the scale is used to extend 

the dominant before the final section. The measures could be divided by the keys to which their 

chords are referable, but they must be heard within the meanings of the phrases. In both cases, 

the harmonization begins on the tonic and ends on the dominant. The scale becomes an agent 

guaranteeing a colorful setting in the middle of the phrases. The music remains within the main 

key, despite the varied harmony, because of the brevity of the phrases and their enclosure within 

key pillars, which steer the music towards a tonal destination.11 
                                                

11 Phrases such as these would be aptly modeled by Cohn’s “double syntax,” where the bounding pillars 
communicate the tonality and the chromatic middles rely upon continuity, a global syntax versus a local syntax 
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Example 5.16. Prelude No. 4, mm. 17–20 and 29–32 
 

 

5.3.2 Barcarolle No. 12 (op. 106, 1915) 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

 x x x   x 
 

The Barcarolle No. 12 is a large ternary form: a main theme in E flat major (mm. 1–41), a 

subordinate-theme complex (mm. 41–61), and main theme (with coda, mm. 62–98). The main 

theme is a small ternary. Whole-tone elements are built into its middle section but are not 

apparent.  

Given the theme type, arrival on the dominant in the contrasting middle (mm. 16–27) is 

true to form. But at the moment the melody lands on Bb in m. 16 (having modulated up a step 

into E major in the exposition), the harmony drops into the mediant, without making any modal 

changes typical of G minor. The accompaniment is suddenly in G Phrygian. The regular returns 

to a G minor chord reinforce this sense. In the “Air de danse” (from Caligula) the music 

modulates from G major to B minor simply by shifting the tonal weight to ̂3 of the scale 

previously established. This contrasting middle may be another example of that practice. Is this 

passage in G minor or merely on G minor? Compare it to the repeat of the section in mm. 70–74 
                                                                                                                                                       
based on voice-leading efficiency. See Richard Cohn, Audacious Euphony: Chromaticism and the Triad’s Second 
Nature (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), chapter 9. 



 

 
 

225 

where the changes that occur to the material include the use of the leading tone of G minor. Still, 

there are elements here that would not seem to belong. What is the function of the Dbs in m. 19, 

and why do dominant functions in the key of B flat occur at the end of the first two subsections, 

in mm. 19 and 23? The answer comes from a consideration of the formal function of the 

contrasting middle.  

According to William Caplin, the contrasting middle section of the Classical small 

ternary theme type is characterized by (1) looser organization than the exposition (achieved 

above all through harmonic means) and (2) contrasting organization, typically achieved through 

dominant harmony (often beginning and, usually, ending with it). An additional loosening device 

is asymmetrical phrase structure, expansion being one possibility. Contrast is also heightened by 

the introduction of new melodic-motivic material and polyphonic devices such as imitation.12 

The middle of this theme follows those conventions quite closely. It differs, however, in two 

important ways: (1) unlike the Classical theme type, Fauré’s contrasting middle elides with the 

exposition, and (2) whereas the melody solidly affirms the dominant, and the harmony ends with 

it, the harmony for most of the section diverges from it. In effect, Fauré follows convention even 

as he supersedes it, challenging the stability of the melody with eccentric harmony. This is one of 

the clearest examples of tonal layering that one can find in Fauré’s music, and yet, remarkably, it 

seems so natural, it might easily pass unnoticed. 

Example 5.17 shows the contrasting middle, beginning in m. 16. The Classical focus on 

dominant function is reflected by the melody, which begins on the dominant and keeps returning 

to it every two measures. The beamed notes show the dominant as it extends across the section 

and the function symbols in B flat major show the sense that the melody makes in that key. An 

inflection toward B flat minor occurs in m. 19 and a modal ̂7 occurs in m. 25 (which in the larger 

scheme is the seventh of the dominant). 

 

                                                
12 Caplin, Classical Form, 75. 
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Example 5.17. Barcarolle No. 12, melody, mm. 16–28 
 

 

It might be assumed that G Phrygian harmony is chosen simply as a fanciful 

harmonization of a melodic dominant. But the choice is actually motivic. The main motive, an 

upper neighbor figure (shows in brackets in example 5.18), is reflected in each section of the 

theme and on the large scale in their relations. G Phrygian is chosen because it is another 

development of the main motive (G–Ab–G). 

In terms of tonal layering, this section is an example of two of Fauré’s techniques: of 

extending a single harmony in the melody and accompanying it with microharmonizations and of 

harmonizing a melody in one key with harmony from another so as to, in effect, render it modal. 

Some hints of this melodic-accompanimental relation are given along the way, and this accounts 

for the chromaticism in both layers through m. 23, at the ends of the first two four-bar divisions. 

The Dbs and A naturals in the melody, in an otherwise G Phrygian harmonic context, 

make more sense in the key of B flat, as do the dominant functions that accompany those 

chromaticisms. The A natural also facilitates the unexpected G major chord on the downbeat of 

m. 24 where melody and accompaniment are perfectly set up to resolve to B flat major. And this 

brings us to what is the most compelling instance of tonal layering in this section. 

 The loosest harmony of the section begins at m. 24. The direction of the melodic line in 

m. 23 is toward Bb, which is consistent with the previously established pattern. But Bb is avoided 
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Example 5.18. Barcarolle No. 12, the main motive in the theme 

a. The main motive in the sections of the theme. 
 

 

b. The main motive underpinning the sections of the theme 
 

 

in m. 24, instead leaping to D, the second step on the way to a full arpeggiation of the dominant 

chord. It is curious that G major is introduced when the minor, which began the section, would 

have provided a shorter path back to the main-key dominant. Consider the melodic-

accompanimental relationship in mm. 24–27. The introduction of such chromaticism is not 

surprising at the end of a contrasting middle. It ratchets up the tension in preparation for a return 

to the main key. That is a standard procedure in Fauré’s compositions. But given that the melody 

in these measures is already where it needs to be—on the dominant—the intricate harmonic 

course taken by the harmony is, in that sense, entirely unnecessary. The melodic-

accompanimental relationship features a familiar formula: the melody in these measures is 

diatonic with the accompaniment expressing all the chromaticism. What is guiding the 

organization of the melody—an extension of the dominant of the main key—is clearly not 

guiding the organization of the accompaniment (other than the requirement to reach some form 

of the main-key dominant chord by the end of the section). 

 Probing deeper into the harmony, the choice of G major and the other chromatic chords 

follows from three guiding elements, two of them conventional (in addition to the constraint that 
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Example 5.19. Barcarolle No. 12, analysis 
 

 
 

it harmonize the melody). Taking the conventional first, there is Fauré’s practice of targeting 

chords or linking them by means of their augmented sixth chords. The harmony of mm. 25–26 

moves into G flat major. Its tonic is quickly transformed in m. 27 into an enharmonic augmented 

sixth of the main key. In the development section of the piece, in mm. 58–61, substantially the 

same chord relations occur (with elisions), also directly preceding the return of the main theme.  

The second and third elements are canonic imitation between an inner voice and the bass and a 

whole tone ascent (G–G), hidden in an inner voice. The canonic leading voice may have been 

changed after the fact to disguise the imitation. It is the imitation that explains, among other 

things, the dominant with suspended fourth that ends the section. Though possible, this form of 

the dominant is more often found in the interior of sections and is not the usual choice to precede 
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a tonic return. The density of structure  packed into these four measures is remarkable. The 

whole-tone elements are shown in example 5.20. 
 

Example 5.20. Barcarolle No. 12, whole-tone elements, mm. 23–28 
 

 

The idea of this section is inspired: its function is wholly conventional while it is a 

heterogenous mixture of elements that includes motivically-derived structure, tonal progressions, 

modality, and incorporation of a whole-tone additional voice as a design agent. The whole-tone 

usage here is nonintuitive insofar as Fauré combines with the dominant arpeggiation in the 

melody the whole-tone scale that usually functions as D/D, in this case, the scale that would 

embellish F7.13  
 

5.3.3 Cello Sonata No. 1 
  

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

  x x   x 
 

The concluding phrases of the subordinate theme (mm. 61–67 that were discussed in 

section 4.4.2) are replaced in the recapitulation by a passage also having transitional function. It 

is a brief melodic phrase that begins and ends on the tonic while the chords are chosen and 

ordered so as to harmonize the melody in combination with a rising, whole-tone additional voice, 

again hidden. Insofar as the organization derives from a whole tone-structure, it undermines the 

normal diatonic hierarchy. In fact, the whole-tone scale used does not contain the tonic, though it 

is harmonized in lower thirds, and the harmonization does.  

                                                
13 At the heart of mm. 24–27 is a retrogression. Retrogressions occur regularly in Fauré’s works because of 

his practice of making deceptive resolutions, which avoid the tonic of harmonizing keys. Here the logical grouping 
of chords is predicated on their being functional links or successive diatonic relations, regardless of their order. 
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Like any number of Fauré’s passages, this one is subject to more than a single 

interpretation. Functionally the melody may be understood as a T–D/D–D–T progression with a 

modal dominant function. It may also be understood as an elaborated enharmonic augmented 

sixth chord. Or it may be one of the rare uses of the Locrian tetrachord. The modal cadence is 

harmonized with a deceptive cadence in the key of F melodic minor. The whole-tone additional 

voice is shown in the middle staff of example 5.22.  
 

Example 5.21. Cello Sonata No. 1, I, melody, mm. 188–194 
 
a. Melody as T–D/D–D–T progression. 
 

 
b. Melody as arpeggiated augmented sixth chord 
   

 

Example 5.22. Cello Sonata No. 1, I, mm. 188–194 
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 In this case the organizing structure of the accompaniment is not tonally determinative 

except at its extremes. The tonal projections of the melody and its clear direction toward the 

tonic at its end steers the passage into a tonal function. The accompaniment thus makes a rapid 

departure and return to the main key (one of Boulanger’s contrapuntal “arabesques”).  
 

5.4 Schenkerian theory and Fauré analysis 

5.4.1 Analytical issues 

 The impediments that Fauré’s music poses for Schenkerian analysis were discussed in 

chapter 1. Fauré’s practice of reducing the role of the dominant, in some cases eliminating the 

structural cadence altogether, and his preference for plagal cadences are minor problems 

compared to these features of his style: (1) his melodies are scalar-modal; (2) most of his 

harmony does not proceed from the background; it depends on the melody; and, what would 

seem particularly inhibiting, (3) there is no connection of foreground and deeper levels. His 

melodies are not solely motivated by major-minor diatonicism and their modalisms do not have 

the voice-leading functions that Schenkerian theory expects. Important elements of Classic 

tonality such as the diatonic tritone are often absent. Fauré subverts the ultimately harmonic 

basis of Schenkerian theory. Melody is the ‘fundamental structure’ of his music. And for that 

reason it cannot be treated as the theory prescribes, since it could tolerate only a minimum of 

reduction. A melodic reduction that eliminates the modalisms in order to realize a prototypical 

fundamental line will have broken the links between the melody and its harmonization.  

Taking an example from Phillips (1993) will point out two of the difficulties encountered 

when transforming one of Fauré’s tonal-modal pieces into a form compatible with the 

Schenkerian model: how to translate modal degrees into scale degrees and how not to mistake 

one for the other. The second problem will be addressed first.  

Phillips analyzes “Exaucement” (from Le Jardin clos, op. 106), mm. 16–21.14 In his 

example 11 (p. 16), he represents mm. 16–21 as a prolongation of the tonic C major. He 

                                                
14 Phillips, “Smoke:” 16. 
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interprets an F# in the melody (m. 20) as a secondary leading tone of the dominant, even though 

it descends to E (supported by the tonic chord). He adds an “implied” G (m. 21) to serve as ̂5 of 

the fundamental line. The necessity for this degree seems to have prompted the interpretation of 

F# (though the requisite G could have been found in m. 22). He makes no mention of modal 

degrees in the analysis. The harmonization of mm. 20–21 that includes the F# suggests to me that 

the melody quickly passes through C Lydian on its way to C major. (See example 5.23.) The D7–

C (from the harmonizing key of G) is misunderstood by Phillips as a dominant of the dominant 

that falls directly onto the tonic, in his view clouding the dominant-tonic relationship. In other 

words, one of Fauré’s most used melody-bass formulas—the Lydian appoggiatura—is given a 

reading in which it is functionally problematic. 

Next there is the problem of how to translate modal degrees that appear to belong to other 

keys into those of the tonic key. The same example by Phillips shows how that some of the 

degrees on the surface have to become something else at deeper levels (see, for example, how he 

treats the G#s of mm. 19–20). His analysis is suitable from a Schenkerian perspective but it does 

not satisfy the need to understand the logic that drives the harmony at the surface and it 

precipitates a problem all its own: a distance grows between the foreground and a more 

normalized middleground. To explain the contradictions between the two leaves Phillips no 

recourse but to regard the former as “a distortion of the structural voice leading.”15 The 

conclusion is perhaps foregone but it does not dispose of the contradictions. 

This particular passage presents other difficulties: no structural dominant precedes the 

tonic arrival in m. 21; no leading tone appears after m. 20; and the melody does not descend to 

the tonic; the stepwise descending bass would have to assume the role of the fundamental line at 

m. 25. Problematically, Phillips reaches down into the bass for ̂2 and then up into the piano’s 

right hand for a ̂1 at the obligatory register. 

                                                
15 Ibid. 
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Analysis of mm. 18–21 shows that if the passage were to be judged by its harmony, the 

music suddenly diverts from C major into F sharp minor. Hearing the passage in this key, it is 

possible to hear the D7 as an enharmonic augmented sixth chord and expect a resolution to C# in 

m. 21.  

A better reading is that the excursion through F sharp minor is an expression of the usual 

secondary key for D Lydian, and it is one of the possible harmonizing keys for that mode. The 

music moves quickly out of F sharp minor by converting a passing subtonic E major into a 

Lydian appoggiatura chord and then repeats the progression down a whole step, arriving back in 

the main key. A passage that is problematic for Phillips is structured around a routine application 

of Fauré’s method. 
 

Example 5.23. “Exaucement,” mm. 18–21 
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If one were to take these things into account when making a Schenkerian graph, the 

descent would have to be translated from a modal one to a scalar one and read as a prolongation 

of A or its chromaticism would have to be rationalized in some other way. In other words, a 

modal melodic descent at the surface has to be a composing out of a scale degree of the 

fundamental line, or something else, at deeper levels. 

If the Schenkerian literature has shown anything it is surely this, that if Fauré’s music is 

tonal, it cannot be tonal in exactly the same way as the models that informed the theory.16 If its 

analyses are lacking, it is only because of the assumptions about the surface. In recent years 

Schenkerian theory has undergone various modifications in an attempt to adapt it to certain 

nonconforming musics (e.g., its use in jazz analysis and its extension to post-tonal music) as well 

as to include in it compelling perspectives (e.g., its synthesis with the theory of formal functions 

of William Caplin). These adaptations have attempted to retain what is thought to be the core of 

the theory. Would it not then be possible to carry out a Schenkerian analysis of Fauré’s music, 

providing his tonal-modal peculiarities are recognized? 
 

5.4.2 Piano Trio, I, MT 
 

Set-up Reharm Key strings Pillars, DFs Methodical Non-meth. Mixed 

x x x x   x 
 

After an overview of the theme of the first movement of the Piano Trio, a Schenkerian 

analysis of it will be made. The question asked is what would be necessary if the theme is to be a 

tonal unity rather than a patchwork of conforming and nonconforming segments or a foreground 

unconnected to a deep middleground. Fauré’s most advanced music presents an entangled or 

encumbered tonality. It would be good if the difficulties involved were represented by the 

Schenkerian graphs.  
                                                

16 In Fauré, as in other nonconforming musics, the analyst “rarely attributes a deviation of results from 
expectations to sampling variability because he finds a causal ‘explanation’ for any discrepancy. Thus, he has little 
opportunity to recognize sampling variation in action.” Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman “Belief in the Law of 
Small Numbers,” Psychological Bulletin 76, no. 2 (1971): 109. 
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Form 

The main theme is in D minor. It is a sixteen-measure period with expansions: 

Antecedent     Consequent 

C.B.I.   Continuation  C.B.I.    Continuation 

b.i.  c.i.    b.i.  c.i. 

