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GLOSSARY 
 
 
AD LIB: the style in which a song segment is delivered without particular attention to the meter, 
but within the described form of the passage being sung.  
 
ARRANGEMENT: the harmonization of the song with embellishments and other added material.  
 
ARRANGEMENT DEVICE: a musical element contained in the arrangement of the song that 
provide opportunities to enhance the theme of the song and the barbershop style of performing it.  
 
ATTACK: the onset of sound; characterized by three basic types: aspirate, glottal, and 
coordinated.  
 
BEAT: in Singing, a pulsation in sound intensity produced by the combination of two or more 
tones or partials of slightly different frequency; the beat frequency is equal to the difference in 
frequency between any pair of tones; in Rhythm and Meter, a metrical pulse which, when 
combined in recurring patterns of strong and weak beats, defines Meter.  
 
CHROMATIC: the adjective used in connection with the chromatic scale or instruments that can 
produce all, or nearly all, the pitches; the chromatic scale consists of 12 tones, each 1/2 tone 
higher, ascending, or 1/2 tone lower, descending.  
 
CIRCLE OF FIFTHS: (1) generally defined as root progression of chords by descending fifths; 
classic barbershop progressions are created by the use of secondary dominants resolving by 
descending fifths back to the tonic “around the circle of fifths;” (2) the twelve tones of the 
chromatic scale arranged in a sequence of ascending or descending perfect fifths. 
  
CLIMAX: the point of maximum emotion in the song.  
 
CLOSED POSITION VOICING: the distribution of notes in a chord when all four voices fall on 
consecutive notes of the chord, and the interval from the highest to lowest note is an octave or less.  
 
COLOR: variation in timbre of the vocal sound for effect; the quality of the vocal sound that 
evokes emotional response. (See Timbre.)  
 
COMBINATION TONE: in musical acoustics, a tone of different pitch that is heard when two 
loud tones are sounded simultaneously; its frequency is the difference or sum of the frequencies 
of the two primary tones or of their multiples.  
 
COMEDIC: a style of song or performance that focuses on the humorous value of the 
performance; it may be generated by the words, performer’s style, or both.  
 
COMPLETE CHORDS: voicings in which all chord tones are present.  
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CONSONANCE: a pleasing sound resulting from the combination of two or more tones whose 
frequencies are related as the ratios of small whole numbers and in which the roughness related 
to the beat phenomenon is reduced to a minimum.  
 
CONSONANT: (1) referring to Consonance; (2) any non-vowel sound, including pitched (m, n, 
l, r, ng), voiced (b, d, g, j, v, z), unvoiced (c, ch, f, h, p, s, sh, t).  
 
CONSTRUCTION: the order and organization of the components of the song (introduction, 
verse, chorus, interlude, coda, etc.).  
 
CONTRAST: (1) the variation applied to a performance after the establishment of unity; (2) the 
variation in the melodic lines of song phrases, as in the B section of an AABA song form.  
 
CRESCENDO: a gradual increase in volume.  
 
DIFFERENCE TONE: a type of combination tone created, when two loud tones sound 
simultaneously, that differs in pitch from the two sounded tones; its frequency is the difference 
of the frequencies of the two primary tones or of their multiples.  
 
DIMINUENDO: a gradual decrease in volume.  
 
DISSONANCE: the absence of consonance, characterized by a rough sound resulting from the 
beats produced by two or more tones whose frequencies do not relate.  
 
DIVORCED VOICING: the vertical organization of voice parts resulting when the lowest or 
highest note in the chord is distantly removed from the other three voices.  
 
DYNAMICS: the use of contrasting energies, colors, vocal volumes, or physical motions, for 
effect.  
 
ENERGY: the presence of vitality, intensity, liveliness, etc., in the vocal and visual parts of the 
performance.  
 
EMBELLISHMENTS: swipes, echoes, key changes, back time, and other devices, which elevate 
the music from the level of a harmonization to that of an arrangement.  
 
ENHARMONIC: the relationship between two notes of different spelling that are identical on 
keyboard instruments, e.g., B# and C.  
 
EQUAL TEMPERAMENT: a method of tuning that divides the octave into 12 equal-ratio half 
steps, such as is used in tuning pianos; barbershop singers do not tune vertically using equal 
temperament, but it is satisfactory for melodic lines and in staying true to the tonal center for 
songs whose melodies do not progress harmonically more than three steps on the “circle of 
fifths.” (See Pythagorean Tuning.)  
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EXPANDED SOUND: the effect resulting from the combined interaction of voices singing with 
accurate intonation, with uniform word sounds in good quality, with proper volume relationships 
that reinforce the more compatible harmonics and combination tones, and with precision, all 
producing an effect greater than the sum of the individual voices.  
 
