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Lesson BBB: The vii° Chord
Introduction:

Six of the seven diatonic triads are consonant—that is, they are built of consonant intervals only.  I, IV, and V are major triads; ii, iii, and vi are minor triads.  
Example 1:
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[Potential Activity:

In order to draw attention to the uniqueness of the vii° chord, students are asked to identify what makes it unique.]
The triad built on scale degree 7 (vii°) is dissonant.  While all other triads are framed by a perfect fifth, the vii° is dissonant because it is framed by a diminished fifth:
Example 2:
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Because of its construction, using it in three and four-part writing requires an exception to the practice observed so far about using only consonant intervals when adding a third part to a given two-voice framework.  Further, in order to avoid a diminished fifth formed with the bass, which makes the dissonant interval sound too harsh, the vii° generally appears with its third in the bass (first inversion), as shown here.
Example 3:
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Putting the triad in first inversion creates consonant intervals between the bass and all 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 diminished fifth is hidden in the inner voices between the tenor and alto: it is a resultant interval formed by the avoidance of dissonance with the bass.

[Potential Activity:

Students are given a series of vii°6 chords.  For each one, they are required to identify the tritone-forming voices.  Additionally, they may be asked to identify the interval made between each of these and the bass in order to reinforce the above concepts.]
Treatment of the vii° chord:

Dissonances are unstable and therefore require motion towards stability (resolution).  In order to allow tritones to be used under these circumstances—as they routinely are in music—we must expand our catalog of interval progressions.  There are four distinct interval progressions governing the use of a tritone: two with contrary motion and two with similar motion.  The choice of interval progression depends on the movement of the bass, as we shall see.  If the tritone appears as an augmented fourth, its voices may move by step in contrary motion, expanding to a sixth:

Example 4:
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Contrary motion, such as in the above example, is the preferred movement involving a tritone.  Alternatively, the voices may move in similar motion to a perfect fourth:
Example 5:
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If the tritone appears as a diminished fifth, the voices either contract to a third:
Example 6:
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or may alternatively move in similar motion to a perfect fifth:
Example 7:
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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.  In the progression of a diminished fifth to a perfect fifth, the voices sing two very different intervals.  Each voice is clearly heard as the dissonance of the tritone is resolved to the perfect fifth.  Although this resolution of the tritone is less common than examples 4-6, it does appear in the tonal repertoire.  Examples 8 and 9 show two excerpts from Bach chorales where diminished fifths resolve to perfect fifths (the tritone occurs between the alto and soprano in both cases):
Example 8 (J.S. Bach, “Vater unser im Himmelreich,” BWV 416, m. 1):
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Example 9 (J.S. Bach, “Herr Jesu Christ, mein’s Lebens Licht,” BWV 335, mm. 5-6):
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[Potential Activity:

· Students are shown two voices that form a tritone as well as the resolution of one of the voices.  They are then required to fill in the missing note of the other voice.  Feedback will be given for any possible choice.

· Students are shown two voices forming a tritone and asked to resolve both voices.]
We now turn to a progression involving the vii° chord.  In the following three-voice example, a vii°6 chord resolves to I6:
Example 10:
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In this case the tritone of the vii°6 chord appears between the soprano and the middle voice.  In the following example, the tritone is resolved normatively using a “d5 - P5” progression: 
Example 11:
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More importantly, note that the bass forms familiar progressions with the soprano (“3 - 3”) and the middle voice (“6 - 6”).  Because of these consonant interval progressions, we can think of the tritone as a resultant interval formed by pitches that are consonant with the bass.  At this point, we can also add a fourth voice for a full SATB texture:
Example 12:
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[Potential Activity:

Students are given progressions involving a vii° in three or four voices.  They are first asked to identify the two voices forming the tritone.  Then, they will be asked whether or not the tritone is resolved correctly.  If not, they are asked to adjust the voices to create a proper resolution.]
Other diminished triads:

For the sake of clarity, we have been looking at only one example of a diminished triad so far: vii° in a major key.  Of course, this is not the only diminished triad you will encounter.  Consider, for example, the diatonic triads of the minor scale:

Example 13:
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As you can see, there are two diminished triads in the minor mode, one on 2 and one on 7. (In minor, vii° is the result of the raised leading tone creating a diminished triad from a naturally major one.) In either case, the tritone must be carefully according to the interval progressions outlined above.
Conclusion:

As the above examples show, an exception to the dissonance rule is required 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 dissonant quality, it must be treated delicately.  First, the vii° chord appears in first inversion in order to avoid a dissonance with the bass.  By inverting the triad, we hide the tritone within the inner voices, presenting it as a resultant interval.  All of the upper voices are then consonant with the bass.  Second, the tritone must also be resolved properly.  This is to be done with both voices moving by step in either contrary or similar motion.