4  + 4 4 + 8 4  + 4 4 + 7     

HC      FC   
 

A tonal-modal reading 

Modality and the conventions of Classic tonality are always intertwined in Fauré’s 

themes. A traditional formal and tonal plan guides events; it is in the melodic and harmonic 

elaboration of it that modality enters. This theme well illustrates these features (see example 

5.24). It begins below the accompanying voices, dividing itself between melodic and bass 

functions. It quickly identifies its mode as Aeolian (mm. 3–8), shifts momentarily into Dorian 

(mm. 9–10), and then back to Aeolian (11–141) where it ascends from the dominant to the tonic 

(mm. 3–14)—a common approach to the tonic in his works.17  

This is a correct reading (hearing) from the standpoint of key relative to formal 

function—the start of a main theme is expected to prolong the tonic (mm. 3–10 form the 

compound basic idea of the phrase). But if we read the changes backwards, in terms of the 

destination, the interpretation of mm. 9–10 changes: the theme modulates to A minor in the 

antecedent, which is then converted into the dominant for the half cadence. The unusual 

repetition of a figure (mm. 7–8) up a fifth in exact transposition is a clue that in mm. 9–10 the 

music is no longer in D minor but has jumped directly into the key of the dominant. What was 

read as a Dorian ̂6 is in this view ̂2 of A Aeolian.18  

                                                
17 The consecutive change of ̂6 occurs throughout Fauré’s works and often follows the same order (e.g., 

Piano Quintet No. 1, I, MT; Piano Quintet No. 2, I, MT; String Quartet, III, MT). Modal interchange similarly 
occurs with the Ionian and Lydian modes on ̂4 (e.g., Piano Trio, II, MT). 

 
18 Compare mm. 9–10 to the Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 68–69. 
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Example 5.24. Piano Trio, I, MT, a tonal-modal reading 
 

 

 Consequently, the return of Bb in m. 11 would now have to be understood in the key of 

the dominant. But why the return of Bb? Is not this a step in the wrong direction? If the idea is to 

modulate to A minor, as if to cadence in that key, then suddenly convert it to the dominant of the 

main key, we should expect a B§, a conventional ̂2.19 This causes a questioning of the second 

reading: did a direct modulation occur and how can one be sure? Perhaps the key of the 

dominant does not enter in until m. 15 (after D4 is raised to make a secondary leading tone that  

                                                
19 Accordingly, B natural occurs in mm. 14, 16, 18, and 20. 
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Example 5.24. (Cont.) 
 

 

targets the dominant in cadential position). The problem is that an unequivocal identification 

cannot be made of the mode since each is a permutation of the others, and using the 

harmonization as a guide is no help because, according to the strict use of his system, they would 
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receive the same harmonization. Perhaps the solution to the problem is to see the figure in mm. 

9–10 as having a pivot function, having one meaning on arrival and another on 

departure. This same solution will have to be extended to mm. 11–14 for the same reason: one 

can understand the theme in the main key (these measures follow D Dorian and the return of Bb  

restores the initial mode) and in the key of the dominant (these measures follow A Aeolian and 

lead into A minor).20 As the dominant emphasis concludes, the leading tone of D minor is 

sounded for the first time in m. 21. The first eight measures of the theme are repeated in mm. 23–

30 (now an octave higher, in the violin) followed by a transposition up a compound fourth of 

mm. 11–14 so that the second phrase concludes with a PAC. 
  

A Schenkerian reading 

The foregoing interpretation is perfectly consistent with Fauré’s tonal-modal system but 

is problematic in relation to a Schenkerian reading. A tonal interpretation of the theme will have 

to find its basis, as Phillips wrote, in “descending lines firmly supported by relevant harmonic 

progressions which would extend tonal stability from the inaudible background level upward 

toward the surface of the music.” Fauré would have to extend non-modal background and deep 

middleground events and confirm a tonal center by “the process of tonality—that is, by enacting 

the tonal relationships between harmonies.”21  
 

Interrupted or uninterrupted? 

Because of the rising profile of the melody, an attempt is made to delay the head tone 

until A is reached. But this means placing an interruption after ̂5 of a five line. Is this possible? If 

there is an interruption, must it coincide with the prolongation of ̂2? Working backward from the 

interruption, the first problem encountered is that the fundamental line cannot be derived from 

                                                
20 The form of mm. 31–34 shows that they are original, not what is presented in mm. 11–14. The purpose is 

to make the dominant of the subdominant of the first harmonizing key—F major—so as to lead to Bb, which could 
be switched to Bb+6 in order to make a tonal cadence in the main key. Measures 13–14 are not a transposition of 
mm. 33–34, though they ultimately perform the same function. 

 
21 Phillips, “Organic:” 156–157. 
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the melody in a straightforward way because it jumps from its initial orbit of the tonic to the 

dominant in m. 10 and from there ascends by step to ̂2 (m. 15) where it tarries before a stepwise 

descent to ^5. According to the theory, the fundamental line cannot do this; it must descend to ̂2.  

What other possibilities might there be? Assuming a fundamental line from ̂5, a stepwise 

descent from A to E can be cobbled together from accompanimental voices prior to m. 11, but 

intuition would suggest that it ought to be the melody (in the bass) that carries the fundamental 

line. Moreover, E is eliminated in mm. 11–14 as both melody and accompaniment climb to m. 

15. To remedy this lack with an implied E over these measures would contradict the harmony, 

which prominently features Eb. 

An alternative to an interrupted fundamental line is an ascent to A (m. 10) that is 

prolonged beyond the half cadence in m. 21. But an undivided line conflicts with the strong 

sense of bi-division got from the periodic form of the theme. However, theoretically this is 

entirely possible. Another alternative is a delay of A until the second half of the theme. In this 

reading, a descent does not occur until after the half cadence, when the melody appears in the 

upper voice and a bass is added. Of the two, the first alternative is preferable since it better 

represents the integrity of the theme at middle and foreground levels. And yet neither is wholly 

satisfactory.  

If the notion of interruption is granted, the periodic structure of the theme strongly 

suggests that, if a solution can be found, the theme should be represented as an interrupted 

structure. The fact that the music modulates to A minor still allows for a subsidiary descent from 

E to A. Since the interruption usually occurs at ̂2, a prolonged neighboring F (̂3 in D minor and ̂6 

in A minor) within a modulation to A minor is the option chosen. See example 5.25. 
 

Modes and harmonizing keys 

The main hurdle to overcome theoretically is how to accommodate modality and 

harmonizing keys in the theory. It is because the modes are intermixed with a tonal architecture 

at the surface that discrimination becomes difficult. Modalisms exist for the sake of color not 
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conventional voice-leading functions. To expect otherwise results in a stream of false signals. 

The modal melody and its harmonizing keys, being ‘illusory,’ cannot be taken at face value; they 

have to be read in terms of the theory. The modal harmonizations are similar in their status to the 

auxiliary keys that arise in the middleground. Modalisms do not occur in the deepest level. If the 

hybridity of the theme (part modal, part scalar) does not put its tonality at risk, the modalisms 

must be subservient to more fundamental elements of the tonal structure. One question that arises 

concerns how deeply the modality of the melody and its harmonizations go and whether it is 

possible to uncover in the harmony a substructure that is not modal in the deepest middleground 

levels.  

If Fauré “enacts the tonal relationships between harmonies,” they are distal harmonies, 

only becoming proximal at formal divisions. In other words, Fauré’s modes are accompanied by 

chords of keys that sit at the perimeter of a tonality. Only when nearing and arriving at a 

structural cadence will the harmony move inward toward the center. The chords are logically 

related because they are (in most cases) diatonic to the keys to which they refer; this is why 

modal segments can seem quite natural.  

The connection of these chords to the (main) tonality is made in two ways: by the tones 

they share with a tonal melody and by being mediated through the relationship of their keys to 

the main key. From a Schenkerian perspective, the main key can only be a non-modal key. The 

relationships enacted are local, existing at the foreground. The modal keys have direct 

relationships to the main key, including the mode of the tonic. This means that non-modal 

background and deep middleground events are composed out in the foreground through modes 

and their harmonizations. Modality enters at the level of melodic expression; the harmony is 

reciprocal, enhancing the melody. In modal sections, the background is composed out by the 

mixture of modal elements into a simpler tonal structure; approaching and during cadences, the 

music is non-modal—background is composed out in the normal way.  
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Example 5.25. Piano Trio, I, MT, deep middleground 
 

  

Example 5.26. Piano Trio, I, MT, middleground 
 

 

What a complete graph would show are the tonal relationships of the harmonizing  

keys in the foreground and a middleground that combines a simpler tonal structure with modal 

elements being either admixed subordinately or functionally reinterpreted. Since modal keys are 

harmonized by tonal keys, and since the modal keys are related to the main key, by the 

associative operation, the harmonizing keys must be directly related to the harmonizing key that 
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sets the mode of the tonic, in this case F major. As the first half of the theme shows, the 

harmonizing keys are F major, C major, and B flat major: tonic, dominant and subdominant of 

the harmonizing key of the mode of the tonic. As the middleground reduction shows (in example 

5.26), what were modal degrees in the layered analysis are read as either degrees of the 

subsidiary key (like B natural in A minor) or chromatic neighbor tones. All harmonizing keys 

have been eliminated and the move to A minor is treated as a real modulation. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 

6.1 The perceptual and analytical problems with Fauré’s music 
 

6.1.1 Perceptual problems 

Fauré solved a compositional problem of how to relate all the modes used in a section or 

piece, with their many harmonizing keys, to a single main key. The solution, however, is 

conceptual and the relation may not always be perceptible. Fauré’s method of modal 

harmonization is responsible for the same difficulties that attended the Berlioz setting in “Pas 

d’esclaves nubiennes.” The result is not tonal in the conventional understanding of the term: a 

melody in modal E minor takes its harmony from tonal C major. The final of the mode is not the 

tonic of the key from which the harmony comes. The music that results may be at times vague or 

obscure for listeners conditioned by Euroclassical tonal conventions. Given the signs of the 

traditional in Fauré’s music, expectations may be dashed. One may struggle to follow the thread 

of continuity through the modal-harmonic bricolage.1 
 

Fauré, “Air de danse” 

Without knowledge of the explanation Fauré gives in his letter quoted in chapter 3, one 

would hardly conclude from listening to the “Air de danse” that two keys were present in the 

theme. As for me, it sounds like G Lydian with a B minor harmonization. When listening to the 

theme, I hear it shift from G major to G Lydian and, despite his two-keys explanation, there are 

more reasons to hear the second section of the theme in the key of G than in B minor. The 

                                                
 1 The listener may attempt to hear the harmony as functional (reinforcing a main key) while it may be 
nonfunctional (referable to other keys and only indirectly related to the main key). The fundamental tension in the 
music between the nonfunctional and the functional can be understood in terms of ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ 
processes. The familiarity of the listener with Euroclassical tonal conventions is a top-down aspect. Expectations 
generated from these top-down processes may be denied in Fauré’s music. Frequent listening to his music involves 
one in a learning phase, in which other cognitive templates may be acquired. If, during this phase, the music is heard 
and understood as tonal, it seems reasonable that it is due to the tonal cadences and structural pillars and a 
significant reliance of the listener upon bottom-up processes.  
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melody moves between the tonic and its third, as does the bass, and there are no chord 

progressions that, in tonal music, usually accompany an emphasis of a secondary function. The 

best that can be said for a secondary key is that the root-position B minor chord and sudden 

appearance of its diatonic ̂2 might give a sense that the key oscillates rapidly between two poles.2 

How should the harmony be described? Since no attempt is made to emphasize D major, the 

progression G–A7–B– does not seem like a deceptive cadence in that key and so does not acquire 

its emphatic force.  
 

Fauré, Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 44–47 

The same could be said of example 6.1, mm. 46–47, as was said of example 2.16 by 

Satie: the melody plainly affirms a key but its functions are contradicted by the accompaniment. 

Once one is accustomed to Fauré’s style, the musical impression in many cases is unitonal 

because the melody dominates and the accompaniment usually does not affirm a separate key. 

But there is an added complication in the Fauré example that does not occur in Satie’s: it is easier 

to hear the tonality of Satie’s melody because it resists harmonic fusion with the 

accompanimental tones. In example 6.1, the melodic tones do fuse with the chords of the 

accompaniment. This complicates perception, for what is required of the listener is to hear each 

principal melodic tone in two senses: as a member of a familiar sonority as well as a tonal 

function of a key. Because the key is F Lydian, a listener may be confused by familiar but 

misplaced harmonic progressions. They are functional links, resonant of their original keys but 

insufficient to establish them. 

 If example 6.1 were a stimulus in an empirical study of tonality induction, what would be 

found? Neither of the two prevailing theories, the Krumhansl-Schmuckler key-finding algorithm 

                                                
2 Compare this section to mm. 19–21 of the “Prelude et chanson” from Shylock (1889), in which the 

accompaniment rocks back and forth between B flat major and D minor chords. Fauré seems to have had a 
preference for the mediant relation in his harmony. One gets the impression that he felt the mediant to have a closer 
kinship to the tonic than the submediant. His deceptive progressions and cadences are more often to the mediant 
than the submediant. In some cases, because of how his accompaniments are broken, one cannot be sure whether he 
intends I–iii or I–I^7.  
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Example 6.1. Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 44–47  
 

 

(described in Krumhansl, 1990, and based on Krumhansl and Kessler’s, 1982, probe-tone key 

profiles3) and the rare-interval hypothesis (Brown and Butler, 1981; Brown, 1988; Butler, 1989, 

1990), would fair well, because the former does not model layers in multiple keys and the latter 

specifically pertains to major and harmonic minor keys, not modes.  

The key-finding algorithm calculates the frequency (distribution) of pitch classes in a 

stimulus and compares them to the key profiles to assess the degree of fit. No other parameters 

are considered. Krumhansl and Kessler’s (1982) major and minor profiles (for C major and C 

                                                
3 The key profiles of Krumansl and Kessler (1982) chart the varying levels of tonal stability of the scale 

degrees within a given key, which fit into three hierarchical categories: tonic chord members, remaining diatonic 
tones, and remaining chromatic tones. It was assumed in my study that tonic function is most acutely felt, which is 
why the examples of functional divergence between layers have put a special focus on those instances. Though three 
primary functions have been postulated, it is quite possible that S and D functions are only collections of dependent 
tones, falling into the lower two hierarchical categories of Krumhansl and Kessler. It is perhaps only familiarity with 
them that has elevated their status. Even so, dependency is a function, so the only question is how independently 
they can assert their functions under cases of emphasis (secondary dominants and the like). 
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harmonic minor) are shown in figure 6.1.4 In both profiles, the tonic has the highest rating, with 

the dominant and mediant next in the ranking. Assuming the pertinence of the profiles to 

assessments of tonal hierarchy, any other experimental results will have to have similar contours 

relative to other diatonic and chromatic pitch classes. Figures 6.2, 6.3, and 6.4 show the 

frequency (distribution) of pitch classes from the excerpts to which they refer. They are not 

probe-tone values and do not represent the values of tones that were not in the musical excerpt. 

They are to be compared to the major and minor profiles shown in figure 6.1 in only a general 

way. Of particular interest are the values of the tonic and its associates and their similarity to the 

values in figure 6.1. 
 

