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INTERVALS
To understand any me lod ic or harmonic discussion, one must understand intervals. An interval measures the space
between two pitches. The smallest interva l in Western music is the semirone or half step (either name may be
used). Th is is the distance from one key to the next on the piano. fo r instance from C to CI.

The next-to-smallest interval is the tone , or who le step . This is the distance between notes that are two keys apart
on the piano. For instance, from C to 0 is a whole step. The sernitone and tone form the basis for measurement of
larger intervals .

Interval measurements have two pan s: quantit y and qualit y. The quantity, or numeric value. is determined by the.
musical alphabet C D E F GA B. For example. the interval fo rmed by the notes C and G will always be some
type of 5th, regard less of the quality of C or G (flat or sharp).
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Major and Perfect Interva ls

The quality of an interval is determ ined by comparison with the inter vals found in the major scale . When com­
pared with a major scale, a whole step is found to be equal to the distance from the first to the second note. giving
us yet another name for it: the maj or second.

It should be committed to memory tha t any major scale contains half steps (h) between scale degrees 3-4 and 7-8 .
and whole steps (W) betwee n all other pairs of notes. The half steps in any scale can be indicated with a wedge­
shaped mark, or caret symbol (A) . Here ' s the major scale in the key of C.
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The distance from the roo t to the various pitches in the major scale form the basic intervals against which all orb­
ers are measured . These eight inter vals are di vided into two basic types, perfect or major .

• Perfe ct: unisons, ath s. 5ths. oc taves
• Major : 2nds, J rds, 6ths, 7ths
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Minor, Dimini sh ed , and Augm ent ed Inter vals

A chroma tic half ste p is a half step written as the same note twice with different acciderua ls (i.c., o-o t), while
a diatonic half step is a half step that uses two different note names (i.e., a ' -A ). TIle appearance on the staff may
be different, but the interval is the same.

chromatic half step diatonic half step

Major and perfect intervals may be au gment ed (increased in size) or dimini shed (reduced in size) by either type
of half step to change their qu alities.

Majo r and perf ect intervals become aug mented when the upper note is raised by a half step. or the lower note is
lowered by a half step. The process may be re ferred to as aug menta tion .
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MatOr becom es Perfect become s
6. A ugmented 6th 5th Augmented 5th

Intervals can be made larger by placing a #before the upper note or a ~ before thc lower uotc.

An a ugmented interval beco mes doub ly au gm ent ed when the upper note is raised by a half step, or the lower
note is lowered by a half step.
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When 3 major interval is diminished by a half step it becomes mino r .
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Intervals can be made smaller by placing a bbefo re the upper note or a #before the lower note.
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Through diminuti on , min or and perf ect intervals become dim inish ed .
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6.h Diminished 6th 5th Diminished 5th

A dimi nished interval becomes doub ly diminished when the upper note is lowered by a half Step or the lower
note is raised by a half step.
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Diminished becomes Doubly Diminished becomes Doubly
7.h Diminished 7th 5.h Diminished 5th

This illustration will help you remember the order of changing interval qualities. Notice that perfect intervals jump
directly to diminished; there is no such interval as a minor Srh!
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It is possible for notes and intervals to have different names in spite of containing the same number of half steps
and producing the same sound. For instance. an augmented 2nd abov e C is D~ , and a minor 3rd abo ve C is E~ . Both
intervals contain three half steps, but occ ur in di fferent situations. These interv als (as well as thc notes D' and E~)

are referred to as enha rmo nic eq uivalents .

When an interva l is invert ed (the order of the notes is change d. i.c . C to D becomes D to C) you' ll find its com­
plementary partner. For instance. an inverted major 2nd is equa l to a minor 7th, an inverted major 3rd is a minor
orh. and so on. otice that inverted major intervals are minor (and vice versa) whi le inverted perfect interval s are
still perfect. Th ese interval pairs should also be memorized . to facili tate further study,

Inversions of Major Sca le Intervals

t U ~ :: g II l %j uo

Minor Minor Perfect Perfect Mino r Minor Perfect
7,h 6t h 51h 4,h 3rd 2nd unison

Int er val Abbreviati on s

Intervals are used so often in describ ing chords and sca les that they are so metimes named in an ex treme ly abbre­
viated way. Learn to recognize these variat ions in interval names.

• Perfect and majo r interv als arc imp lied by no ment ion of their quali ty at all: 5 for P5 (perfect 5th). 7 for
M7 (major 7th), etc.

• The word "sharp: ' or the sharp symbol (I) is often used instead of "augmented" (or its abbreviat ions,
"aug" or " +") .

• The word " flat" or the Om sy mbol (~) is often used instead of "min" or " 01."

When a perfect interval ( I. 4. 5. or 8) become s di minished . it may be written with one flat (~ )

instead of dim or d . or the diminished symbol ("? ") .
When a majo r interval (2. 3, 6, 7) becomes minor. it [00 is often wr itten with a ~ instead of min or rn. for
instance, ~2 instead of m2.
When a major interval becomes diminished. it can be written with two flats ( ~ ~ ) instead of dim or d .
for instance ~~7 instead o f dim7 or d7.

