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“Hardware” Considerations  
When Choosing a Song 

 

• Look at the structure of the song. Is it barbershop-able? Is it singable? Does 
it suit the voices and vocal style/personality of the ensemble? Are there lots 
of key changes, accidentals and embellishments? Octaves? Pythagorean 
tuning challenges? Do the chords lend themselves to ringing overtones? 

• Look at the vocal demands on the voices. Is the melody line jumpy? Lots of 
interval jumps? Does it push the range extremes of the voices – both high 
and low? Does the song showcase what the voices do best? 

• Look at the balance requirements. Are there lots of spread chords? Is the 
baritone above the lead much of the time? Is the tenor below the lead a lot 
of the time? Is the bass line low and muddy? 

 
Uptune Specifics: 

• Downbeat vs. Backbeat – does the choice suit your innate style? 

• Will the tempo result in singable “words per second”?  

• Vocal style/personality – do your voices suit the character of the song? 

• Phrasing – do your breath management skills support the interpretive plan? 
In a chorus, can you utilize individual breathing plans to cover sneak 
breaths on ultra-long phrases? 

• How many tempo changes, key changes are there? In a medley, how many 
song changes? Can you execute them with unity and synchronization? 

 
Ballad Specifics: 

• (Same physical requirements as for the uptune) 

• Do the voices suit the mood of the song? Do the chords support the mood of 
the song? 

• Does the mood of the song support lock and ring, or does it muddy the 
melodic intent?  

• Do you have the breath stamina to sing the entire song with appropriate 
vocal energy? To lift the key change(s)? To finish strong at the tag? 
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“Software” Considerations  
When Choosing a Song 

 

• Look at the vocal demands of the singers.  Is the melody line quite jumpy 
with lots of big interval demands for all or any one section? Range 
extremes?   

• Look at the technical demands.  Is there lots of syncopation? Can you 
successfully sing and maintain backbeat or would downbeat songs serve 
you better? Is it diphthong “heavy”?  Can you sing key changes accurately 
most of the time?  Are the harmonies typically “barbershop” or does it 
contain a lot of jazz type chords? 

• Look at the lyrical/message demands and character. Can your singers 
relate to and authentically produce the character and story/message of this 
song? 

UpTune Specifics: 

• How demanding is the intended tempo? 

• Can you handle lots of syncopation well? 

• How does the pulse and syncopation highlight the intended message?  
What does it tell you about the character? 

• Where is the climax? Embellishments?  How do they support and highlight 
the character or message? 

• Is there a place to give your audience a “rest” from a fast, demanding 
tempo?  Where? (very fast, aggressive tempos exhaust the singer & 
audience)  

• How will your character affect the delivery and stamina? 

• How can you plan breaths to best enable the singers to successfully 
accomplish the musical storytelling? 

Ballad Specifics: 

• Consider the message.  Can the singers relate to the message?  If not, are 
there ways to “tweak” some words to make it more relatable? 

• Look for the Descriptor Words:  i.e. disappears; aching; trace; ever so; 
wonderful; any color word; etc. 



• If it has a key change, why did the arranger/composer put it in?  What is the 
motivator in the story/message that compels it?  Where are the 
embellishments and how do they heighten the message/emotion? 

• Speak the words like a real conversation or monologue (not poetry).  Where 
are the natural breathing points? natural places of urgency or reflection? 
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Pythagorean Tuning… The Short Version! 

 

In an even-tempered scale (as on a piano), each note is the same distance from the 
next: 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

 C D E F G A B C 

 

Certain notes of the Pythagorean scale are sung higher in barbershop, for a more 
in-tune sound: 

 

Key 1 2 ✰ 3 4 5 6 7 8 

C no ♭/♯ C (D) E F G A B C 

F 1 flat F (G) A B♭ C D E F 

Bb 2 flats B♭ (C) D E♭ F G A B♭ 

Eb 3 flats E♭ (F) G A♭ B♭ C D E♭ 

Ab 4 flats A♭ (B♭) C D♭ E♭ F G A♭ 

Db 5 flats D♭ (E♭) F G♭ A♭ B♭ C D♭ 

Gb 6 flats G♭ (A♭) B♭ C♭ D♭ E♭ F G♭ 

Cb 7 flats C♭ (D♭) E♭ F♭ G♭ A♭ B♭ C♭ 

G 1 sharp G (A) B C D E F♯ G 

D 2 sharps D (E) F♯ G A B C♯ D 

A 3 sharps A (B) C♯ D E F♯ G♯ A 

E 4 sharps E (F♯) G♯ A B C♯ D♯ E 

B 5 sharps B (C♯) D♯ E F♯ G♯ A♯ B 

F♯ 6 sharps F♯ (G♯) A♯ B C♯ D♯ E♯ F♯ 

C♯ 7 sharps C♯ (D♯) E♯ F♯ G♯ A♯ B♯ C♯ 

 

PLUS all accidentals that go UP (♯, ♮ of a flat in a key signature, etc.) 

 

✰ Raising the 2 is a second-tier objective, used for fine-tuning. 80% of the tuning 

issues will be solved by applying the 3-6-7 principle. 
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