Figure 6.1. Krumhansl and Kessler (1982) key profiles 
 

 

 

                                                
4 C. L. Krumhansl and E. J. Kessler, “Tracing the Dynamic Changes in Perceived Tonal Organization in a 

Spatial Representation of Musical Keys,” Psychological Review 89 (1982): 343. 
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Figure 6.2 shows the F Lydian distribution for example 6.1, mm. 45–47 (m. 44 will be 

considered later). Compared to the major-key profile in figure 6.1, F has a significant value, but 

A is too high and C is too low. D (̂6) is also too high. These values would make more sense for D 

Dorian. The distribution in D Dorian is shown in figure 6.3. This distribution has high values for 

D, F, and A. It is not unusual for minor key profiles to have a higher value for the dominant than 

the tonic.5 The excessive value for the mediant in figure 6.2 does not fit the typical profile. 

Figure 6.2 does not take into account the separate auditory streams (i.e., strings, piano r.h., and 

piano l.h.). If the piano layers alone are considered, the value for A drops to a value too low 

compared to G and D. If only the melody (the right hand of the piano) is considered, D drops 

down to the level of A and C, but G is still too high. The distributions for the melody alone or 

both piano layers combined give the highest values to F, which is a necessary component of 

adequate fit. The uncharacteristic distribution for a major key in figure 6.2 is due to the fact that 

the strings do not affirm the key of F and the harmony in the left hand of the piano only briefly 
 

Figure 6.2. F Lydian distribution 
 

 
                                                

5 See Dominique T. Vuvan, Jon B. Prince, and Mark A. Schmuckler, “Probing the Minor Tonal Hierarchy,” 
Music Perception 28 (2011): 465. 
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sounds the tonic chord in m. 45. The presence of the triadic pitches and their emphases (by 

duration, primacy, and recency) in the right hand of the piano seem to be responsible for the 

sense of key. As found by Hershman (1995), it is not just the frequency, but the order and 

emphasis of pitches in a diatonic collection that led to participants’ identification of mode.6 

 The rare-interval hypothesis has little claim on example 6.1. The end of m. 44 going into 

m. 45 sounds an enharmonic dominant harmony, supporting ̂7 and ̂4 in the strings, followed by 

the resolutions of both tendency tones and tonic harmony. However, the prior context (not 

shown) is that of D minor, meaning that the sudden turn toward F major will likely not be 

anticipated. Moreover, after m. 45, the rare intervals of F major no longer appear; instead those 

of C major and A minor take over. For the passage as a whole, the rare-interval hypothesis sends 

out more false signals than true ones. 

 Example 6.1 suggests that Fauré’s passages with modal melodies and harmonizing keys 

are able to affirm keys (however weakly) that are not detected with either the Krumhansl-Kessler 
 

Figure 6.3. D Dorian distribution 
 

 

                                                
6 Daniel P. Hershman,  “Rhythmic Factors in Tonality,” Psychomusicology 14 (1995): 4–19. 
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key-finding algorithm or Brown and Butler’s rare-interval model because both models were 

developed for major-minor, unitonal stimuli.  
 

Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 74–79 

Example 6.2 shows an excerpt from the development section of the Piano Quintet No. 1, 

I, where the main theme is developed in a sequence. Its head motive (in the viola) is recaste in 

the melodic minor (mm. 75–76). A tonal set-up is provided in m. 74. Fauré’s system generates 

ambiguity when one cannot be sure whether one is hearing a scalar or modal key. The harmony 

nearly imperceptibly slides from F sharp minor into E major. But E major is a harmonizing key 

for F sharp Dorian. The sense of F sharp minor is strongest at the beginning of m. 76 but declines 

as the music progresses. A sense of E major is hampered by the fact that the tone E is not 

especially stressed until m. 79. Elements of C sharp minor (the secondary key for the mode) are 

present in the string parts, but the first violin in m. 76 seems to me to fight for A major against 

the F sharp minor of the viola. Measure 78 resets the key for E minor that enters in m. 79 

(starting the second leg of the sequence).  

The saliency of the violins and bass parts in mm. 75–77 are likely responsible for my 

hearing of A major. The distribution for those voices has a high value for A (due to the bass) but 

considerably lower values for C# and E (see figure 6.4). It has been the assumption of this study 

that, however much or little the tonic receives reinforcement from its associates, it is the 

prevalence of the tonic that is indispensible to the sense of key. Profiling the viola and piano 

would give results for F sharp minor. Any probe-tone studies that use a stimulus like this will 

have to separately profile the layers (to determine whether a layer sufficiently affirms a key) and 

then profile the sum.7 In other words, these kinds of stimuli will have to be treated like examples 

of bi- or polytonality. 

  

                                                
 7 Even this may not be sufficient. If the tonal impression arises as an emergent property of the layers, 
summing the profiles of the layers will not model it. 
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Example 6.2. Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 74–79 
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Figure 6.4. A major distribution 
 

 

 Thompson and Mor (1992) performed experiments in which this was done. One 

advantage of their methodology was to use real music for their stimuli. Two stimuli were used, 

one by Pierre-Max Dubois and the other by Milhaud. It was found that for the Milhaud excerpt, 

one of the layers did not unequivocally affirm a key. Consequently, they found that, in the 

absence of the tonic chord, when only the subdominant and dominant were present, “rather than 

being heard as members of the key of [the tonic], each established a sense of key independently 

from the other chord.”8 This observation is meaningful with respect to both Examples 6.1 and 

6.2. Would the many examples in which Fauré gives only the subdominant and dominant chords 

of harmonizing keys lead listeners to identify one of them as the tonic in similar experiments, or 

would the lack of the harmonizing tonic chord lend greater perceptual-cognitive weight to the 

melodies (as has been the working hypothesis of this study)?  

 Example 3.4, were it to be used as a stimulus, would be an ideal test case: there are 

only two layers and the set-up clearly suggests that G flat major (the subdominant of the 

                                                
8 William Forde Thompson and Shulamit Mor, “A Perceptual Investigation of Polytonality,” Psychological 

Research 54 (1992): 69. 
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harmonizing key) is the tonic. Would listeners attempt to hear the progression as I–II7–I– etc., 

and what would be the results using the key-finding algorithm and rare-interval models? 

Thompson and Mor (1992) conclude: 
 

Analyses of probe-tone ratings following the Milhaud excerpt suggest that when there is 
a substantial imbalance in the perceived significance of two tonally distinct textures, only 
one of these textures may contribute to the perceived overall key structure. Even if both 
textures, when presented on their own, clearly convey key structure, their combination 
may render the influences of one key ineffective. If this occurs, materials associated with 
that key may be heard as dissonant, or ornamental, to the predominant 
key.9 

This would describe example 6.1.  

If Fauré’s tonal-modal structures make key identification doubtful, using the two models 

mentioned above, then the question becomes whether there are other key profiles, based on other 

modes, that listeners access, as well as other bottom-up processes that need to be factored into  

the key-finding experiments. Before considering these possibilities, one last example will 

indicate the depth of the problem. 
 

Scalar or modal: Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 18–29 

Consider the end of the main theme of the Piano Quintet No. 1, I, shown in example 6.3.  

The first expectation of a cadence in D minor is unmet at m. 18. A sentence follows that begins 

in E flat Lydian. It is given a harmonization in G minor (the secondary key). The presentation 

continues by shifting at m. 20 to a melody led by the harmony, an enharmonic Gb+ 6, registering 

in the key of B flat. After an altered repeat of this material, B flat major follows in the harmony 

at m. 22. So, in five measures the harmony has gone from modal to scalar to modal to scalar. 

Would this be recognized by the listener? The E flat Lydian segment is one of those that is 

‘made’ modal by its harmonization; considering the melody only in mm. 18–22, it is entirely in 

B flat major: two forms of S function followed by T. In other words, the modal harmonization is 

the main complicating factor in those measures. Should a listener focus on the melody, the 

eccentric harmony might seem less impactful. 

                                                
9 Ibid., 70. 
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Example 6.3. Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 18–29 
 

 

Going on, once the B flat chord is reached the melody becomes modal again in B flat 

Lydian and the harmony corresponds, registering in F major. The melody in m. 22 is heading for 

Bb in the next measure but is thwarted when it is transformed into B§ of D melodic minor 

(harmonized as such). The same figure is repeated in m. 23, directed toward D. When D is 

reached in m. 24, the continuation begins in another voice. There the melody is in D Phrygian 

and the harmony registers in the key of B flat major. This means that the B flat major chord in m. 

22 is a scalar harmony on arrival and the same chord in m. 24 is a modal harmony. Having just 

heard a tonal emphasis of Bb two measures prior, the listener might link the two and hear m. 24 

in the same way. What prevents this? A single measure in D minor may not be enough to 

counteract the gravity of the subsequent harmony and the tendency of the listener to understand 

the melody in terms of the harmony.  
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The four-measure sequence that begins in m. 24 is designed to accentuate important 

melodic scale degrees of the main key on the fourth beat of each measure. Is the return to the 

main key in m. 27 anticipated based on the foregoing? Were one to give more weight to the third 

beats of the sequence, it is quite possible to sense B flat major as tonic for most of the sequence. 

Of course one may well hear the music changing keys from measure to measure, which also 

obscures (what I think is) the intended modality of the entire sequence.  

The origin of the harmony does not solely determine the tonality of the result. It is the 

interaction of melody and accompaniment that produces an array of pitch-based effects that 

includes the tonality. This is why the tonal sufficiency and superiority of melody are critical to 

tonally-layered music: if melody were not capable of withstanding the force of the harmony, 

Fauré’s music would be impossible. This, however, does not lessen the perceptual problems. As 

one might imagine, there are many instances, as in his sequences, when the melody does not 

clearly affirm a key; it is difficult to say what becomes of the tonality. 
 

Simultaneous elements of two keys 

Fauré in some places uses the two keys of his “scale of two keys” simultaneously. In the 

Piano Quintet No. 1, I, m. 60 (toward the end of the subordinate theme), the violins are in D 

minor while the rest of the group is in A minor. He does this extensively in “Én Sourdine” (e.g., 

in mm. 17–20, the singer is in B flat minor and the piano is in E flat minor). The result operates 

subliminally insofar as one is unable to lock onto the main key and hear the functions of its scale 

degrees. 
 

The perception and cognition of modes 

It has been assumed in this study that modal melodies can be tonal. Such melodies are 

indispensable to Fauré’s tonal-modal constructions but do not fit the two key-finding models 

mentioned previously. An overview of the experimental literature having to do with various scale 

types, including the diatonic modes, can perhaps point the way to more satisfying explanations. 
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Perception-cognition studies that use melodies based on modes and other scales 

(Hershman, 1995; Creel and Newport, 2002; Vuvan et al., 2011; Temperley and Tan, 2013; 

Milne et al., 2015; Raman and Dowling, 2016; Tan and Temperley, 2017) have generally 

accepted as a basis the structural model of Krumhansl (1990). The studies fall into three 

categories: (1) those that use stimuli based upon the major and minor scales (harmonic major, 

natural minor, and melodic minor), (2) those that use the diatonic modes, and (3) those that use 

other scale types. 

Vuvan et al. (2011) showed that listeners were able to distinguish the three types of minor 

mode in probe-tone ratings of melodic and chordal stimuli. The participants were able to form a 

hierarchy even though the scalar contexts did not convey hierarchical information by way of tone 

distributions (as did the chordal contexts). The authors conclude that participants relied on 

internal representations of the three minor types. The ratings of ̂1, ̂3, and ̂5 in the profiles varied 

somewhat with the scale-type (something unexplained), but the changes to ̂6 and ̂7 clearly reflect 

the changing status of those degrees. Unexplained are the high ratings for ̂5, which outranked the 

tonic in all three profiles, when the four-tier theoretical tonal hierarchy of Lerdahl (2001) 

predicts that the tonic must alone occupy the top tier.10 

Comparing the scale profiles of Milne et al. (2015) for major and harmonic major, and 

harmonic minor and melodic minor ascending, shows the affected scale degrees move with little 

change to the unaffected scale degrees. This might imply that listeners adapt the internalized 

frameworks to the degree changes.11 

The rare-interval theory ought to be of no help in key-finding for diatonic modes and 

scales that lack the tritone or targeting semitones (pentatonic and whole-tone). Dorian, Phrygian, 

Lydian, Mixolydian, and Aeolian modes do not locate the tritone as prescribed by the theory. 

Other factors, including distribution, have to be operative for key-finding to occur in non-major-

                                                
10 Vuvan, Prince, and Schmuckler, “Probing the Minor Tonal Hierarchy:” 461–472. 

 
11 Andrew J. Milne, Robin Laney, and David B. Sharp, “A Spectral Pitch-Class Model of the Probe-Tone 

Data and Scalic Tonality,” Music Perception 32 (2015): 364–393. 
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minor contexts. Such studies test the internalized frameworks, based on familiar music, and the 

adaptability of listeners to unfamiliar modes. Under such circumstances, the salience of other 

functional factors, such as rhythm, order, primacy, and recency, increases.12 

A number of the studies have concluded that listeners are able to recognize the diatonic 

modes and discern their tonics (Hershman, 1995; Temperley and Tan, 2013; Tan and Temperley, 

2017). Hershman (1995) not only showed that listeners can identify modal tonics (in Dorian and 

Phrygian melodies), but that manipulating the rhythms of melodies can change the perceived 

tonics. These findings suggest that the impact of rhythmic factors such as metrical emphasis and 

grouping on melodic perception vary independently of distribution (frequency and duration). 

These and any other pertinent variables must interact or offset each other in quantifiable ways.13 

Temperley and Tan (2013) showed that “listeners with little or no music training have a 

strong ability to distinguish melodies in different modes, even those that differ by only a single 

scale-degree.”14 The perception of a tonic, they conclude, is not simply determined by the 

underlying diatonic scale. They note (citing Matsunaga and Abe, 2005) that the same pitches 

arranged in different temporal orders can imply different tonal centers. For them, the primary 

factor is the emphasis of a particular major or minor triad.15 This accords with the Krumhansl-

Schmuckler algorithm in which the tones of these triads have the highest ratings. The triads are 

emphasized by metrical accent and durational prominence in the accompaniment and through 

primacy, recency, and contour in the melody.  

                                                
12 As noted in Vos and Van Geenen (1996) and Vos (2000), the impacts of memory, primacy (i.e., the first 

few events of a series have a privileged status in an inferential process like key-finding) and recency (i.e., the last 
few inputs have privileged attention) interrelate.  
 

13 Hershman,  “Rhythmic Factors:” 4–19. 
 
14 David Temperley and Daphne Tan, “Emotional Connotations of Diatonic Modes,” Music Perception 30 

(2013): 249. 
 
15 Ibid., 246. 
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Tan and Temperley (2017) used Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, and Mixolydian contexts in 

addition to Ionian and Aeolian modes. Listeners without any formal knowledge of diatonic 

modes were able to quickly orient themselves to a modal framework. “The study . . . reveals a  

pattern of familiarity of diatonic modes that accords well with their use in modern popular 

music.” 
 

To some extent, listeners are . . . able to adapt to novel scale structures. For example,  
Western listeners have some ability to judge the fit of tones within an Indian raga, after 
relatively brief exposure to it (Castellano et al., 1984). They can also internalize scales 
that are not widely used in any musical culture or ones that are newly created (Creel and 
Newport, 2002; Loui, Wessel, and Kam, 2010; Oram and Cuddy, 1995).16  

Lantz et al. (2014) confirm the structural approach of Krumhansl (1987b, 1990), finding 

that listeners perceived pitch structure when the durational distribution of the tones emphasized 

the intervallic relationships within the intervals of the Korean pentatonic scale. The results 

provided evidence that the perfect fifth may have a large influence on perceiving structure within 

a scale system, but that the perfect-fifth relationship may need to be emphasized in some way, 

such as with longer duration.17  

Raman and Dowling (2016) used four Indian (Carnātic) modes, only two of which were 

familiar to Western participants, one containing six of seven of the tones of C Dorian (lacking G) 

and C major pentatonic. Both Indian and Western participants employed distributional cues to 

comprehend the structure of the modes. Indian participants used culture-specific knowledge, and 

Western participants applied aspects of their own culture-specific knowledge to the unfamiliar 

melodies.18  

                                                
16 Daphne Tan and David Temperley, “Perception and Familiarity of Diatonic Modes,” Music Perception 

34 (2017): 359, 360, 362. 
 