FERMATA: the symbol placed over a note or rest to indicate that it is to be prolonged beyond its 
normal duration; also called a pause or hold.  
 
FIRST-INVERSION CHORD: a chord whose lowest note is a third above the nominal root of 
the chord.  
 
FLOW: the sensation of progress, motion, and orderliness of the vocal and visual aspects of a 
performance.  
 
FOCAL POINT: a specific place, direction, or location to which the performer wishes to draw 
attention.  
 
FOCUS: the object of the song: an idea, feeling, person, place, or time (not to be confused with 
focal point).  
 
FORM: the pattern of the two-, four-, or eight-measure phrases that subdivide the song’s Verse 
or Chorus or other major section (Trio, Patter, etc.).  
 
FORMANTS: a series of broad resonant frequency bands that correspond to the natural resonant 
frequencies of the vocal tract; during singing, unique patterns of resonant formant frequencies 
are established that are influenced by the positioning of the jaw, tongue, lips, etc.  
 
FORTE: loud.  
 
FORTISSIMO: very loud.  
 
FORWARD MOTION: the sense of progress of the performance, that is, the use of musical 
tempo and physical development to lead toward a climax.  
 
FREE STYLE: the style in which a song segment is presented without regard to a symmetrical 
time balance (meter or rhythm) or phrase structure (form).  
 
FREQUENCY: the number of periodic vibrations or cycles occurring per second.  
 
FULLNESS: the sense of space or size of a sound, not to be confused with volume.  
 
FUNDAMENTAL: the name for the harmonic of the lowest frequency of a harmonic series.  
 
GESTURES: actions of the hands, arms, head, or other body movement designed to illustrate or 
amplify the theme of the song.  
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GLISSANDO: a movement from one pitch to another during which discrete rather than 
continuous pitches are heard. (See Portamento.)  
 
GLOTTAL ATTACK/RELEASE: the beginning or ending of voiced sound resulting from the 
opening or closure of the vocal folds by direct pressure of the singer, rather than by starting and 
stopping of air movement across them; as this forces the two halves of the vocal folds in direct 
contact, it is not conducive to good vocal-fold health or good vocal production.  
 
HARMONIC: tones of higher pitch that are present in a regular series in nearly every musical 
sound and whose presence and relative intensity determine the timbre of the musical sound; 
another term for overtone or part of a complex tone or partial. 
  
HARMONIC PARTIALS: another name for overtones or harmonics.  
 
HARMONIC SERIES: a theoretically infinite number of tones whose frequencies are small 
whole number multiples of the frequency of a pure fundamental note.  
 
HARMONIZATION: the basic setting of the melody with three harmonizing parts.  
 
HOMOPHONIC: the most common texture in Western music: melody and accompaniment. 
Multiple voice parts of which one, the melody, stands out prominently and the others form a 
background of harmonic accompaniment. Contrast with polyphony when there is multiple 
melody lines at the same time, interacting with each other. 
 
HOMORHYTHMIC: music in which one voice part carries the melody and is supported by 
chord tones in the other voice parts, with all voice parts moving together in the same rhythm; 
relating to homophony (adj.). (See Polyphony.)  
 
IMPLIED HARMONY: a succession of harmonies and chord progressions suggested by the 
song’s melody.  
 
INFLECTION: a distinctive emphasis of volume or color for effect; pulsation.  
 
INTENSITY: in performance, intensity refers to a focus of energy; in singing, intensity is 
perceived as energy expended to project the sound, although technically, the intensity of a sound 
wave is proportional to the square of both the amplitude and the frequency and decreases with 
the square of the distance separating the sound source and the listener.  
 
INTERPOLATION: the insertion of a short segment from another song.  
 
INTERPRETATION: the performer’s choice of theme, moods, and action (vocal and visual) 
from among the many options offered by the composition and its arrangement.  
 
INTERNAL GENERATION: a condition whereby the feeling conveyed comes from a real, true, 
and heartfelt condition (as opposed to trite, phony, artificial).  
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INTONATION: the degree to which the tonal center appropriate to any point in a song remains 
invariant, and the degree of maintenance of consonant-interval relationships between the 
harmony parts and the anticipated melodic line.  
 
JUST INTONATION: used in barbershop singing for the vertical tuning of chords, just 
intonation is a method of tuning that relies on intervals tuned in the ratios of small whole 
numbers, as derived from the natural overtone series.  
 
