Basic Interval Progressions

Introduction:
As the name implies, an interval progression is simply a chain of two or more intervals.  Interval progressions form the backbone of counterpoint and counterpoint is the foundation of tonal music.  The purpose of this lesson is to familiarize you with the concept and use of basic interval progressions.  

The lesson will begin by presenting you with a catalog of the most common standard interval progressions.  You will then be given an opportunity to put these progressions to use by adding a third voice to a two-voice texture.  Next we will see how these principals apply to standard SATB part-writing.  Finally, a chorale by J.S. Bach will be analyzed to show how interval progressions work in actual music.
Goals:

· To build a catalog of standard interval progressions.

· To use these progressions in a multi-voiced texture.

· To combine these ideas with concepts of functional harmony.

· To observe how these principals are put to use in actual music.

Background principals:
By the time of J.S. Bach, a number of interval progressions had become standard.  This lesson will not delve too deeply into the history of why certain progressions became standard, but several guiding principals are worth mentioning.
Should this section be more or less historically-oriented?
Contrary Motion.  As early composers ventured away from simple, one-voiced textures, they showed a preference for contrary motion between voices.  In other words, if one voice of a two-voice texture descended from one note to the next, the other voice would usually ascend, and vice versa.  
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Composers strove for contrary motion because it emphasized the independence of the voices.  The voices, though singing together, maintained their own identity, leading to a richer, more pleasing texture.

Parallel Motion.  Parallel motion, where two voices move simultaneously in the same direction keeping the same interval between them, was also permissible in this style, though not without certain regulations.  Because parallel motion does not emphasize the independence of the voices as strongly as contrary motion, it could only be used with certain intervals.  Composers felt that when two voices formed a perfect interval, such as a perfect fifth, perfect octave or a unison, they blended together so well that it was almost as if they were singing the same pitch.  If they were to maintain this interval as they moved up or down:
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they would lose their independence.  Therefore, parallel motion is only permitted with imperfect intervals (minor/major thirds and minor/major sixths).  We will return to this concept in a moment.

Consonant Intervals Only.  For now we will be looking at only the consonant intervals.  These include the perfect consonances (unison, perfect fifth, and perfect octave) and the imperfect consonances (minor/major thirds and minor/major sixths).
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The following intervals are not permitted in this style:
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We will not be considering the treatment dissonant intervals at this point.  These include minor/major seconds, minor/major sevenths, and any augmented or diminished intervals.  The perfect fourth, although considered consonant by some definitions, will be treated as a dissonance here, and therefore will not be allowed.  
Standard interval progressions:

Let us begin by looking at interval progressions where each voice moves by step in contrary motion.  These progressions may start from a unison, a third or a sixth.  In each of these three cases, the two voices begin with a consonant interval and step further apart in contrary motion.  A unison will expand to a third, a third will expand to a perfect fifth, and a sixth will expand to a perfect octave.  The following examples show each of these progressions.  
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It is important to note that each of the progressions is also valid in reverse.  In other words, a third may contract to a unison, a fifth to a third, and an octave to a sixth:
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This property is true for every interval progression outlined in this lesson.

(Notice that there is not a standard interval progression in which the voices expand outwards by step from a perfect fifth.  The reason for this is that if two voices forming a fifth were to move away from each other by step, the resultant interval would be a seventh which is a dissonance and not allowed here.)

These interval progressions can also appear as compound intervals.  In other words, the “1 - 3” interval progression can be written as an octave followed by a tenth: 
[image: image11.png]




[image: image12]
[image: image13.png]TR =

B\ BL





and…
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Likewise, the “3 - 5” progression may appear as “10 - 12”:
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and…
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A second category of interval progressions includes those in which one voice moves by step and the other by leap, again in contrary motion.  One example of this type of progression finds a perfect fifth expanding to a perfect octave:
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In this example, the upper voice ascends by step from B to C which the lower voice leaps down from E to C.  These roles could be reversed as well.  Here, it is the upper voice that leaps, while the lower voice descends by step:
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This type of progression is also possible with the expansion of a third to a sixth:
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and…
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As mentioned above, parallel motion is permitted under certain circumstances.  Voices may move in parallel motion only when they form imperfect consonances:
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It is also quite common for parallel thirds to appear as compound intervals (parallel tenths):
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Voices that form perfect consonances may not progress in parallel motion.  This includes voices whose interval is a unison.  The following interval progressions are not allowed:
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Finally, there are two other possible interval progressions.  In the “6 - 10” progression, both voices move by leap in contrary motion:
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In the “5 - 6” progression, one of the voices is held while the other moves away by step in oblique motion:
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These standard interval progressions form the backbone of counterpoint in tonal music.  In the following sections, you will be given opportunities to use them in constructing a multi-voiced texture and to see them at work in a chorale by J.S. Bach.

[Click here for a printable table of the standard interval progressions.]

Potential activities for reinforcement:

· Students are given an interval and one note of the following interval and asked to complete the second interval

· Students are given an interval and asked to provide one possibility for a following interval

· Students are given an interval and asked to provide a comprehensive list of possible following intervals

· Students are asked to identify basic progressions within a (the?) chorale

· Students are given an excerpt with parallel/direct intervals and asked to find them

· Students are given an example of parallel/direct intervals and asked to provide an alternative