17 Michael E. Lantz, Jung-Kyong Kim, and Lola L. Cuddy, “Perception of a Tonal Hierarchy Derived from 
Korean Music,” Psychology of Music 42 (2014): 596. 
 

18 Rachna Raman and W. Jay Dowling, “Real-time Probing of Modulations in South Indian Classical 
(Carnātic) Music by Indian and Western Musicians,” Music Perception 33 (2016): 390. 
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Creel and Newport (2002) used as stimulus a whole-tone set (having no perfect fifths, 

octaves, or rare intervals). Tones were arbitrarily chosen for emphasis by means of frequency 

and recency. Effects on participants, gauging the melodic importance of tones, were similar to 

previous probe-tone studies, even under these circumstances.19  

Further research will hopefully clarify whether or under what circumstances (1) listeners 

understand modes based on major-minor frameworks or misconstrue them for that reason, (2)  

listeners alter internalized frameworks in order to adapt to modes, (3) listeners easily internalize 

novel frameworks, (4) listeners, at some point, abandon the frameworks they have learned. It 

seems plausible that if internalized representations arise through implicit learning, increasing 

familiarity with modal melodies should realize and strengthen their internal representations in 

like manner. If listeners adapt profiles, the question arises as to whether a close fit of the entire 

profile (all pitch classes) is necessary or just a similar fit for the pitch classes of highest priority. 

 In sum, there are good reasons to conclude that modal melodic perception combines 

implicit learning (internalized scale frameworks) and real-time learning, that is, top-down and 

bottom-up processes. Expectancies for the specifics of modal-melodic organization (e.g., how 

scale degrees resolve or relate to each other) plausibly default to internalized frameworks before 

unfamiliarity requires real-time learning and a potential alteration of such frameworks.  
 

6.1.2 Analytical problems 

Uncertainty is built into Fauré’s compositional practice. The composer preferred 

circulating modal melody and harmony. As we have seen, the harmony may change its 

referential key in the smaller increments of melodic change. The intricacy of harmonic 

successions may mask a conventional substructure. The subordinate theme of the Piano Quintet 

No. 1, I, is a case in point: when keys suggested by the harmony are excessively eccentric, they 

do not establish tonal continuity through the theme. At the loosest moments, when contextual 

                                                
19 Sarah C. Creel and Elissa L. Newport, “Tonal Profiles of Artificial Scales: Implications for Music 

Learning” (paper presented at the Proceedings of the International Conference on Perception and Cognition, Sydney, 
Australia, July 2002). 
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clues are few, neither the melody nor its harmonization are reliable means of orienting the 

analysis. To the extent possible, Nectoux’s “bitonality” will only be explained analytically by a 

proper appraisal of melody, harmony, and their relationship.  
 

Dissonance 

The problems with traditional and Schenkerian approaches to Fauré’s music, discussed 

early in the study, should be recalled now as it pertains to the matter of dissonance in tonally 

layered music. A common assumption of harmonic and tonal theories is that dissonant tones (as 

vertically judged), in general, are given or require special treatment. Stepwise approach, 

consonant preparation, and stepwise, descending resolution are included in such treatment. There 

are a number of exceptions to the theory (e.g., appoggiaturas, escape tones, retardations, 

anticipations, incomplete neighbors). Another exception occurs in tonally layered music. We 

have seen that acoustically and harmonically dissonant melodic tones may not require the 

prescriptive treatment. The tonal stability of the tonic and its associates, in the melody or other 

layers, overrides the obligation for normative handling when harmonic accompaniments render 

them dissonant. Instances of this exception are found in some of the previous examples.20 

This may seem like a minor point insofar as it involves only an additional exception to a 

general practice or rule. On the other hand, analytical methodologies that position dissonance 

treatment as fundamental to the strict harmonic or contrapuntal theory underlying them will 

encounter this kind of dissonance as a problem. 

Fauré often treats dissonant modal degrees like scalar degrees; the normative treatment is 

followed. Modal expression, in other cases, requires that the dissonance treatment of modal 

degrees be exceptional.21 Local usage and long-term familiarity with modal idioms can 

                                                
 20 See examples 3.4, m. 41; 4.1a, mm. 5, 11, 13–14; 4.3b, m. 20; 4.9, mm. 23, 26; 4.12, m. 6; 4.23, m. 62; 
4.31, mm. 42, 43; and 5.15, mm. 46, 47, 50, 51, 60, 61. 
 
 21 A dissonance may occur as part of the tonic sonority. In the “Air de danse,” mm. 77–81 and 85–100, F in 
the melody is a member of G7, the Mixolydian tonic chord. Even if the F is heard as acoustically dissonant, it does 
not form a dominant seventh and there is no subdominant emphasis occurring in those measures. 
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desensitize a listener to the acoustical dissonance of modal degrees like the Mixolydian ̂7. Modal 

usage in popular music may again furnish a parallel. What is perceived as dissonant may have a 

greater dependence on context and style than the theory underlying the rule acknowledges. 
 

Recognizing modes 

One obstacle to understanding Fauré’s melody is not recognizing its modality. If modal 

melodic degrees are misinterpreted, they cannot serve tonal navigation in the face of 

accompanimental contradiction. It has been acknowledged that there is a degree of uncertainty in 

the identification of modes in Fauré’s music. Since more than one mode may be harmonized in 

the same key, other contextual clues have to be considered. Even so, some cases are 

indeterminate.  

There can be uncertainty about the two keys of a mode. As was seen, the key of the Piano 

Quartet No. 2, III is E flat major. The movement begins with the church-bell refrain, which 

begins on E flat. Even so, it should not be assumed that E flat major is also the primary key of 

the mode. The mode of the main theme is G Phrygian, in which case G minor has to be the 

primary key and E flat major the secondary—the usual relationship for that mode in Fauré’s 

method. But is that always the case? 
 

Designating chord functions 

The confusion that results from taking a conventional harmonic approach to Fauré’s 

music is due to the expectation of encountering structure when instead what is seen is mostly 

decoration injected into an overarching tonal structure. Knowing about Fauré’s tonal-modal 

system does not reduce the uncertainty about chord functions in his music. For example, is the D 

half-diminished seventh, in the Piano Quartet No. 2, III, m. 11, a modal dominant of G minor, or 

is it a tonal dominant function of E flat major and G minor is its mediant—a substitution or 

deceptive resolution of the dominant? G minor is so strongly affirmed that, except for the 

intercut church-bell refrain and the final half cadence on the dominant of E flat that ends the 

phrase, G minor seems primary while it lasts. Whatever Fauré’s rationale may have been, the 
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affirmation of the secondary key is such that the D half-diminished seventh qualifies as a modal 

dominant. Thus, in the final analysis, chord function does not follow an a priori scheme; it is a 

matter of impression, of key feeling, something that corresponds to the doctrine of harmony as it 

was taught to Fauré at the Niedermeyer school.22 But under such circumstances the impression 

may be obscure or vague. Keys, as impressions, may change quickly, and when they do, that will 

need to be acknowledged in the analysis. 
 

Layered interactions 

 The idea of interaction among the elements of music is not new. The term and its use 

have been extant in music-theoretical and perception-cognition studies. Alban Berg, who 

prepared the topical index to Schoenberg’s Harmony, understood the relationship of melody to 

harmonic accompaniment as interaction.23 The findings of Palmer and Holleran (1994) “suggest 

that harmonic, melodic, and relative frequency height relationships among voices interact in the 

perceptual organization of multivoiced music.”24 “Numerous studies have shown that the 

auditory dimensions of pitch, loudness, and timbre interact perceptually.”25 Cecilia Taher (2013) 

finds that  “music is a complex phenomenon in which many aspects (e.g., pitch, harmony, 

rhythm, timbre) interact, defining the musical context.” She also finds, however, that “the 

                                                
22 Nectoux, Musical Life, 228–229.  

  
 23 Schoenberg, Harmony, 437. References to melodic-harmonic interaction may also be found in Mark 
Hijleh, Towards a Global Music Theory (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2012), 119–120. 
 
 24 Caroline Palmer and Susan Holleran, “Harmonic, Melodic, and Frequency Height Influences in the 
Perception of Multivoiced Music,” Perception & Psychophysics 56 (1994): 301. 
  
 25 See the discussion of “dimensional interaction” in John G. Neuhoff, Gregory Kramer, and Joseph 
Wayand, “Pitch and Loudness Interact in Auditory Displays: Can the Data Get Lost in the Map?” Journal of 
Experimental Psychology: Applied 8 (2002): 17–25. See also Andrew J. Oxenham, “How We Hear: The Perception 
and Neural Coding of Sound,” Annual Review of Psychology 69 (2018): 27–50; Robert D. Melara and Lawrence E. 
Marks, “Interaction Among Auditory Dimensions: Timbre, Pitch, and Loudness,” Perception & Psychophysics 48 
(1990): 169–178. 
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experimental research examining the perceptual processes involved in the interaction of pitch 

and harmony is notably scarce.”26 Studies of interaction in music have far to go. 
 

Many structural relationships mediate the perception of music in our culture. For 
instance, the roles of structural factors such as rhythm, pitch contour, and pitch intervals 
in how listeners perceive single-voiced music have been well-documented (e.g., Cuddy, 
Cohen, & Mewhort, 1981; Dowling, 1982; Kidd, Boltz, & Jones, 1984; Monahan, 
Kendall, & Carterette, 1987). Most Western tonal music, however, contains multiple 
parts or voices that are sounded simultaneously; the perception of musical structure is 
often more complex in this case, due to interactions that can form among the 
simultaneous voices. Relatively little work has addressed the structural relationships 
mediating the perception of multivoiced music.27 

 Tonal interaction, in my usage, tries to emphasize the interlayer dynamics, which I 

intuitively assume take place in the listening process. The idea is general. No precise assertions 

about what occurs in the process are or can be made, since they would require experimental 

evidence not presently available. Lack of evidence does not prevent the use of the term, since 

hypothesis precedes verification or falsification.  

 Tonal interaction may occur when two or more pitched layers are joined. It is not known 

whether some or all of the product of tonal interaction is summative or emergent. If summative, 

the tonal character of each layer would add (reinforce) or subtract (contradict); if emergent, none 

of the layers, in isolation, would express the properties of the interaction.28 That is, the specific 

character of the tonality produced by interaction would not be present in either layer. Listeners 

experience other types of interaction among layers as emergent properties. For example, the 

interaction of pitched layers produces harmonic qualia, where the emergent properties include 

                                                
 26 Cecilia Taher, “Effects of Harmonic Context on Pitch Perception,” (conference paper, August, 2013): 
302, accessed July 31, 2018, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/290867400. 
  
 27 Palmer and Holleran, “Harmonic, Melodic, and Frequency Height Influences:” 301. 
 
 28 Schmuckler (1989) concluded that melody and harmony contributed independently and additively to 
expectancy generation. When melody and harmony conflict in expectancy generation the calculation is this: E = Em 
+ (-Eh) = Em - Eh.  In other words, addition in some cases is subtraction. The functions of layers have been summed 
for some of my analyses, but a lexicon of terms for more specific descriptions is lacking, and terminology is less of a 
problem than that there is no agreed upon set of corresponding experiences. Standardization is not yet possible. 
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the ‘color’ or quality of intervals and chords, consonance, dissonance, beating, roughness, and 

amplitude increase or decrease.29  

 A musical-linguistic analogy may help to characterize the general idea of interaction. 

Leonard Bernstein likened a melodic motive to a noun and a chord to an adjective because 

“obviously the chord modifies by descriptive coloration the noun to which it is attached.” The 

notes of the melodic motive thus acquire “a specific added meaning because of the chords that 

modify them.”30 One of the assumptions in this analogy is that melodic notes are the noun(s) and 

chords (i.e., the accompaniment) are the adjectives. Ultimately, attendance determines what is 

the main voice or layer and what is accompanimental, and these identities correlate to noun and 

adjective. (This is most easily demonstrated in counterpoint.)  

 One may by attendance reverse these roles. By attending to the chord, it becomes the 

noun and the melodic tone becomes the adjective. Perhaps a two-voice counterpoint provides a 

better example, given the parity of the voice-to-voice relationship. In any case, adjectival 

modification may act in both directions. Attendance may shift between layers during listening, 

meaning that there are corresponding directional changes of modification between layers. 

Reciprocal action is interaction. Since the specifics of attendance have not been determined, a 

general idea of interaction is tentative. Absent anticipated study, utility is sufficient warrant for 

its further use. Despite that, the problem remains of how to better define and represent tonal 

interaction in analysis. 
 

6.2 Melodic tonality 

The theory of tonality on which this study has depended has not been fully defined. 

Agreement on what is the basic thrust of the phenomenon—that music, of certain composition, 

somehow communicates to the listener a tonic—has simply been assumed and claims have been 

                                                
 29 Josh H. McDermott and Andrew J. Oxenham, “Music Perception, Pitch, and the Auditory System,” 
Current Opinion in Neurobiology 18 (2008): 452–463. 
 
 30 Bernstein, Unanswered Question, 63. 
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made that this or that layer of compositions affirm it. In this context, the subject of bitonality, 

which presupposes a theory of tonality, has also been addressed. It was hoped that in the 

demonstration of tonal layers some intuition about these matters might have been gained. As the 

introduction showed, the tonal theory underlying the study owes a debt to Schoenberg. In 

general, tonality is a perception of the preeminence of one tone and its force acting upon other 

tones. The means by which the tonic comes to be so perceived is the issue that likely divides 

opinion.  

Gathering all the mentions of tonality in this study and comparing them would constitute 

its theory. The claims made herein for melody, for example, rely upon a definite view of what 

constitutes a tonality. The tonal sufficiency of melody contrasts itself to those theories that place 

tonality upon a harmonic basis. Studies have shown that a tonal hierarchy can be perceived using 

only a diatonic scale.31 Since it is this scale and its modes that underlie most melody in Western 

music, it is logical to posit melodic tonal sufficiency. William Thomson’s theory that the tonality 

of melody is based upon the emphasis of one tone reinforced by salient associates of octave and 

fifth/fourth is supported by the experimental literature.32 

If tonality in tonally layered music does not behave as conventional theories have 

assumed, then a reevaluation of tonal theory is needed with respect to musical variety. Further 

empirical research that tests such notions would bring greater clarity to theory and analysis. The 

experiments of William Forde Thompson indicate that the cognitive system of processing 

melody, harmony, and key may be described as partially hierarchical (rather than strictly so as 

per Krumhansl, Bharucha, and Kessler, 1982, Bharucha, 1987 and Lerdahl, 1988).33 In a partially 

                                                
31 See the summarization of the studies of this issue in Timothy C. Justus and Jamshed J. Bharucha, “Music 

Perception and Cognition,” in Stevens’ Handbook of Experimental Psychology, Volume 1: Sensation and 
Perception, 3rd ed., eds. S. Yantis and H. Pashler (New York: Wiley, 2002), 459–462, 465. 
 

32 Ibid., 478, 480. 
 

33 William Forde Thompson, “Modeling Perceived Relationships Between Melody, Harmony, and Key,” 
Perception and Psychophysics 53 (1993): 13–24. 
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hierarchical system, the level of melody has direct access to that of key structure. It was found 

that this was more apt to be the case under the conditions of key movement (i.e., modulation), 

especially when the distance on the circle of fifths was increased. Under these conditions, 

differentiating the distance of key movement on the circle of fifths was actually superior when 

single voices were presented than when harmonic sequences were presented.34 The results 

suggest that a composer, in emphasizing key movement, may increase independence of melodic 

and harmonic implications. Further research might investigate whether the chains of keys in 

Fauré’s compositions and the tonal layering between melody and accompaniment have an effect 

similar to key movement on the processing of the melody-key relationship. 
 

