The vii° chord:

In the lesson on basic interval progressions, it was pointed out that dissonances are not permitted in this style.  For the most part, this rule does not lead to many problems.  In the earlier lesson, only consonant triads were used in the examples.  Consonant triads yield consonant intervals: thirds and fifths in root position, thirds and sixths in first inversion, and fourths and sixths in second inversion. (The perfect fourth in a second inversion triad is a special case that we will return to further on.) Not all triads, however, are consonant.
Consider the following example that builds triads above each degree of the major scale using only diatonic pitches:
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For the most part, these harmonies are consonant triads: I, IV, and V are major triads; ii, iii, and vi are minor triads.  But what about the triad built on scale degree 7?  The vii° chord is a diminished triad.  The tritone between the root and the fifth is the combination of two minor thirds:
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As mentioned before, dissonances such as this tritone are not permitted in this style.  The vii° chord presents an exception to the rule.  More important than the avoidance of dissonant intervals is the rule that all upper voices must be consonant with the bass.  In order to avoid the tritone between the root and the fifth, the vii° chord almost always appears in first inversion:
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Putting the triad in first inversion creates consonant intervals between the bass and the upper voices.  In this case, the bass forms a sixth with the tenor, a third with the alto, and an octave with the soprano.  The tritone is hidden in the inner voices between the tenor and alto.  

If we allow tritones to be used under these circumstances, we must expand our catalog of interval progressions.  There are four distinct interval progressions that govern the use of a tritone: two with similar motion and two with contrary motion.  The choice of interval progression depends on the orientation of the tritone.  If the tritone appears as an augmented fourth, the voices may expand in contrary motion to a sixth:
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Contrary motion, such as in the above example, is the preferred motion type when dealing with a tritone.  Alternatively, however, the voices may move in similar motion to a perfect fourth:
[image: image5.png]QL

DR

P4

A4




If the tritone appears as a diminished fifth, the voices may contract to a third:
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Again, the voices may alternatively move in similar motion to a perfect fifth:
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At first glance, the above example may resemble the forbidden parallel fifths progression.  However, this is not the case.  Parallel perfect fifths, if you’ll recall, are forbidden because they undermine the independence of the voices.  Voices a perfect fifth apart blend together so well that sound almost as though they are singing the same pitch.  The progression of a diminished fifth to a perfect fifth has the voices singing two very different intervals.  Each voice is clearly heard as the dissonance of the tritone is resolved to the perfect fifth.
Let us return to our four-voice setting of the vii° chord.  The tritone appeared as a diminished fifth between the tenor and the alto.  In the following example, the vii°6 chord resolves to I6:
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In the above example, the tenor and alto both ascend by step, resolving the tritone through the “d5 - P5” interval progression.

Conclusion:

As the above examples have shown, we must make an exception to the dissonance rule in order to accommodate the vii° chord.  Tritones are permitted when they are part of this particular triad. (Later, we will explore other permissible uses of the tritone, such as in a V7 chord.) However, because of this interval’s extreme dissonance, it must be treated very delicately.  To begin with, the vii° chord should appear in first inversion.  By inverting the triad, we effectively hide the tritone within the inner voices.  All of the upper voices are then consonant with the bass.  The tritone must also be resolved properly.  This is to be done with both voices moving by step in either contrary or similar motion.