LARYNX: the “voice box” in the throat containing the vocal folds.  
 
LEGATO: the style of smooth connection of successive notes.  
 
LOCK and RING: “lock” refers to the feeling associated with a justly in-tune chord, whose 
quality is determined by the degree of intonation achieved in and between the individual voice 
parts (See Just Intonation); “ring” is the sound resulting from the production and reinforcement 
of harmonics in the composite voice parts, derived from the ringing quality contained in the 
individual voices. 
  
LOUDNESS: the magnitude of the auditory sensation produced by sound; loudness relates 
closely to intensity and frequency, but because the ear is non-linear in its response – being  most 
sensitive to higher frequencies and higher intensity levels – our perception of loudness is 
subjective. 
 
LYRIC: the words of a song; a style of song relying mainly on story values.  
 
MARCATO: a strong sense of pulsation or accent akin to marching music.  
 
MEDLEY: a construction in which major portions of two or more songs are used.  
 
MELODIC STYLIZATION: changing the melody to provide musical contrast while maintaining 
a balance between the alterations and a character suggestive of the original song. 
 
MELODY: the pattern of notes of a song; a style of song that relies principally upon melody for 
its impact.  
 
METER: the orderly pattern of beats and measures of a song.  
 
MEZZO FORTE/MEZZO PIANO: mezzo forte is moderately loud, less loud than forte; mezzo 
piano is moderately soft, but louder than piano.  
 
MIGRATION: the natural tendency to change vowel sound and timbre with changes of pitch or 
volume.  
 
MODIFICATION: the conscious adjustment of the vocal tract/formant frequencies to correct for 
the natural tendency of migration of the vowel sound; though modification amounts differ for 



Glossary 

Contest and Judging Handbook page 11-6 of 11-9 3/09/2025 

different singers, normal modifications could include a slight brightening of timbre when low or 
soft and a slight broadening when high or loud.  
 
MUSIC: the song and arrangement as performed.  
 
MUSICALITY: the degree of artistic sensitivity to the pleasing, harmonious qualities of music, 
as demonstrated in the performance.  
 
NON-SINGING TIME: all elements of a performance other than those performed while singing.  
 
OVERTONES: harmonics of second order or higher; it is usual to refer to the first overtone as 
the second harmonic, the second overtone as the third harmonic, etc.  
 
PARTIALS: see Overtones.  
 
PAUSE/GRAND PAUSE: see Fermata.  
 
PERFORMANCE: the totality and effect of giving or sharing of a musical performance.  
 
PHARYNX: the area of the throat that is subject to rather accurate control by the singer. It is the 
area above the larynx extending upward behind the mouth and nose.  
 
PHRASING: a manifestation of the natural thought process contained in a complete phrase; it 
includes the addition or reduction of value to parts of a phrase, sentence, or word. 
 
PIANISSIMO: very soft. 
  
PITCH: the sensation of relative highness or lowness of a tone, determined primarily by the 
frequency of vibration of the sound-producing medium; the location of a musical sound in the 
tonal scale.  
 
POLYPHONY/POLYPHONIC: music that combines several melodic lines, each of which 
retains its identity as a line to some degree, as distinct from homophony; relating to polyphony 
(adj.).  
 
PORTAMENTO: moving smoothly from one tone to another tone, continuously changing pitch; 
sometimes inaccurately referred to as glissando.  
 
PRECISION: the quality of exact coordination of attacks, releases, vowels, diphthongs, volume 
balancing, physical movement, etc.  
 
PROPS: portable inanimate articles used to enhance a performance.  
 
PULSE BEAT: the stress beat or metronomic pulse in a composition; the rhythmic pulse on 
which the primary vowel sound should occur.  
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PUNCH LINE: occasions of major surprise, incongruity, or other comedic impact; may be 
expressed vocally, visually, or both.  
 
PUSH BEAT: the accent of a syncopated pulse that occurs before either the strong or weak beat 
in a given meter.  
 
PYTHAGOREAN TUNING: a tuning of the scale characterized by pure fifths (3:2), pure fourths 
(4:3), and whole tones defined as the difference between a pure fifth and a fourth (3:2 - 4:3 = 
9:8); tuning used by melody singers when the melody’s implied harmony progresses at least four 
steps on the circle-of-fifths away from tonal center.  
 
RELEASE: the termination or cessation of sound.  
 
RESONATOR: that which acoustically reinforces the initial sound produced. The throat, mouth, 
and nasal passages make up the primary resonators for the voice.  
 