Basic interval progressions in three voices:
In this section you will use the standard interval progressions in a more practical way.  You will be given a brief passage with two voices and will be asked to add a third voice.  Each passage will represent one of three common types of progressions.  These three types of progressions are based on the motion of the root of one chord to the next.  We will begin by looking at three different types of root motion: by fifth (as in V - I), by third (as in I - vi or I - III) and by step (as in IV – V).
Let us begin with the following example:
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Here, you are given a common interval progression in two voices.  Roman numerals are given here to indicate which chords are to be used.  IV - V is a progression in which the chord roots move by step.  We will now add a third, inner voice to this progression.  The placement of the third voice will be decided by the standard interval progressions.  The first step, therefore, is to decide which of the two voices you would like to use.  Let us consider the upper voice.
The next step is to observe what type of motion the chosen voice exhibits.  In this case, the upper voice is ascending by step.  Now look at the table of standard interval progressions.  Which of these progressions has the upper voice moving by step?  The following example shows all of the possibilities for adding a third voice using the standard interval progressions that have the upper voice moving by step (Note: It is not essential at this point to have full chords on each beat.  For example, in the first possibility (“1 - 3”), the IV chord does not have a fifth.  This is permissible for the time being.):
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However, not all of these possibilities are valid.  The next step is to consider the basic rules of counterpoint and part-writing.  Keep the following rules in mind when deciding which possibilities are allowed and which are not:

· Every pitch must be a member of the chord that is present at any given moment.

· The inner voice must not cross either of the other two voices.

· The inner voice must not create a forbidden interval progression with the other voice.

“3 - 5,” “10 - 12,” “5 - 8,” and “5-6” must be eliminated because at least of note of the third voice is not a chord tone.  For example, on the second beat of the “3 - 5” possibility, the inner voice is on E.  E is not a member of V in C major, and therefore “3 - 5” cannot be used. “8 - 10” (and “10 - 12”) must be eliminated because the inner voice descends below the lower voice.  “3 - 3” and “10 - 10” must be eliminated because the inner voice forms either parallel octaves or unisons with the lower voice, and “6 - 6” must be eliminated because the inner voice forms parallel fifths with the lower voice.
The following progressions remain:
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What if we were to create progressions while considering the lower voice?  Here are all of the possibilities using the standard interval progressions:
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A number of these can also be eliminated.  “8 - 6,” “6 - 3,” “6 - 5,” and “6 - 6” must be eliminated since the added voice includes non-harmonic pitches.  “12 - 10” must be eliminated because the inner voice crosses the upper voice.  “3-3” and “10-10” (as well as “6-6”) all create forbidden, parallel progressions with the upper voice.  These are the remaining possibilities:
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Only the first of these possibilities (“3 - 1”) is new.  The other three (“10 - 8,” “5 - 3,” and “8 - 5”) are the same as those generated by considering the upper voice.

In summary, keep the following steps in mind when adding a third voice to a two-voice passage: 
1. Decide whether you want to create a counterpoint to the soprano or to the bass. (Note: in V - I progression, you can’t match the bass because none of the standard interval progressions have motion of a fifth in one voice.)

2. Look for that type of motion in the catalog of standard interval progressions.
3. Eliminate possibilities based on chord members, voice crossings, and forbidden intervals.
Exercise 1: Determine all of the inner-voice possibilities for the following progression:
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Step 1:

Which voice should you choose to match the inner voice with? [Answer: “Upper” because of the fifth-motion in the bass.]

Step 2:

Which of the standard interval progressions might work based on the motion of the upper voice? [Students must check all boxes that apply in a form listing all of the standard interval progressions.]

Step 3:

Which of these possibilities must be eliminated based on chord members?
Which of these possibilities must be eliminated based on voice-crossings?

Which of these possibilities must be eliminated based on the presence of forbidden interval progressions?


Exercise 2: Add an inner voice to each of the following progressions:
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Standard interval progressions and four-part textures:
The principals outlined above form the foundation of tonal music.  To demonstrate this, we will now examine several chorale-style passages to see how standard interval progressions actually work in a four-voice texture.  Take for example, the following four-voice progression:
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This short passage can be broken down to show that each inner voice is participating in a standard interval progression with another voice.  Let us begin with just the outer voices:
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This is a very common outer-voice structure for a I - V - I progression.  We can add an inner voice by having the soprano voice act as the upper part of a standard interval progression.  In the following example, the alto voice is added, forming first a 6 - 5 progression with the soprano and then a 5 - 6:
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The tenor voice can be added in a similar way.  In this case, the tenor follows the soprano in parallel tenths:
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And so we have created a four-voice texture for this I - V - I progression.  It is worth noting that the intervals between the tenor and alto are also following standard interval progressions (5 - 6 - 5).  This will not always be the case.  Consider the following example:
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Just as with the above example, the added voices form standard interval progressions.  In this case, the alto part creates parallel sixths with the soprano:
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…and the tenor part forms a 6 - 5 - 6 with the alto part:
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However, this example is different from the previous example in one very important respect.  Look at the intervals between the soprano and the tenor parts.  These two parts form a 4 - 3 - 4 progression.  Neither 4 -3 nor 3 - 4 is a standard interval progression.  Fourths, in fact, are considered dissonant in this style.  These intervals are therefore referred to as resultant intervals.  They occur as the byproduct (the result) of standard interval progressions between other voices.  It is important that you be able to distinguish resultant intervals from those that are part of standard interval progressions.
In the above two examples, we looked at how standard interval progressions work in a progression with root motion of a fifth.  The same situation exists with progressions of chords whose roots are a third or a step apart.  In the following example, let us determine how the inner voices function in a third-motion progression:
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The bass and soprano form a “10 - 8” progression:

[image: image65.png]IV




To this we may add the tenor voice which forms a “5 - 3” progression with the bass:
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(The tenor voice may alternatively be seen as creating a “6 - 6” progression with the soprano.) And finally, the alto voice forms an “8 - 5” progression with the bass as well:
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The “3-4” progression between the soprano and alto and the “4-3” progression between the alto and tenor are, as in the example above, resultant intervals.
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