6.2.1 Tonality in general 

Making further progress in explaining how a music like Fauré’s operates will require 

insights from the psychology of music. And though the topic of tonality induction itself is not at 

issue, the studies of bitonality and those that use modal stimuli adopt experimental methods from 

the studies of tonality induction, which depend upon various theories about the functions of 

musical elements. The leading experimental methodologies have sought to account for their 

findings by formulating models, the key-finding algorithm of Krumhansl and Schmuckler and 

the functional methods, among which is the rare-interval theory of Brown and Butler. 

It has been assumed for Fauré’s music that modal melodies can be tonal and that melody 

often plays a lead role in tonal affirmation. Those studies that used melodic stimuli based on 

other scale types than the major and harmonic minor (including the diatonic modes) support the 

first assumption. Important conditions for the second assumption are satisfied by such studies as 

Schmuckler (1989), that found that melody and harmony contributed independently and 

additively to expectancy generation, Povel and Van Egmond (1993), that found that melody and 

                                                
34 It is possible that, following Schoenberg, the processing of melody is easier than for harmony and this 

boosts its measures. It is also possible that in the processing of harmony attention is focused most upon melody or 
bass anyway. In other words, the listener preference or default is to attend to individual voices or to what most seem 
like individual voices, meaning the outer voices when multiple voices are presented. 
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harmony are processed relatively independently, and Thompson and Cuddy (1989, 1992), that 

found that four-voiced harmony and its constituent single voices are partially independent in the 

implication of key and that both convey key change equally well. 

Because of the mismatches between melody and harmony in Fauré’s music, internalized 

schema pertaining to tonality induction are most pertinent at inceptions and cadences. Navigation 

in the loose middles places a greater reliance upon bottom-up processing, where what is being 

processed is a superordinate melodic function, having such content as to achieve tonal 

sufficiency and superiority. Since the studies of tonality induction have not, for the most part, 

used tonally layered stimuli, they have not grappled with the range of issues that this study 

involves. Those few studies of bi- or polytonality have greater relevance. Intuition would suggest 

that the capability of tonality perception is another nature versus nurture dynamic, a combination 

of innate (‘bottom up’) functions and internalized (‘top down’) schema, acquired through 

implicit, statistical learning.35 
 

Structuralism 

By far, Krumhansl’s (1990) structural model of tonality is the basis for most of the 

studies of tonality induction thus far. The model depends upon probe-tone data that are 

correlated with the distribution of scale degrees in existing music. It assumes the operation of 

internalized hierarchical frameworks acquired through implicit learning. Milne et al. (2015), 

however, observe that “with no bottom-up component, a pure top-down model can make no 

prediction about which specific forms the probe-tone data could plausibly take because any 

initial random choice of scale degree prevalences would stabilize into a corresponding tonal 

hierarchy.”36 Other so-called ‘functional’ studies (as distinct from ‘structural’) have sought to 

                                                
35 The literature on musical implicit learning is summarized in B. Tillmann, J.J. Bharucha, and E. Bigand, 

“Implicit Learning of Tonality: A Self-organizing Approach,” Psychological Review 107 (2000): 885–913. 
 
36 Milne et al. (2015) remark that Krumhansl (1990) does not provide a bottom-up reason why the probe 

tone data, that is, the scale degree prevalences, take the specific profile they do. Rather than being a product of mere 
chance, “it is quite plausible that there are innate perceptual, cognitive, or core knowledge . . . principles that might 
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identify those elements that might be intelligible to innate psychological functions and contribute 

to tonality induction. 

 There are reasons to question whether the structural approach is purely structural. It 

should be said that Krumhansl and Kessler (1982), inasmuch as the key profiles indicate the 

prevalence of pitch classes and not their ordering, is not without the effects of order: the chord 

progressions that were the stimuli from which their key profiles were derived were intentionally 

ordered so as to accentuate the tonic. Had the orders been changed, the profiles might have 

turned out differently. 

Cuddy (1991) was intended to counter Brown and Butler’s hypothesis, basing itself 

solely on the structural model. The first experiment used melodic three-note tone patterns, some 

ascending and some reversing, of the major and minor triads, the diminished triad, and a pattern 

of two consecutive perfect fifths. The patterns were followed by probe tones and the question for 

the participants was the suitability of each probe tone to be the tonic. The probe-tone profiles 

seem to indicate that melodic stimulus patterns evoked, at least, melodic completions (entailing 

expectancy generation) and harmonic projections (most strongly of the root). The results also 

may have been influenced somewhat by primacy and recency. Cuddy makes a distinction 

between “pattern content,” which would include primacy and recency, and “tonal structure,” but 

this would seem erroneous, since primacy and recency are factors in key-finding. 

The results were correlated with the key profiles of Krumhansl and Kessler (1982). This 

would seem to be methodologically suspect since the stimuli for Krumhansl and Kessler’s 

experiment were chords and chord cadences and not a single voice. Furthermore, some of the 

correlations are quite low despite the fact that certain probe tones were rated rather highly (e.g., 

                                                                                                                                                       
contribute to making one, or a small number, of actual fit profiles possible or more likely.” Milne, Laney, and Sharp, 
“A Spectral Pitch-Class Model:” 370.  

It is plausible that there are functional reasons as to why a particular structure is internalized. Lerdahl 
(2001) and Krumhansl (1990) account for the hierarchy, or part of it, as the result of the consonance of intervals 
between the tones of the chromatic set itself or between them and the tonic. 
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Ab for the minor triad, C–Eb–G, ascending, and B for the diminished triad, C–Eb–Gb, 

ascending). 

Is it possible that these comparisons of the major and diminished triads were not simply 

testing for the tonal hierarchy but were measuring other aspects including consonance and 

dissonance and stability and instability? Might it also be that three-note contexts are simply too 

sparse in contextual information to conduct a valid test? This seems to be meager evidence on 

which to counter the criticisms of Butler (1989, 1990).37  

On the other hand, granting some influence on tonality induction to the properties of the 

diatonic set (including its rare intervals) discussed by Browne (1981), the influence of other 

factors, including rhythm and meter, may be more decisive. When modal melodies are at issue, 

as they are in Fauré’s music, the rare-interval theory, which prefers the major and minor modes, 

should be granted less saliency than these other factors. 

Huron and Parncutt (1993) improved upon Krumhansl’s structural approach to key 

perception with harmonic stimuli by taking account of pitch salience and the effects of sensory 

memory decay. The model was however unable to account for the findings of Brown (1988) on 

the tonality of melodies. The findings are consistent with the hypothesis that tonality perception 

is determined by both structural and functional factors.38 

Krumhansl (2000b) concludes that functional factors would improve the structural model: 
 

The Krumhansl-Schmuckler algorithm is simple, using only prior psychological data and 
the durations of tones in short excerpts. It does not carry out any music-theoretical 
procedures, such as harmonic analysis. . . . Nor does it take meter into account, or 
phrasing. The most important missing element for present purposes, however, is that the 
algorithm does not take the temporal order of the tones into account. Initial explorations, 
described briefly in Krumhansl (1990), suggested that the algorithm could be sharpened 
by the addition of information about tone order.39  

                                                
37 Lola L. Cuddy, “Melodic Patterns and Tonal Structure: Converging Evidence,” Psychomusicology 10 

(1991): 107–126. 
 
38 D. Huron and R. Parncutt, “An Improved Model of Tonality Perception Incorporating Pitch Salience and 

Echoic Memory,” Psychomusicology 12 (1993): 154–171. 
 
39 C. L. Krumhansl, Tonality Induction: A Statistical Approach Applied Cross-culturally,” Music 

Perception 17 (2000):  464. 
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In Arthur (2018), major key chord progressions that ended on the tonic as well as other 

chords of the key were used as stimuli for probe-tone experiments. It would have been helpful if 

Arthur had compared her results with the minor-key profile of Krumhansl and Kessler (1982). It 

mostly explains the differences of profile for the progressions that end on non-tonic minor chords 

(vi and ii). The variance between the profiles in Arthur’s study and Krumhansl and Kessler’s is 

due to the difference in progressions: in Arthur’s study each progression begins in the major key 

and only changes the final chord; the former study is in minor keys throughout. Even so, the 

degree of fit for ̂1, ̂5, and ̂6, suggests that the idea that a deceptive progression can have the effect 

of modulation to a minor key (Fauré’s theory) is worth studying. Take, as an example, the chord 

progression I–IV–V–vi (in a four-voice texture, with all chords in root position, with C–C–B–A 

in the top voice). Depending upon the probe tones, some of the participants may have heard it as 

a deceptive cadence, one of Fauré’s ‘modulations.’ 

Not only impressions of scale degrees as key functions and chord members are present in 

the results. Arthur found that participants were rating notes that fit the current context as 

expected, but also notes that followed the current context as expected. For example, following 

the dominant chord, ratings were high for expectations of ̂5. But they were even higher for ̂1, 

indicating that participants heard a progression from dominant to tonic. The probe tone satisfied 

expectations of what follows a final chord.40 
 

Functionalism 

Pitch-class content alone is not sufficient to account for the sense of key. Matsunaga and 

Abe (2005) conducted experiments in which participants heard tone sequences, constructed from 

the pitch set {C, D, E, G, A, B}, played in different orders. The ordering was found to affect key 

judgments; some orderings suggested C major, others G major and A minor.41 

                                                
40 Claire Arthur, “A Perceptual Study of Scale-Degree Qualia in Context,” Music Perception 35 (2018): 

295–314. 
 

41 A. Matsunaga and J. Abe, “Cues for Key Perception of a Melody: Pitch Set Alone?” Music Perception 
23 (2005): 153–164. 
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 West (1990) had the tones of the diatonic scale played at random followed by probe 

tones. This was done to test the idea that the diatonic set itself—something about its internal 

structure—will suggest a tonic. No consideration was given to modes, which likewise require 

precise organization to affirm a modal final. It is surprising that only the major and natural minor 

modes were considered as perceptual possibilities by the authors. Even so, the results (shown in 

their figure 1), show that, not only ̂1, but ̂3, ̂4, and ̂5, in the major mode, were deemed to have 

“tonicity,” with ̂4 ranking higher than ̂1. The authors only guess at the reason for these results. 

They did not consider that the high rating for ̂3 could be a sign of its modal significance, or that 

it could be heard as the dominant of the minor mode. “The main finding of this study is that the 

diatonic set does not reliably lead to recognition of the tonic regardless of the order of the 

notes.”42 The findings support the potential importance of temporal order in establishing tonal 

hierarchy (Deutsch, 1984).43 Only this and other factors of a logical melodic organization are 

likely to affirm a tonic. 
 

6.3 Unitary harmony 

 Consider again the beginning of the subordinate theme of the Piano Quintet No. 1, I. The 

melody is in F Lydian, which explains the harmony: Fauré harmonizes the melody, using his  

method, with chords from C major and A minor. As usual, the tonics of the harmonizing keys are 

absent. It is unlikely that someone unfamiliar with this music and not knowing its author would 

surmise the correct key for the theme if presented with the accompaniment alone. Here the 

harmonic organization is certainly unified: melody and accompaniment combine into traditional 

chord types and there are no non-chord tones in the melody. And yet it is also tonally stratified: 

the melody is in F and the harmony is not. The melody did not regulate the harmony and the 

harmony did not regulate the melody. 

                                                
42 R. J. West and R. Fryer, “Ratings of Suitability of Probe Tones as Tonics after Random Orderings of 

Notes of the Diatonic Scale,” Music Perception 7 (1990): 258. 
 
43 Ibid., 254. 
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Example 6.4. Fauré, Piano Quintet No. 1, I, mm. 46–47.  
 

 

This example, and many others in this study, have shown there to be a need for a 

redefinition of vertical harmony for tonally layered music, where the relationship among layers 

produces common tertial chord types but the harmony is not regulatory. David Temperley’s 

definitions of ‘harmonic’ music—music that is “divided into segments, each one governed by a 

particular chord”—and “unified pitch organization”—one in which “both melody and 

accompaniment are regulated by the harmonic structure”—do not always apply to this kind of 

music.44  

Temperley’s unified/stratified binary is inapt for two reasons: (1) it conflates the halves 

of two different binaries: one is unified/nonunified (or diversified) and the other is 

stratified/nonstratified; (2) excepting monophony, all Western, multi-parted music is by 

definition layered. It may be harmonically “unified” and also “stratified” or layered.  

Unitary harmony does not address whether chords have single or multiple functions, how 

recognizable chords arise in contexts (by the activity of voices), how they are arranged 

intervallically, what relationship they have to a key, and similar more precise determinations. It 

is in these respects an abstraction, a simple judgment as to a qualification for membership in a 

class of chord types. By this redefinition, there is no contradiction in descriptions of music that 

have unitary harmony and various types of tonal layering, including bitonality.  

                                                
44 Temperley, “‘Divorce’:” 326, 335. 
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The distinction unified/nonunified, for a specific parameter or aspect of the music, is not 

an all-or-nothing proposition. In every kind of layered music one will find more unified aspects 

and also more diversified ones. What need stressing in the analysis of layered music are the 

differences between layers, which become more important in the nineteenth century into the 

twentieth. The differences include the tonal disparities between layers that occur simultaneously 

and cumulatively. Without this, representational unities may result, unities that are conceptual 

when in experience there is greater difference, diversity, disunity, disruption, discontinuity, etc.  

The analyses in this study considered three aspects of the examples: (1) whether the 

harmony was unitary or nonunitary, (2) whether the tonal functions were unitary or nonunitary, 

and (3) whether the result was neutral, tonal, or bitonal. Unitary harmony is the least important 

of the three. The problem to be addressed for the class of tonally layered music is to define as 

precisely as possible the state of tonality resulting from nonunitary functions distributed between 

melody and accompaniment. 
 

6.4 Harmonic function in Fauré’s music 

In many of Fauré’s passages, most of the harmony is not ‘structural’ (to use a term from 

Schenkerian theory), not what I have been calling “tonal pillars.” In terms of what we now know 

about Fauré’s working methods, this should come as no surprise. It seems an inevitable outcome 

of his tonal-modal synthesis. This is not to say that his harmony does not function, but then that 

elusive term would have to be qualified. But if we decide that this or that passage is tonal, we 

cannot simply refer to the harmony as its basis. As has been shown, tonal layering arises in 

Fauré’s music oftentimes because it is the melody that communicates the indispensable tonal 

information, which may be unsupported or even contradicted by the harmony. Sometimes the 

melody is assisted by the bass or other additional voice. Analysis has to be done case by case to 

determine the precise mix of ingredients that engenders the tonality. So much more remains to be 

learned about Fauré’s harmony that I refrain from generalizing except in two senses: (1) 

harmony is often not the foundation of passages; rather it is the melody or a frame that directs the 
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organization; (2) undergirding the patchwork progressions is a logical and graceful voice 

leading. At times, only this sustains an otherwise bewildering construction.  

To say that some of the harmony is structural and the rest decorative is not completely 

accurate. The most structural of harmony does not for that reason lack color. Perhaps there is still 

something to learn about Fauré’s harmony that would change our categories. While it is true that 

the more colorful (literally, ‘chromatic’) the harmony becomes the less structurally relevant it 

turns out to be, it would be incorrect to say that the status of harmony is demoted in his music, 

for harmony plays too large a role in creating the atmosphere that we recognize as singularly 

Faurean. In one sense, the independence of the accompanimental layer from melodic 

construction elevates its stature. Its separate kinetics lend it an autonomous agency; difference is 

self-defining. More than harmonic function, the consideration ought to be harmonic 

effectiveness, with respect to which the category of function itself loses some degree of 

significance. 