REST: a suspension of the lyric, melody, or physical motion for a specified duration; used by the 
performer to heighten, sustain, or change moods.  
 
RHYTHM: the distinctive pattern of relative duration of notes or syllables in successive 
measures of a song; a type of song that features rhythm.  
 
RING: see Lock and Ring.  
 
ROOT-POSITION CHORD: a chord in which the root of the chord is the lowest tone.  
 
RUBATO: the style of moderate variation of tempo or duration of notes while maintaining a 
sense of meter.  
 
SECOND-INVERSION CHORD: a chord in which the fifth of the chord is the lowest tone.  
 
SETS: large, fixed articles of staging intended to enhance a performance; not typical of 
barbershop contest performances.  
 
SONG: the composer’s melody, lyrics, rhythm, and implied harmony, in conjunction with any 
added song elements provided by the arranger.  
 
STACCATO: the style of separate, detached execution of notes.  
 
STAGE PRESENCE: the physical persona of the performer as it relates to comfort or command 
of the stage and the music being performed.  
 
STRONG VOICING: a voicing that places the root or fifth of the chord in the bass and has no 
divorced tones in the chord.  
 
SUBJECTIVE TONE: another term for combination tone.  
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SUM TONE: a combination tone that is similar to a difference tone; instead of the frequency of 
the note produced being the difference of the two primary pitches, it is the sum of those two 
pitches.  
 
SYNCOPATION: the displacement or shifting of accents: the contradiction of the regular 
succession of strong and weak beats within a measure or a group of measures whose metrical 
context remains clearly defined by some part of the musical texture that does not itself 
participate in the syncopation; attacks that occur between the beats rather than on them.  
 
SYNCHRONIZATION: the degree of coordination achieved in the execution of chord 
progressions and word sounds.  
 
TESSITURA: “the general ‘lie’ of a vocal part, whether high or low in its average pitch. It 
differs from range in that it does not take into account a few isolated notes of extraordinarily 
high or low pitch.” [Willi Apel, ed., Harvard Dictionary of Music (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1978), 839.]  
 
TEMPO: the rate of speed of the beats of a song.  
 
TENUTO: a slight holding or lengthening of a note.  
 
TEXTURE: the effect of relative fullness of the vocal sound upon the listener, described in terms 
such as “thin,” “thick,” “transparent,” “opaque,” “light,” and “dense.”  
 
THEME: the essential, featured element in the music, whether it be lyrics, melody, harmony, 
rhythm, or, in rare instances, combinations of those elements.  
 
THIRD-INVERSION CHORD: a chord in which the third note above the theoretical root is the 
lowest tone.  
 
TIMBRE: the harmonic profile or sound quality of a sound source or instrument; also called 
“tone color.” Certain descriptive words may be used to express the effect of musical timbre or 
tone color, such as: dark-brilliant; rich-mellow; fuzzy-clear; dull-sharp; complex-simple.  
 
TIMING: the sensitivity of the performer to action/reaction moments in the performance and its 
effect on communication with the audience.  
 
TONAL CENTER: the keynote of the melodic phrase or series of phrases, used to define the 
beginning and ending of the chord progressions implied by the melody.  
 
TRAVEL: the movements used to enhance and support the theme of the song.  
 
TREMOLO: commonly means the excessive vibrato that leads to loss of distinct sense of a 
central pitch; usually results from lack of breath control and faulty control of the singing 
mechanism.  
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UNDERTONE: another synonym for difference tone; the inner ear (cochlea), owing to its 
nonlinear organization, produces the aural sensation corresponding to the higher or, in 
undertones, lower frequency. 
  
UNITY: (1) in Music, the basic essence of the song or its message in its purest form, as agreed 
upon by the performers; not to be confused with precision; (2) the recurring melodic motif or 
phrase in a song or medley (See Contrast); (3) in the Singing Category, the net effect of 
ensemble-unifying techniques, such as matched word sounds and timbre, synchronization and 
precision, sound flow, and diction. 
  
VIBRATO: a pulsating effect produced in an instrumental or vocal tone by barely perceptible 
and minute variations in pitch. 
  
VOCAL TRACT: extending chiefly from the larynx to the lips, it is the path taken by the sound 
produced by the vocal folds. 
  
VOICING: the distribution and positioning of the tones of a chord.  See strong voicing. 
  
VOLUME: degree of loudness. 
  
WEAK VOICING: a chord voicing (other than a closed voicing) in which the lowest two notes 
are not the root and fifth (or vice versa), or in which the interior notes are separated by more than 
a sixth. 
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