Young Women in Harmony

Voice Part Descriptions and Ranges
In barbershop harmony the four voice parts have different names and functions than they do in other SSAA vocal styles.  Although the ranges for the four voice parts are similar to traditional music, the strength of the barbershop chord structure lies in its “cone-shaped” sound.  The lightest production, without sacrificing clarity or brilliance, must come in the top part and each of the three lower voices sing with increased weight and/or intensity. The tenor sings the highest note in a chord, the bass sings the lowest, the lead sings the melody, and the baritone sings the all-important missing note to complete the chord.

To choose which part you will sing; use the following descriptions and ranges:

Tenor range: F above middle C to G above the staff

The highest voice part is a harmony part above the melody. Tenors must sing lightly and clearly, without covering the melody sung by the lead part. Tenors sing mostly in their head voice and in their upper register. The coloratura, dramatic or mezzo soprano must be able to lighten the voice quality and control excessive vibrato in order to tune the a cappella chords immediately.

Lead range: Middle C to D or E an octave above

The melody is carried in the Lead part.  This voice part is typically best suited to strong first altos and second sopranos.  Because she carries the melody the lead must sing with authority, clarity and with a consistent quality throughout her range, The lead sings with color and warmth and is responsible for conveying the interpretation, emotion and inflections of the song.

Baritone range: B below middle C to C an octave above

The baritone is the other middle voice part and has essentially the same range as the lead part.  Baritone is a harmony part which must sing both above and below the lead notes, depending on where the melody is situated. Therefore, baritones must be able to sing lighter than the lead in their upper range and stronger when their notes are below those of the lead. This rich, fuller sound in the lower range helps solidify the relationship between lead and bass. Baritones are flexible and must be very accurate. The baritone part is written in the bass clef, an octave lower than it is meant to be sung.

Bass range: F below middle C to G above middle C

In barbershop music the bass is the strong harmony part at the bottom of the chord. The bass must sing with as much authority as the lead and provides a firm foundation for the cone-shaped sound.  Usually she sings the root or the fifth of the chord. Ideally the bass and lead work as a team, establishing a strong and accurate relationship. The bass part is written in the bass clef, an octave lower than it is meant to be sung. 

Other considerations:

The special sound of barbershop music occurs when the chords “lock and ring” to create overtones due to the confluence of reinforcing harmonics.  This can only happen when each singer sings accurately, tunes to the others, and minimizes vibrato.  

The BARBERSHOP CONE and Summary for Choosing Voice Parts
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TENOR (HARMONY)
Range: F above middle C to G above the staff

Voice quality: light and clear.

LEAD (MELODY)
Range: Middle C to D or E an octave above

Voice quality: strong and consistent throughout range.

BARITONE (HARMONY)
Range: B below middle C to C an octave above
Voice quality: lighter at top of range, stronger in lower range; accurate tuning is critical.

BASS (HARMONY)
Range: F below middle C to G above middle C

Voice quality: strong and resonant.

Note: If a singer has difficulty with harmony, the Lead part is probably the best choice.  When a singer is capable of singing more than one part, choose the lower part.  This will help reinforce the cone arrangement – fewer tenors and more basses achieve a better barbershop sound.
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