 It was not necessary for this study to be concerned with the precise determinations of the 

functions of chords because all that needed demonstrating was that melodic tone functions did 

not match those of their harmonizing chords. Conventional triadic and tetradic chords were 

convenient in this demonstration since it was never beyond the bounds of conventional theory to 

identify their functions, which might not be the case for chords of greater cardinality and 

chromaticism. But the use of functions was made only in order to point out the inadequacy of 

those theories that conflate harmonic type or quality with unitary function. Daniel Harrison’s 

theory challenges the notion of unitary chord function—every chord is a mixture of functions.45 

If this is the case, then splintering off chord function from chord quality has already occurred.  

It may be that the entire notion of harmonic function ought to be reviewed. It has ended 

up complicating harmonic theory as much as it seemed initially to simplify it. In the difficult 

cases that would most benefit from its application, the payoffs so often seem meager or too 

                                                
45 Harrison, Harmonic Function. 
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abstract to be meaningful. It may be that Harrison’s focus on the functions of the constituent 

tones of chords holds the key to a theory in which function is not harmonic at all but solely 

melodic. This would better reconcile two realities: the functional rivalries of tone 

conglomerations and their harmonic, euphonic union as chord members. 

If it is the case that melody can have two meanings, one in relation to the tonality and one 

in relation to the harmony that accompanies it, then it is possible for any voice in a composition 

to also have two meanings. On this basis, further development of harmonic theory is possible. 

Every chord is analyzable with respect to its identity as a singularity and as a snapshot of multi-

voice activity. Computer-assisted analysis might be useful here.46 

It would be possible to stipulate the tonic and its associates and then show how (in the 

most exact terms) other tones (forming chords) travel to and from them. The significance of, for 

example, ̂7 and ^4 of the major scale would only pertain to the centralizing weight of the tonic and 

its third, their proximity to them, and the qualities or effects of their connection. (Functional 

assignments such as Harrison makes would then be unmeaningful.) The scale degree or pitch of a 

tone would be secondary (perhaps even irrelevant); its interval relation (‘distance’) to a member 

of the tonic complex and its course of travel, in an actual context, would be all that matters. The 

minor subtonic does not have precisely the same effect as the major ‘leading tone.’ To assign 

them both D function (as the Harrisonian Dominant agent) obscures the difference.  

The qualitative differences of modes as melodic formations are not represented in 

harmonic function theories. When it comes to function, there has to be a careful distinction 

between what belongs to melody and what to harmony. The sonorous effects of simultaneous 

intervals (including dissonance level) is a coordinated parameter with organizational potential. 

Such stability factors as scalar invariance and relative prevailing consonance (or the ‘regulation’ 

of dissonance) may operate on a separate track from the tonal process. 
 

                                                
46 One pathway worth exploring is to merge function theory with Neo-Riemannian theory in a hybrid. The 

dispersed functions (“pillars”) could be identified and their interconnections specified in terms of voice leading 
transformations. 
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6.5 Recommendations for future research 
 

6.5.1 Melodic theory  

Melodic reharmonization suggests another interesting avenue of further research: melodic 

organization. How much does the logic of a melody, the sense it makes, depend upon the tonal 

meanings of its tones? The shapes of the motives and themes of tonal melody are directed by the 

tonality they express (tonality is a product of form, a certain handling of tones). To take a tonal 

melody and change its tonal context, is to test the logic of the melody itself as an interval series, 

almost as a tone-row, as a decontextualized succession of pitches—does it still make melodic 

sense? How much of the sense that it makes is because of the interval succession, taking into 

account rhythm and shape, and how much is due to the tonality it expresses? Is a melody 

something self-contained, regardless of its context, or does the context make the difference? If 

the functions change in a recontextualization, it may no longer make sense. Patterns of ascent 

and descent to the tonic will change, so the order of functions changes. Non-tonic tones that were 

principal tones become other tones with other functions. Tones that are stable and consonant in 

their original context, where they interplay with the other dissonant tones, will lose their stability 

or even become dissonant. If so, will the melody lose its logic? There has to be a disruptive 

effect when you identify a melodic segment that has been reharmonized in this way. 

If the main theme of the Violin Sonata No. 2, II (as was shown in section 4.5.2) is in E 

major but harmonized in other keys, does it still make sense? That part of melodic sense that 

depends upon the extra-tonal elements that Schoenberg identified—elements of formal 

intelligibility—play some role here (e.g., a tight-knit theme type, a recognizable shape of the 

basic idea, its repetition, the replication of the motives of the theme, a wavelike shape to the 

melody, a falling contour at the ends of phrases and a long final duration,47 its return to the point 

                                                
47 See Justus and Bharucha “Music Perception,” 466. 
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of origin, metrical regularity).48 The melody, being in E major, still makes sense in its changed 

context. It pushes back against the eccentric harmony. Some of the harmony, like C sharp minor, 

is amenable to the key of the melody. Even the A major that begins the accompaniment seems to 

immediately relinquish itself to E major (however briefly) in measure 2, before it proceeds to 

what may be heard as a deceptive resolution in E major in m. 3. After hearing mm. 2–3, the 

return to A major in m. 4, sounds like the subdominant for a split second until the D naturals take 

effect and force the harmony into A major. In other words, my sense of the first four measures is 

that they begin in A, shift to E, then shift back to A. The absence of D#s in m. 4 and the fact that 

the melodic segment being harmonized overlaps both keys counteracts a further hearing of E 

major. In this case, the recontextualization does not change the melodic functions so much as 

make the tonal dynamics more complex. The music returns to the territory of E major in m. 5 

then makes a deceptive cadence. The effectiveness of the cadence on C sharp minor perhaps 

confirms indirectly that E major in the melody still forces itself through. 

The Violin Sonata No. 2, II, ST is probably a better test case. The melody alone 

effectively affirms G sharp minor. Its harmonization does not detract from its melodic sense. Its 

static quality anchors the harmony. One question to be answered is how much of melodic sense 

depends upon the extra-tonal aspects of form and how much upon distinctly tonal features. 

According to Peretz and Coltheart (2003), the tonal hierarchical organization of pitch 

facilitates perception, memory, and performance of music by creating expectancies.49 Absent 

tonality, the cognitive load for melodic processing would be expected to increase. Povel and Van 

Egmond (1993) showed that melody recognition is unaffected by the variations in 

accompaniments, supporting the view that melody and accompaniment are processed relatively 

                                                
48 Schoenberg, Style and Idea, 246: Schoenberg describes compositional methods that “substitute for the 

missing power of the harmony.” Harmony “never had the task of accomplishing all these structural techniques 
alone, by its own power. There were always several powers at work to produce themes, melodies, and all the larger 
sections of which a composition consists: the manifold forms of crystallization of intervals and rhythms in their 
relation to accented or unaccented beats of the measure.” 

 
49 Isabelle Peretz and Max Coltheart, “Modularity of Music Processing,” Nature Neuroscience 6 (2003): 

689. 
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independently.50 What is the connection between melodic encoding, recognition, and functions? 

This is another area that might also benefit from empirical studies. 

As was described in chapter 3, so many of Fauré’s harmonizations of modal segments 

amount to deceptive resolutions and cadences in secondary keys. But the harmonizations are not 

as simple as the traditional deceptive cadence because two keys are involved, occurring 

sequentially or simultaneously. Deceptive progressions in a harmonizing key that may arrive on 

a secondary tonic conflict with an overriding impression of the primary key—that of the modal 

final. The deceptiveness of such events is better understood as ambiguity. Not only are melody 

and harmony noncongruent, but the sense of key is equivocal. The presence of the elements of 

two keys is a separate noncongruency.51 

 To answer such questions as those posed above requires study of harmonization and 

reharmonization of melody, subjects that are scarce in the music-theoretical literature, except for 

jazz and rock. It has been argued that melodic harmonization is the main source of tonal layering 

in the music of Fauré and his contemporaries. The solutions of Schenkerians analyzing tonal 

layering in popular music, like jazz and rock, has been to separate melody and harmony by either 

placing them on different levels or understanding them to have different treatments. The intent of 

the Schenkerian analysis of the main theme of the Piano Trio, I, was to show that it is possible to 

connect foreground to background without reducing away the progressions that originate in 

harmonizing keys and breaking the link between melody and accompaniment. Failing to 

represent the functional mismatches between layers and their audible impact in order to show 

tonal unity is unnecessary. 

 The analyses presented in prior chapters have stressed the functional discord that arises 

between melody and accompaniment, especially when it involves tonic function in the melody. 

This arrangement is perhaps even more prevalent in popular music. Drew Nobile, analyzing rock 

                                                
50 Dirk-Jan Povel and René Van Egmond, “The Function of Accompanying Chords in the Recognition of 

Melodic Fragments,” Music Perception 11 (1993): 101.  
 
51 William Thomson, “Functional Ambiguity in Musical Structures,” Music Perception 1 (1983): 3–27. 



 

 
 

278 

music, postulates a “hierarchy divorce:” “the melody exists at a deeper level of structure than the 

harmony. In other words, the foreground chords participate in embellishments while the melody 

continues to outline a prolonged harmony.”52  

 Peter Winkler, referring to an example by Scott Joplin, writes that the accompanimental 

progression elaborates a motion within the tonic chord. “The melody [on the other hand,] simply 

treats this background harmony as if it were foreground, and elaborates it directly. Thus, the 

background is elaborated in two different ways simultaneously. The ear accepts the clashes along 

the way because the two parts coincide at the crucial points, and because each part makes sense 

of itself.”53  

 Schenkerian analysts of jazz generally (with Winkler being the exception) have not 

deemed it necessary to confront this problem as theorists of rock music have done. Their silence 

makes it difficult to know what they make of disparities of function involving the tonic, which so 

often occur because of reharmonizations.54 Their views can only be surmised indirectly, based on 

the language used in their analyses.  

 Steve Larson (1998), explaining how Schenkerian analysis can be applied to a musical 

style that features harmonic ninths, elevenths, thirteenths, etc., understands melodic dissonances 

to derive their meaning from more stable pitches at deeper structural levels.55 This is viable for 

some dissonances, but cannot hold when it is the tonic and its associates that are dissonantly 

harmonized. They are stable pitches; it is the harmony (as Nobile might say) that is dissonant. 

Larson thus understands harmony to be fundamental not melody. 

                                                
52 Nobile, “A Structural Approach,” 89. 
 
53 Winkler, “Popular Harmony:” 16.  
 
54 It is a commonplace for jazz pianists to elaborate a dominant chord by interpolating the supertonic. 

Insofar as the melody reflects the original dominant, a direct functional contradiction occurs, pitting D in the melody 
against S in the accompaniment. Moreover, it is not uncommon for the melodic tonic to be reharmonized with a ii7–
V11 progression, setting T in the melody against both S and D. 
 

55 Steve Larson, “Schenkerian Analysis of Modern Jazz: Questions about Method,” Music Theory Spectrum 
20 (1998): 213. 
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 Dariusz Terefenko (2010) recognizes the disparities that arise between melody and 

accompaniment. He shows (in his figure 10) how a reharmonization of a diatonic chord sequence 

that begins off the tonic (on #IV) can accompany melodic patterns of a third- or fourth-span (̂3–

^2–^1 or ̂8–^7–^6–^5) that project the tonic. His commentary on a passage is revealing of his thinking: 
 

Although the surface harmonic progression of mm. 4–7 (with the exception of Bb in m. 8) 
does not support the tonic, the distribution of chord tones within the melody and their 
metric placement articulate the key of Bb. Since the Bb triad in m. 8 is a goal of the initial 
harmonic progression and its chord members constitute essential melodic components of 
mm. 4–7, one may assume that the arrival of Bb is an example of a backward projection 
of the triad (italics mine).56 

Does “articulate” mean affirm and is “projection” a synonym for prolongation? The language 

here and elsewhere shows that melodic tones are understood to be “chord tones.”57 Non-tonic 

harmonizations of the melodic tonic and its associates are understood to “disguise” the melodic 

unfolding of the tonic triad such that its tones “become” chord members.58 

Terefenko understands the original chord progression of a jazz tune to occupy the 

background and any substitutionary or other changes the improviser may make to it to be 

middleground elaborations.59 He does not say whether the original melody also occupies the 

background. If middleground harmonic elaborations are able to disguise the melodic tonic so that 

it becomes a chord member, it does not seem that it can occupy a deeper, more fundamental, 

position. 

It is surprising, having more than once made a point of the tonic focus of the melody 

being unsupported by the harmony, that no explanation is provided for this mismatch or for the 

                                                
56 Dariusz Terefenko, “Keith Jarrett's Art of Solo Introduction: ‘Stella by Starlight’–A Case Study,” 

Intégral 24 (2010): 102–103. A “backward projection” describes an off-tonic beginning of a phrase that ends on the 
tonic. 

 
57 Mentions of the functions of melodic tones pertains only to their positions as chord members (Ibid., 83, 

109). “Members of the tonic triad,” “structural points,” and “chord tones of the governing tonic,” ̂3 and ̂5, are 
emphasized but conflict with the harmony. Nevertheless, they are said to be “concealed” as chord members and their 
“primary functional associations” are “disguised” (Ibid., 103). Terefenko describes a melodic-tonic affirmation by 
saying that it “horizontalizes members of the Bb triad” (Ibid., 108). 
 

58 Ibid., 102. 
 

59 Ibid., 85, 101. 
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dissonant harmonic status of the melodic tones (even as they are the epitome of tonal stability). 

Immersion in a style in which such events are ubiquitous has perhaps made an externalizing of 

the phenomenon as a problem less likely. 
 

6.5.2 Corpus studies of Fauré’s music 

Corpus studies would benefit attempts at more precise descriptions of the melodic-

harmonic relationship in Fauré’s music. Relationships now hidden or hard to see would be 

illuminated. Now that the composer’s system is better understood, many research questions 

could be proposed. Unknowns that were pondered during the study such as how often Fauré sets 

up the secondary key of a mode could be defined. Studies of melody and harmonization, with 

finer granularity, could be done using computer-assisted analysis.  
 

6.5.3 Tonal layers in the music of other composers 

 There remains a sizeable catalogue of music by other Euroclassical composers that would 

benefit from study of its tonal layers. A few of those composers have been mentioned: Bartók, 

Debussy, Delius, Grieg, Ives, Milhaud, Rachmaninoff, Satie, Schoenberg, and Stravinsky. Of 

course, popular music provides even more material for study. Now that a vocabulary and 

methodology for the analysis of tonal layers has been offered, it may be widely applied and 

optimized for specific composers and musical styles. 
  

6.5.4 Bitonality  

While pondering the subject(s) of this study, as wide-ranging as they have been, two 

thoughts have repeatedly come to mind. The first is the fact that most of the theoretical work 

having to do with Euroclassical music, on which the theory of tonal layers depends, was 

completed prior to 1950, if not twenty years earlier. The second thought is that the reason that 

prior theorizing was discontinued (aside from other intervening academic trends) might have 

been that there was no path forward that presented itself. Progress in a number of technical areas 

and the advent of computer-aided analysis may make empirical studies the only viable path 
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forward for this subject in music theory. The limits of musical hearing have not been determined 

so long as differences of opinion remain about such things as the audibility of bitonality, that is, 

the inherited and cultivated abilities to segregate audio streams into separate keys. This study has 

changed my mind on this subject. Undoubtedly, there is more to learn about it, what is possible 

to hear in it, and what its effects are. 

Bitonality, in the strict sense, only occurs when two layers affirm different tonalities. 

When the accompaniment to a tonal melody features some elements of a second key but lacks 

other elements vital to its definition or does not handle elements in such a way as to affirm its 

tonal independence, the result would not be bitonal in this strict sense.  