This all boi ls down 10 exc lusive use of the ~ . ~ . or no symbol to accomplish shorthand (though precise) naming of
any interval. You should. however. still know that a b3 is min or , while a ~5 is dimini sh ed .

When naming interva ls, place the symbol be fore the number . not after: :4 . b7. etc . (When naming not es . place the
symbol after : P. B~ , )

The augmented 4th/d iminished 51h intervals are also called the tr ltone. abbreviated TT , A tritone equals three
whole steps .

The charts below list all the interva ls up 10 the 131h. as they are most commo nly named in the j azz idiom . (Not all
possible augmented and diminished names arc listed.)

Intervals smaller than an oc tave are ca lled sim ple int er vals .
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Semitones
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Int er val
Unison
Min 2nd
Maj 2nd
Min 3rd/Aug 2nd
Maj 3rd
Perfect 4th
Dim 5th IAug 4th
Perfect 5th
Min 6th!Aug 5th
Maj 6thIDim 7th
Min 7th
Maj 71h
Octa ve

Abbr eviatio ns

m2. ~ 2

M2. 2
013. ~3. 12. +2
M3, 3
P4. 4
~5 . ;4 , +4
P5. 5
m6. ~6, t 5. +5
M6. 6. ~~7 . d7. · 7
017, ~7

M7. 7
P8. 8

Intervals larger than an octave are called compo und int er vals. They may be analyzed us a simple interval raised
by an octave.

Semlto ues
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
2 1

Int er val
Min 9th
Maj 9th
Aug 9thlMin 10lh
Maj 10th
Perfect 11th
Aug 11th
Perfect 12th
Min 13th
Maj 13th

Abb rev iations
m9. ~9

M9. 9
:9. b10
M 10. 10
PI I , I I
t I I. + 11
P 12. 12
m 13. ~ J3
M 13.1 3

Simple Eq uiva lent
b2 + octave
2 + octave
~3 + octave
3 + octave
4 + octave
:4 + octave
5 + octave
b6 + octave
6th + octave

Conso nant Int ervals and Disson ant Interva ls

A harm on ic interval results if the notes are played at the same time. while a melod ic interval occurs when the
notes are played successively. The method of measuring intervals is the same for both harmonic and melodic
intervals.

Harmonic
Intervals

Melodic
Intervals

Harmonic intervals may be either conso nant or disson ant

• Consonant intervals oceur when two pitches that are sounded together produce an agreeable sound.
Consonance gives the impression of unity. cohesion. and stability.

Dissonant intervals. on the other hand. occur when two pitches that are sounded together produce a sound
that seems to require modification or resolution. Dissonance gives the impression of instability. tension,
and the need to resolve 10 a consonance.
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Dissonan ce
Tension

Tendency to resolve to.. Consonance
Rest

Consonant intervals are subd ivided into three types :

1'11<I I ( J ( o-, \()'\ \ 'c r I 1\ 11'11<11( I (\l'\\()'\ \\( I \ \ 1<1\HI I ( ( l '\ \ ( ) '\ \ '\( I

Major Th ird: M3
Perfect Octave: P8 Minor Th ird: m3

Perfect Fourth: P4
Perfect Fifth: PS Major Sixth: M6

Minor Sixth: m6

AU the ot her intervals are dissonant.

Enharmonically equivalent intervals usually appear in differe nt con texts and thus should not be conside red the
same as thcir counterparts . i.e . while a minor 3rd is consonant, an augmented 2nd is dissonant.

The consonance or dissonance of the perfect 4th interval also depends on the contex t in which it occurs. If it stands
alone on the root of a key center, it is dissonan t. It may be consonant if it occ urs ove r other notes as pari of a chord .

This is a simplification of the traditional ru les of consonance and dissonance that were established during the
Renaissance. Although the desc riptions may not apply to the way modern ears hear these intervals . the principles
still fonn the bas is for Western harmonic practice. including jazz harmony.
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Chapter 1 Exe rcises

1. Identify the following intervals.
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2. Provide the following intervals above the given pitch.

013 07 M6 PII +4 +9 ,"7 +2

4 ~o I I 0 I
0 y.... w.." 0 0

P8 oS '" 6 +3 02 M2 M3 OlD

&&= W.. I 0 11>.. I .. I I..
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3. Write the following intervals (from any pitch).

m2 03 +5 dim7 M9 013 +4 +9

-&
+2 M7 010 +11 09 P4 M6 P5

&
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4. Write the following intervals above the given note.

PB .5 "6 +3 . 2 M2, ~o I I 0 I
0

~-I) 0

. ,3 .7 M6 PII +4 +9

, ~= ~.. I 0 II". I I)=
5. Identify each interval as either consonant or dissonant by writing "ca n" or "dlss' below.
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