2

INTERVALS

An interval is a combination of two tones. It is also the distance between or the difference between
two tones. When these two tones are sounded together the result is an harmonic interval, and when
they are sounded one after the other the result is a melodic interval. The quality of an interval is
determined by its size and by the relationship of its position to the keynote.

IDENTIFICATION

An interval is named according to the number of scale steps it encompasses, counting the first
note as 1. Thus, from C up to E would be an interval of a third.
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An interval may be reckoned either up or down; to begin with, we will reckon up. “Unison” or
“prime is the term mven to the same tone sounded Su'nnltnneguclu or successively in two voices
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“Octave” is the term given to an interval of an eighth, such as from F to the next F.

Example 2-2.
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STRUCTURE

Considering the lower note of the intervals as a temporary keynote and using the upper notes as
they appear in a major scale, examine Example 2-3. Notice that the unison, fourth, fifth, and octave
are called “perfect,” and that the second, third, sixth, and seventh are called “major.” Unisons,
fourths, fifths, and octaves, as well as chords built on the first, fourth, and fifth degrees of the scale
have a prominent place in the study of music, and because of their nature and function are, in a sense,
set apart.

The lower note of an interval will seldom be the keynote, but this illustration is for the sake of
presenting these intervals in a manner that is easy to understand. One might determine the number
of whole and half steps involved in each interval, which would be a good procedure for seconds and
thirds, but this would become a tedious method for the other intervals.

Example 2-3.
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TYPES

There are five types of intervals: major (indicated by M), minor (m), perfect (P), diminished
(dim.), and augmented (Aug.).

A major interval contracted—by lowering the upper note or raising the lower note—by one half
step becomes minor, and contracted by another half step becomes diminished.

A perfect interval contracted by a half step becomes diminished, and contracted by another half
step (not usually practical), becomes doubly diminished.

A perfect or a major interval expanded by a half step becomes augmented. In regard to the size
of intervals and their names, Example 2-4 shows the only way in which perfect and major intervals

are similar.
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Example 2-4.
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Nore: Until intervals can be easily recognized, one might consider the bottom note as a temporary
keynote as was suggested earlier, then adjust either upper or lower note to form a familiar interval,
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and finally, determine the exact interval by the contraction or expansion caused by the flats or sharps.

Example 2-5.
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Consonance and Dissonance

Because these two terms are relative they have undergone great changes in interpretation in the
history of harmonic music, changes which are still taking place today. The terms “consonance” and
“dissonance” have nothing to do with sounds being pleasing or harsh, but deal instead with a sense of
motion within the musical context. All music represents a combination of an urgency to move and a
feeling of stability, the development of tension and the release of this tension—the same factors that
are a part of our everyday living.

These opposing forces are present even in a simple melody where a combination of active and
rest tones produces the interest. Both of these factors are needed to stimulate movement and develop-
ment of an idea. This aspect of active and rest tones is discussed under “Melody and Rhythm” in
Chapter 4.

CONSONANCE

A sound which is stable and which does not have the urgency to resolve is called a consonance.
This term refers to chords as well as to intervals. The consonant intervals are: all perfect intervals
(except the perfect fourth in certain instances) and the major and minor thirds and sixths.
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These are divided into two groups, the perfect and imperfect consonances, their placement being
determined by their degree of stability.

The perfect consonances are the perfect unisons, octaves, fifths, and fourths (the fourth is consid-
ered a perfect consonance only when there is a third or a perfect fifth below it).
The imperfect consonances are the major and minor thirds and sixths.

Example 2-6.
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DISSONANCE

A sound which is unstable, more active, and which needs to resolve to a consonant interval is
called a dissonance. The dissonant intervals are as follows: the augmented and diminished intervals,
the major and minor seconds and sevenths, and the perfect fourth, when not supported by a third or
a perfect fifth below it. These are arranged in Example 2-7 from the milder to the stronger dissonances.

Example 2-7.
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Note: Example 2-7 represents the accepted classifications of the relative stability of intervals.
However, in musical compositions the degree of stability of an interval tends to vary because of the
context. The study and use of consonance and dissonance represents one of the main driving forces
in music and will be dealt with in more detail later. More and more sounds which at one time were
considered dissonant are now at least approaching the realm of consonance. Contemporary composers
who write in the atonal style, that is, with no tonal center or keynote feeling, go to the extreme of
denying the existence of dissonance.

Inversion of Intervals
HARMONIC INVERSION

Of the two types of inversion, this is the type that affects the size and type of interval. An interval
is inverted harmonically by transferring its lower note into the higher octave or its higher note into
the lower octave. A perfect interval when inverted remains perfect, a major interval becomes
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minor and vice versa, and an augmented interval becomes diminished, and vice versa. Notice in

Example 2-8 that the number of the original interval plus the number of the inversion always equals
nine.

Example 2-8.
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MELODIC INVERSION

This type, also known as the “mirror-type” inversion, is used primarily in the development of a
musical idea. It is a standard device in writing fugues, such as those by Bach, and is also used in the
twelve-tone technique, as found in the works of Arnold Schoenberg and his followers. As the name
suggests, melodic inversion consists of changing each ascending interval into a corresponding descending
interval and vice versa. Except in atonal music, where the exact interval is used in the inversion, the
inverted interval usually follows the scale steps within the key.

Example 2-9.
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Compound Intervals

Compound intervals encompass more than an octave. An octave and one step is called a ninth
and an octave and two steps is called a tenth, but usually beyond a tenth the actual interval, disre-
garding the octave, is used. For example, an eleventh would be called a fourth, except in certain
isolated cases to be discussed later. The type of interval (major, minor, etc.) remains the same, as
though the octave had not been added.

Example 2-10.
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Enharmonic Intervals

Enharmonic intervals are those which sound the same but are written differently (see enharmonic
keys, page 12). For example, F sharp on the piano sounds the same as G flat, but the two are written
as different notes. In regard to intervals, a diminished fifth sounds the same as an augmented fourth,
but the notation is different—these are enharmonic intervals. The decision to use one or the other of
these intervals is dependent on voice-leading and key, and will become clear when chord progression
is discussed.

Example 2-11.
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NorE: The knowledge of intervals is of tremendous importance in the study, performance, and
composing of music. It is imperative that one be able to recognize, sing, and write all intervals cor-
rectly and with ease. Because each phase in the study of music theory is dependent on what has been
learned in the preceding chapters, it is essential to understand each phase of the work as it is presented.

Assignments
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