Other than a handful of empirical studies (i.e., Krumhansl and Schmuckler, 1986; 

Thompson and Mor, 1992; Wolpert, 2000; Kopiez and Platz, 2009; and Hamamoto et al., 2010), 

all studies that have a potential bearing upon bi- or polytonality are those having to do with 

auditory stream segregation—a precondition for bitonality. Of these, most have to do with the 

perception and cognition of polyphonic music. Stream segregation of the ‘cocktail party’ type is 

taken for granted. There a listener focuses on a conversation and the remaining ambient noise 

takes a background position. The likelihood of bitonality increases under circumstances that 

heighten difference between streams: registral separation, timbral separation, volume differential, 

key differential (remote = dissonance), a separated entry of layers (as in Milhaud’s “Botafogo”), 

contrasting textures, contrasting rhythms, tempo differences, and the like.60 
 

Krumhansl and Schmuckler (1986) 

Krumhansl and Schmuckler (1986) investigated the perception of a bitonal passage taken 

from Stravinsky’s Petrushka. In this passage, C major and F sharp major arpeggiated chords are 

played simultaneously. The two arpeggios are identical in rhythm and contour, and close in 

pitch. Listeners rated probe tones after the passage. Krumhansl and Schmuckler found that 

probe-tone ratings were predicted well by an additive combination of C and F sharp major tonal 

                                                
60 See Delaere, “Polytonality:” 163, and Justus and Bharucha “Music Perception,” 465. 
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hierarchies. This result is consistent with the view that listeners were able to perceive two 

component keys and perceived the keys to have relatively equal importance. A further analysis, 

however, suggested that listeners may have based their responses merely on the distribution of 

tones in the passage (Krumhansl, 1990).61 

 The passage used was not ideal in terms of what is known about the parameters 

impacting auditory stream segregation. Tests might better measure the perception of bitonality if 

the passages used were not identical in rhythm and contour and close in register.  
 

Thompson and Mor (1992) 

The study by Thompson and Mor is one of the more persuasive that have been done. 

They designed their tests so that each of the component keys were conveyed in a different 

manner, so that listeners would be better able to perceive two distinct keys. What they hoped to 

show was that the probe-tone ratings were based on long-term knowledge of the tonal structure 

associated with the component keys. They predicted that if different materials were used to 

convey the component keys, listeners might perceive these keys to have different levels of tonal 

significance, and might weight their internal representations of the component keys accordingly. 

Thus, the judgments of listeners ought to have been based on a weighted sum of the component 

keys.62 

 The first experiment used a short passage from Dubois’s Circus for piano in which the 

right hand plays a melody in F major and the left hand accompanies in C sharp major. The 

accompaniment was pitched a third lower than the melody, with the lowest tone being C#4. The 

respondents felt there to be a greater impact of C sharp major than F major. Explaining this result 

involves factors, which overcome the high-voice superiority effect.63 “The results [of this 

                                                
61 Carol L. Krumhansl and Mark A. Schmuckler, “The Petroushka Chord: A Perceptual Investigation,” 

Music Perception 4 (1986): 153–184. 
 
62 Thompson and Mor, “A Perceptual Investigation:” 61. 
 
63 One study has shown there to be differences of perception of high-voice versus low-voice salience in 

two-voice polyphony depending upon the range of instrument a musician plays. The study found evidence that 
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experiment] provide further converging evidence that listening to bitonal music may lead to the 

instantiation of mental representations of two keys, and that these mental representations are then 

weighted in terms of the perceived strength of the keys involved.”64 

 The second experiment attempted to explain the results of the first. The authors say that 

“one simple explanation [for the results] is that keys were weighted in proportion to how clearly 

they were conveyed in the upper and lower staves of the music. Alternatively, if both keys were 

established equally well, their relative importance may have been determined according to their 

functional roles within the context of the bitonal passage.” Stated in terms of the language of my 

study, first, they attempted to reckon the strength of tonal affirmation of each layer or at least 

determine their tonal sufficiency; second, they attempted to sum the functions of the layers.   

To test for these conditions, they collected probe-tone ratings for the two staves of the 

Dubois excerpt separately. In addition, the experiment allowed an examination of whether the 

tonality perceived in the Dubois excerpt is predictable from the sum of the tonalities perceived in 

the separate staves. Finding that the keys of each layer were clearly conveyed, the results of the 

first experiment were not explained by the finding.65 By process of elimination, considering only 

the two hypotheses, it was likely something about the sum (i.e., the results of the layered 

interactions) that accounted for the results of the first experiment. 

The third experiment used as stimulus an excerpt from Milhaud’s Sonata No. 1 for Piano 

(1920). Because the staves were separated widely in register, the authors examined the 

possibility that different key representations may be applied to specific registers in the perceptual 

                                                                                                                                                       
extensive musical training can influence the high-voice superiority effect in polyphonic music. Years of practice 
with a bass-range instrument appears to enhance the encoding of the lower voice and to modify the bias for better 
encoding of the higher melody. Whereas musicians playing a soprano-range instrument demonstrated a typical high-
voice superiority effect, those playing a bass-range instrument showed equal encoding of the high and low voices. 
See Marie Céline, Takako Fujioka, Leland Herrington, and Laurel J. Trainor, “The High-Voice Superiority Effect in 
Polyphonic Music is Influenced by Experience: A Comparison of Musicians Who Play Soprano-Range Compared 
with Bass-Range Instruments,” Psychomusicology 22 (2012): 97–104. 

 
64 Thompson and Mor, “A Perceptual Investigation:” 64. 
 
65 Ibid., 65. 
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process. It was predicted that the excerpt more clearly conveys C sharp major in the upper staff 

and less clearly F major in the lower. According to the authors, the results of the probe-tone tests 

mainly reflect a sensitivity to the key of C sharp major. The authors concluded that long-term 

knowledge of key structure is not easily applied to a specific pitch register in the perceptual 

process. The experiment suggested that “when the balance of two keys in bitonal music strongly 

favors one key, the subordinate key may not contribute to the listener's sense of tonal structure. 

The subordinate key, rather than instantiating a representation of tonal structure and hence 

contributing to the perceived tonality, may be heard in relation to the predominant key—for 

example, as ornamental or dissonant.”66 

 The fourth experiment was done to control for an alternative interpretation of the results 

of the third experiment. The key deemed present in the lower staff of the Milhaud excerpt may 

have had no influence on probe-tone ratings because there was insufficient musical information 

for listeners to abstract a clear sense of tonal structure. The fourth experiment assessed listeners’ 

perceptions of the two staves of the Milhaud excerpt separately. In addition, the experiment 

allowed an examination of whether the tonality perceived in the Milhaud excerpt was predictable 

from the sum of the tonalities perceived in the separate staves. 

 The probe-tone ratings for the upper staff showed an influence of F sharp major and not 

just C sharp major. The authors attempt to explain this result, writing that “possibly, the 

dissonance created when both staves were combined interfered with listeners’ ability to abstract 

the scale associated with F# major.”67 There is another possibility. The second two measures of 

the four-measure excerpt alternate the subdominant and dominant of F sharp major in the upper 

staff. Comparing the probe-tone ratings for the upper staff alone (figure 8a) with those of both 

staves (figure 6) shows that the influences of F sharp major were present in the results of 

experiment three: figure 6 is a combination of C sharp major and F sharp major. What was not 

                                                
66 Ibid., 68. 
 
67 Ibid., 69. 
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considered is whether the elements of F sharp major—in particular, B§, which received a rating 

for the high register second only to C# and G#—might be perceived as a mode of C sharp 

(Mixolydian). Moreover, figure 8a could be interpreted to show that what was tested for was not 

the sense of key for the upper staff but only for the tones present in it. The contour of the figure 

could be explained as a rating for the combination of the tones of the C sharp and F sharp major 

triads. It may be that the C sharp triad rates higher because (1) it leads off each measure, that is, 

it receives metrical emphasis and (2) the top-voice profile accentuates C#.  

Also differing from the predictions, the ratings for the lower staff better fit the key profile 

of C major than F major. The authors write that “this finding suggests that the two chords in the 

passage, C major and B flat major, rather than being heard as members of the key of F major, 

each established a sense of key independently from the other chord.”68 The obstacle to hearing 

these chords in F major is quite obvious: the tonic is absent; only block chords are alternated, 

with no voice that independently affirms F major. (The fact that the first chord of the upper staff 

dominated the ratings, while it was the second of the lower staff, remains to be explained.) It 

may be that each chord established a sense of key independently, but it also may be that neither 

did so, and only the presence of their triads was indicated by the ratings. 

The authors conclude that “the analyses indicate that the musical materials in the two 

staves were strongly suggestive of tonal structure.” If tonal contexts establish a perceptual 

hierarchy on the set of chromatic-scale tones (i.e., the key profile), as indicated by the probe-tone 

experiments, do experimental results that fit a key profile indicate a tonal context, or may they 

simply indicate the presence of elements with which listeners are familiar, but the configuration 

of which affirms no tonality? (The upper staff conveys a stronger sense of key that the lower, but 

neither is particularly strong.) They further conclude that the tonal structure of the lower staff did 

                                                
68 Ibid. 
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not contribute to the overall tonal structure conveyed when staves were combined. They do not 

explain why this is so.69 

The results of experiments three and four, when compared to Milhaud’s theory of 

bitonality, suggests other possible conclusions. By Milhaud’s standards, not all elements of a key 

were present in either staff. The stimulus would then only be a series of triads with tertial 

extensions. If the passage then is not bitonal, because neither layer effectively affirms a key, then 

experiments three and four tested for something other than the simultaneous internal 

representations of two keys. 
 

Wolpert (2000) 

The study by Wolpert would seem to have no direct bearing on the question of how 

bitonality is processed. It showed that 40% of non-musicians failed to recognize bitonality (i.e., a 

song sung in a different key from its accompaniment) or mistook it for some other change in 

musical parameter (e.g., instrumentation, dynamics, and tempo). On the other hand, perhaps 

implicated here is the finding of Povel and Van Egmond (1993) that melodic recognition is 

independent of harmonic accompaniment. It is possible that, since the participants in Wolpert’s 

study were not directed in their listening, some part of the non-musicians were reporting melodic 

recognition and not bitonality.70 
 

Kopiez and Platz (2009) 

Kopiez and Platz (2009) tried to replicate Wolpert’s findings and refine the results of its 

research question by varying the parameters of directed versus non-directed listening, familiarity, 

                                                
69 Ibid. 
 
70 See Rita S. Wolpert, “Attention to Key in a Nondirected Music Listening Task: Musicians vs. 

Nonmusicians,” Music Perception 18 (2000): 225–230.  
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and musical style. They found that the difference between musicians (experts) and non-

musicians (non-experts) to be less that in Wolpert’s study.71 
 

Hamamoto, Botelho, and Munger (2010) 

 The purpose of this study was (1) to replicate the finding of Wolpert (2000) that non-

musicians do not spontaneously identify change in tonality within a free-response task, (2) to see 

how non-musicians, along with musicians, use rating scales for likeability, correctness, and 

pleasantness for a similar set of original and manipulated (bitonal) clips, and (3) to explore how 

readily non-musicians can learn to label bitonality. 
 

We suggest that the unique effect created by bitonality results from the combination of 
two independent yet interacting factors: first, there is the sensory roughness that results 
when tones are too close in pitch. . . . Second, there is the abstract and high-level 
discordance created when distinct pitch configurations that project independent auditory 
streams, each in a different key, point to two different tonics, in violation of tonality’s 
basic premise. Note that it is not necessarily the case that all bitonal music will be 
dissonant. . . . Conversely, tonal music highly saturated with chromaticism and, for that 
matter, atonal music, can be very dissonant without giving the impression of bitonality. . . 
. 
 
While we agree that independent auditory streams are essential for the perception of 
bitonality, one needs to take into account the varying degrees of independence between 
the musical structures that project the independent auditory streams. . . . We assume that 
accompaniment and melody project independent auditory streams. This assumption 
makes common sense; it also seems implicit in Wolpert’s studies (1990, 2000). 
Importantly, it is also how the composer Milhaud chooses to separate the keys in 
Saudades [do Brasil]. Melody and accompaniment are differentiated by register, rhythm 
and pacing, timbre and dynamic level, yet are sufficiently coordinated in terms of meter 
and especially pitch structure to be perceived as integral parts of an organic whole. . . . 
  
With very little training, all our listeners were quite successful at differentiating between 
bitonal and monotonal excerpts, with the non-musicians performing at a rate equivalent 
to the musicians. The ease with which our less experienced groups learned to identify the 
unique sensory roughness of bitonality suggests that this is something that they quite 
readily perceive and are able to articulate, once they have acquired the appropriate 
vocabulary.72 

                                                
71 See Reinhard Kopiez and Friedrich Platz, “The Role of Listening Expertise, Attention, and Musical Style 

in the Perception of Clash of Keys,” Music Perception 26 (2009): 321–334. 
 
72 Mayumi Hamamoto, Mauro Botelho, and Margaret P. Munger, “Non-musicians’ and Musicians’ 

Perception of Bitonality,” Psychology of Music 38 (2010): 426, 429, 442. 
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To better understand bitonality, going forward, will require precise and separate analyses 

of the effects of sum and difference between layers. These metaphors are general, attempting to 

capture two aspects of the interactions that occur when tonal layers are brought together. Sum 

refers to how the tones of layers are heard to meet and join. Purely harmonic effects are included 

in this aspect. The way the accompaniment shades the melody and vice versa are summing 

effects. Difference addresses how layers distinguish themselves, enhancing our sense of auditory 

stream segregation. This aspect includes the sense of functional divergence between layers. Sum 

is the aspect of unity; difference of multiplicity. Tonal layers never fully fuse such that we lose 

awareness of their multiplicity and they never fully disintegrate such that we cannot hear their 

interactions. Music that is more homophonic concentrates the effects and seems more 

summative; more polyphonic music disburses the effects and seems more differential. 

Schoenberg, in the case he presents in his Theory of Harmony, 133–134, touches upon 

both these aspects. The emphasis of the example is on difference arising between melody and 

harmony. He postulates the tonal independence of the two, otherwise, what he suggests can be 

easily heard—that the melody ends but the harmony does not—would be impossible. We must 

be capable of determining the “components,” as Schoenberg calls them, and interpreting their 

impressions (which he regards as an unconscious process), only because we can discriminate 

between them. 

He writes that “this [example of harmonic alteration] may perhaps be disturbing, but it 

changes nothing as far as the feeling of close is concerned.” What he is referring to is the closure 

of the melodic component only, as he goes on to clarify. What is “disturbing” is an effect of the 

difference; “the feeling of close” is only possible because the melody has the ability to 

distinguish itself. If it is disturbing, then it has some impact on the total sense of the cadence, 

derived from the combination of effects due to sum and difference. He describes it himself as a 

deceptive cadence: the disturbance arises because the accompaniment contradicts the melody. In 

this way, he not only addresses difference, the separability of the melody and the harmony of the 

accompaniment, but compares the separate processing of melody and harmony, making the case 
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for the tonal sufficiency and superiority of melody. The effects of bitonality are predicated upon 

these two aspects of tonal layers. 

The bitonality in Fauré’s music generally takes milder, less dissonant forms than that 

which occurs in the music of the younger avant garde (Koechlin, Ravel, Milhaud, and others). 

The layers tend to have closer key relations and the tonic of the harmonizing key is often 

suppressed. The combination of effects gives greater tonal force to the main layer (the melody, in 

most cases) and less to subordinate layers. What often results then is not the conflict of two keys, 

but the juxtapositioning of a main key with elements of a secondary key that lacks internal tonal 

definition.73  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
73 If the melody secures the main key and the harmony originates in other keys, there must always be a lack 

of cooperation between melodic and accompanimental layers to some extent. Were this not the case, the harmony 
might fully assimilate the melody. The deficit of key definition in the harmonizations directs the ear toward the layer 
that is most definite. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Fauré, Berlioz, and the melodic-harmonic relationship 

A number of observers have concluded that Fauré’s harmony is subordinate to his 

melody and voice leading structures.1 Charles Koechlin refers to Fauré’s “contrapuntal 

harmony.” Koechlin is sensitive to how the chord progression comes about in Fauré’s music, 

“and particularly its relation to the melody, to the evolution of the phrase and to the gradations of 

feeling.”2 Norman Suckling concludes that Fauré’s harmony is derived from linear counterpoint.3 

According to James Kurtz, “chordal succession in Fauré’s music has its origin in melodic 

relationships.” “Chords per se and even chord progression . . . are of less importance to the 

dynamic of Fauré’s compositional technique than are contrapuntal combinations of linear 

relationships.”4 It is the view of Jean-Michel Nectoux that “frequently it is the ineluctable logic 

of a long melodic paragraph which lies at the root of his most striking harmonic audacities.” “We 

may well conclude that Fauré’s musical language was essentially melodic rather than harmonic. 

Where Debussy invents new successions of chords, Fauré is thinking horizontally.”5 Zdenek 

Denny Skoumal asserts that the “remnants of traditional harmony are decidedly secondary to the 

controlling design of the outer voices.”6  

                                                
1 Composition in which melody rather than harmony takes the lead in organization may have been  

predominant in at least one strain of French music running through Berlioz. “Bizet is one of those composers whose 
rich harmony does not derive from a preconceived scheme of modulation. It is, in other words, not an embellishment 
[of a simpler, harmonic scheme], but it is conditioned by the nature of his melodies” (Schoenberg, Structural 
Functions, 100).  
 

2 Koechlin, Fauré, 68, 61. 
 
3 Suckling, Fauré, 101–102. 
 
4 Kurtz, “Problems,” 5–6. 

 
5 Nectoux, Musical Life, 229, 231. 

 
6 Skoumal, “Aspects,” 5–6, 12–13. 
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Fauré’s contemporaries, Louis Vuillermin, Charles Koechlin, and Aaron Copland, among 

others, recognized harmonization as a technique in Fauré’s music.7 As such, it can account for 

the melodic-harmonic relationship in some cases. Sketch studies (though available sources are 

few) also shed some light on this aspect of his works.8 Since the composer left us scant 

information about how he worked, insights have to rely on analysis primarily. While recent 

authors have recognized that Fauré reharmonizes melodic ideas, in the end, emphasis has gone to 

harmony itself in terms of trying to specify chord functions and syntactical relations (as well as 

to his modality) rather than attempting to describe the melodic-accompanimental relationship 

along lines undertaken in this study.9 

Any composer coming of age when Fauré did would be expected to emphasize the 

harmonic parameter in composition. Some degree of harmonic sophistication and intricacy 

would be assumed to be part of a composer’s arsenal. And yet it is undeniable that Fauré 

intended to advance his harmonic practice in particular, along with his experiments in modality. 

Otherwise, his practices with respect to other parameters appear conventional. His method for 

harmonizing modal melodies has already been discussed and it was there that I hazarded the 

guess that it was the model of Berlioz, above all others, that likely influenced Fauré in this 

regard. And so, it is useful to give an overview of what is known of Berlioz’ working methods 

and practices. 

Berlioz, it could be argued, was the principal exponent of the French manner of 

composition in the Romantic era. D. Kern Holoman determined some aspects of Berlioz’ 

                                                
7 See Vuillermin, Fauré, 22–23; Koechlin, Fauré, 61ff.; Aaron Copland, “Gabriel Fauré, A Neglected 

Master,” Musical Quarterly 10 (1924): 582.  
  

8 See Orledge, Fauré, 203. 
 

9 See William T. Austin, “Tonalität und Form in den Preludes, op. 103 von Gabriel Fauré,” in Bericht über 
den Internationalen Musikwissenschaftlichen Kongress Berlin 1974, eds. Hellmüt Kuhn and Peter Nitsche (Kassel: 
Bärenreiter, 1980), 399–401; Ken Johansen, “Gabriel Fauré and the Art of ambiguity: An Examination of His Late 
Style Through Selected Piano Works” (PhD diss., University of North Texas, 1995) and “un art de l’equivoque:” 
63–96; Adam Ricci, “Reharmonization as Process in Fauré’s Prelude, op. 103, No. 3,” Dutch Journal of Music 
Theory 18 (2013): 37–42. 
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working methods from sketch studies. As precompositional aids, Berlioz notated series of chords 

as collections of possibilities for harmonizing a single tone and he notated harmonizations of 

unusual scales. He began sketches by composing the melody, he experimented with 

harmonizations, and some sketches show only melody and bass, suggesting that they formed the 

basis of a later harmonization.10 
 
At least for Les Troyens, there were some attempts to plan the harmonic structure of 
certain movements in writing, but this practice seems more an exception than a rule. 
Berlioz began the Invocation from Faust with no firm plan of how it would work out and 
developed its basic structure at a single sitting.11 

According to Hugh MacDonald, harmony was seen by Berlioz as an  
 
expressive rather than functional element. Chords do not lead into one another with 
inexorable cadential progress. They play their part one by one and become altered, when 
alteration is necessary, by the replacement of any or all of their notes. The element of 
surprise is intrinsic, for it is frequently the unexpected note of a chord that alters, and 
despite Berlioz’s avowed dislike of enharmonic change he used it constantly. . . . The 
bass line is in free counterpoint with the upper line, with harmonic filling.12  

Some of the characteristics of Berlioz’ music can be attributed to Fauré’s. “Berlioz’ main 

contribution to the art of music was in the realm of syntax. He added greatly to its grammatical 

possibilities without increasing its harmonic vocabulary by a single new chord as such.” “Berlioz 

made tonal relationships of a third his most common procedure.” There are “occasional passages 

of bi-tonality or polytonality.” He included modal touches, including plagal cadences, the 

‘flattened’ leading-note, and the dominant minor chord. He used “tied notes or notes held in 

common between successive chords, smoothing out harmonic juxtapositions which otherwise 

might have been too violent for the immediate context and guiding transitions between unusual 

tonal sequences.” He is noted for a frequent avoidance of root positions at focal points.13 

                                                
10 D. Kern Holoman, The Creative Process in the Autograph Musical Documents of Hector Berlioz, 1818–

1840 (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1975), 127–128, 139–44, 150, 148–149, 152–3, 170, 240, 241, 289. 
 
11 Ibid., 179. 

 
12 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, s.v. “Hector Berlioz” (London: Macmillan 

Publishers Limited, 1980), 599. 
 
13 Brian Primmer, The Berlioz Style (London: Oxford University Press, 1973), 46, 133, 163, 168–169, 171, 

194. 
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It seems to have been Berlioz’ habit to envisage any constituent note in the chord as a 
possible leading-note in a new key, or even as a root, third or fifth in the next chord. Such 
a view, though never explicitly stated by him, is consistent with his apparent attitude 
towards the individual notes of his melodic lines, each one of which could be seen from a 
variety of points of view.14  

Changing the meaning of tones included enharmonicisms. Such a practice was also taught to 

Fauré at the Niedermeyer School.  
 

All Berlioz’ sonorous curiosities, both tonal and harmonic, are the product of complex 
and extended linear activity: and the logic of any harmonic progression which strikes the 
ear as strange when considered vertically is explained immediately [once] one examines 
the contours of the individual lines which sustain it.15 

Brian Primmer notes “Berlioz’ inclination to harmonize from the top downwards rather 

than upwards from the bass, as well has his use of harmonic alteration in the service of 

comprehensive musical and expressive development.”16 A comparison of the varied settings of a 

melodic phrase shows that the bass parts frequently get changed as a part of the reharmonization. 

Though noted for his harmony, the music of Berlioz was organized around melody. Prior to 

Berlioz, melody had become  
 

circumscribed by accepted harmonic procedures and conditioned ultimately by well-tried 
tonal conventions. Now, by giving back to melody some of the freedom it had lacked 
since the far-off days of Gregorian chant, Berlioz somewhat relaxed the hold which 
traditional harmonic behavior had upon it. Nor was this all, for the freedom he allowed 
his melodic lines as wholes was also enjoyed by each constituent note within them. Each 
was an entity in its own right, capable of being underlayed by any chord or number of 
chords relevant to it per se. Thus, the melody was less firmly linked with particular sets 
of known harmonic constructions and was free also to move through a correspondingly 
wider tonal field.17 
 
The principle of harmonic development is essential to the whole Berlioz style. Rarely do 
melodies occur but once in the course of a movement or work, and almost never in their 
repetitions do they retain unaltered the harmonic dress in which they first appeared. 
Always this progressive harmonic variation serves an expressive as well as a technical 
purpose, carrying the music towards some emotional and sonorous climax and recreating 
rather than just filling out the particular structure it informs.18 

                                                
14 Ibid., 190. 
 
15 Ibid., 170–171. 
 
16 Ibid., 151. 
 
17 Ibid., 146–147. 

 
18 Ibid., 148. 
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Julian Rushton also notes characteristics of Berlioz that I believe are similar to those of 

Fauré: (1) melody is a primary determinant of form, (2) a treble-bass frame is the basis for 

unusual chord successions, (3) unusual syntax is achieved with common chord types, (4) 

harmony is driven by melody: when a passage “feels like counterpoint rather than harmonic 

progression,” (5) plagal organization, (6) rapid tonal shifts (modulation or emphasis) and sudden 

returns to the main key, (7) questionable tonality, (8) use of modes, and (9) a successive process 

of composition: “Berlioz’s first ideas were generally melodic. . . . Next came the bass. . . . 

Having got down this framework, he would then complete the accompaniment, or draft a 

complete harmonic filling and flesh out the result by orchestration.” 19   

Rushton makes a cogent observation: Berlioz “reharmonizes not for the sake of variation 

but because there is no fundamental harmonization.” “His melodies suggest no definitive, 

inalienable ‘harmonization’ from which the variations are evidently a departure.” “He . . . makes 

an empirical choice of chord to suit a particular context, on expressive rather than structural 

grounds.”20 In Rushton’s view, Berlioz belongs to 
 
one more loosely defined but very significant tradition which . . . one might call a French 
tradition. I refer to Berlioz’s aspect as a decorative rather than architectural composer. 
Berlioz’s tonal ‘flatness,’ his arcade-structure, his organization of dramatic works as far 
as possible into self-contained music numbers with minimal connecting material, all 
suggest a composer of the decorative type – a type to which, it seems, Rameau, Debussy, 
Ravel, [and] Messiaen . . . belong, as do other, less significant French composers.21  

                                                
19 Julian Rushton, The Musical Language of Berlioz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 11, 

24, 250–251, 243, 238, 253, 238, 255–256, 263, 13. It appears that Berlioz’ practice carried over into his pedagogy: 
 
It sometimes happened that Berlioz would improvise a tune by whistling it and, not writing it down, merely 
content himself with using it to teach some Conservatoire student to take down music from dictation. The 
pupil would then take down the fleeting melody, harmonize it in his own hasty fashion and hand his master 
the results of this unequally inspired collaboration; and Berlioz would erect his ingenious orchestral 
edifices on such composite raw material. 

 
Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 5th ed., s.v. “Berlioz” (London: Macmillan Publishers Limited, 1954), 
664. 
 

20 Rushton, Berlioz, 263, 99. 
 
21 Ibid., 258–259. Chopin is reported to have remarked that “the harmonies in the music of Berlioz are laid 

on as a veneer; he fills in the intervals as best he can.” Frédéric Chopin, in Composers on Music: Eight Centuries of 
Writings, 2nd ed., eds. Josiah Fisk and Jeff Nichols (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1997), 90. The 
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Fauré falls squarely in the “French tradition,” following the example of Berlioz. What 

needs stressing is the precise nature of the relationship of melody to harmony in Fauré’s music. 

After all, another composer could be said to think horizontally too and yet produce more or less 

conventional harmonizations. Fauré observes fewer syntactical constraints than might a more 

conservative composer. This is little different than the decision whether to observe the restriction 

upon parallel perfect intervals in counterpoint. In other words, it is not horizontal thinking itself 

that accounts for Fauré’s harmony. It is the attitude toward melody, harmony, and their 

relationship. It is a question of whether the harmony realizes what is inherent to or implied by the 

melody or counterpoint or whether the attitude is assumed, as Rushton concludes of Berlioz’ 

music, that melody has no inherent harmonization. There was in him the will to experiment, just 

as there was in Berlioz. 

Fauré’s harmony is functional when it needs to be, and moments can certainly be 

identified when it is harmonic convention that is leading the organization. But there are a great 

many moments when its purpose is primarily expressive, when there are no tonal or formal 

requirements limiting it. At these moments, harmony is conceived by Fauré as the decoration of 

melodic or contrapuntal ideas. Like Berlioz, Fauré was an experimenter with harmonizations. A 

metaphor is used more than once, referring to his harmony, of melody and counterpoint being 

‘clothed’ or ‘attired’ in harmony. Fauré himself once described a theme that came to his mind 

and that without any effort on his part “clothe[d] itself in a variety of entertaining harmonies.”22 

Louis Vuillermin notes Fauré’s preoccupation with counterpoint, which he describes as 

“original” and “new,” and “rebuilt . . . under the sumptuous attire of the chords that it 

engenders.”23 It is significant that chords are not only the dress of counterpoint but that it 

                                                                                                                                                       
metaphor is quite apt: the substructure that supports the composition is covered over with a decorative layer that 
may have little or no structural function.  

 
22 Nectoux, Musical Life, 491. 

 
23 Vuillermin, Fauré, 36. 
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“engenders” them. Robert Orledge has noted that Fauré used his sketchbooks for working out 

complex contrapuntal passages and, like Berlioz before him, trying alternative harmonizations.24  

Viewed through the lens of general, abstract theories of harmony,25 Fauré’s practice is 

heterogeneous, a mix of the so-called ‘functional’ and ‘decorative.’ So, asking whether his 

harmony functions is very much like asking whether his music is tonal: the question is too 

general; it begs for qualification. Describing harmonic function in Fauré’s music requires the 

consideration of the techniques of its composition in specific cases. Inquiries about harmonic 

(and melodic) function are, unavoidably, inquires about melodic (re)harmonization. But such 

discussions are hard to find. Harmonization and reharmonization are not prevalent topics in 

current music theory sources. There has not been for Fauré even a brief discussion of 

reharmonization such as Julian Rushton gives for Berlioz.26  

It is obvious that Fauré was experimenting with unconventional harmonizations, as 

Berlioz did before him. An unusual harmonization of melody (and/or other guiding line) is likely 

to lead to an unusual chord syntax. Going forward, there is much more work to be done in this 

area of harmonization and reharmonization in the era in which Fauré lived. And theories ought to 

be developed or adjusted to accommodate practices such as his. The theory of tonal layers is a 

step in that direction. It attempts to account for the coherence (as well as incoherence) that one 

may hear in Fauré’s music. In his harmonizations, the pitch content of his melodies, and the 

larger tonal context, in part, determine the selection of chords.27 His harmonizations are 

successful because the unity of his melodies (and melodic frames) and their formal logic are 

                                                
24 Orledge, Fauré, 203. 
 
25 These are theories that make assertions about the meanings of harmonic structures and their 

organizations in the abstract. 
 
26 Rushton, Berlioz, 98–107.  
 
27 “Contrary to the . . . opinion that the melodic line of Fauré is only an “emanation” from the harmony 

(Gervais), it happens more often that the harmonies could be suggested by the melodic line, especially when whole 
tones are featured therein, as in “Lydia.” Johansen, “un art de l’equivoque,” 69, 71, footnote 19. 
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imparted to the harmonizations.28 From the view of tonal layers, when there is chromaticism in 

the accompaniment, a tonal melody stabilizes the key for itself, in the presence of the eccentric 

force of the accompaniment (or the confusion it generates), and is a force exerted back onto the 

accompaniment. When there is formal distinctiveness between melody and accompaniment, 

there is an asymmetry of forces that in most cases favors melody. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
28 Johansen, “Art of Ambiguity,” 37–38. 
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