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Barber shop quartets are a unique and enduring form of a cappella singing
that originated in the United States in the late 19th century. Known for
their rich harmonies and distinctive style, these groups have captivated
audiences for over a century. This article delves into the history of barber
shop quartets, exploring their origins, development, cultural significance,
and enduring popularity in contemporary music.

Origins of Barber Shop Music

The roots of barber shop music can be traced back to the African American
communities in the southern United States during the late 1800s. This genre
is closely associated with the tradition of "ring shouts" and the work songs
sung by African American laborers. As these musical styles evolved, they
began to incorporate elements of European folk music, leading to the
development of a distinctly American sound.

Influence of African American Music

- Spirituals and Work Songs: The rhythmic patterns and vocal techniques of
African American spirituals and work songs significantly influenced the early
barber shop style.

- Vocal Harmony: The use of close harmony singing became a hallmark of barber
shop quartets, drawing from the African American musical tradition.

Emergence in Urban Centers

As the United States underwent urbanization in the late 19th century, barber
shop quartets began to flourish in cities. The rise of urban centers like
Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia provided a fertile ground for the growth
of this musical form. Barbershops became popular social hubs where men would
gather, sing, and socialize. The term "barber shop" itself derives from these
establishments, where quartets would often perform.

Development of the Barber Shop Quartet

By the early 20th century, barber shop quartets had gained widespread
popularity, particularly in the context of American music. The style was



characterized by four-part harmony, typically featuring a lead singer, tenor,
baritone, and bass. The simplicity of the arrangements allowed singers to
focus on vocal blend and harmony.

Key Characteristics

Barber shop music is defined by several key characteristics:

1. Close Harmony: The hallmark of barber shop singing is its use of close
harmony, where the voices are arranged in a way that creates a rich, full
sound.

2. A Cappella: Barber shop quartets typically perform without instrumental
accompaniment, relying solely on their vocal abilities.

3. Nostalgic Lyrics: Many barber shop songs feature sentimental and nostalgic
themes, often reflecting everyday life, love, and humor.

Notable Early Quartets

- The Buffalo Bills: Formed in the 1940s, this quartet gained fame for its
entertaining performances and vocal prowess, helping to popularize the barber
shop style.

- The Four Freshmen: While not strictly a barber shop group, their influence
on vocal harmony in the 1950s drew from the barber shop tradition.

Cultural Significance

Barber shop quartets have played a significant role in American culture,
serving as a form of entertainment and social commentary. During the early
20th century, barber shop music often reflected the spirit of the times,
capturing both the joys and struggles of everyday life.

Impact on American Music

The influence of barber shop quartets can be seen across various genres of
American music:

- Jazz: Many early jazz musicians were influenced by the harmonies and vocal
techniques found in barber shop music.

- Pop Music: Groups like The Beach Boys and The Beatles incorporated barber
shop harmonies into their songs, showcasing the genre's lasting impact.



Barber Shop Harmony Societies

In the 1930s, the Barbershop Harmony Society (originally known as the Society
for the Preservation and Encouragement of Barber Shop Quartet Singing in
America, or SPEBSQSA) was founded to promote and preserve this unique musical
form. The society played a crucial role in organizing competitions, providing
educational resources, and fostering community among singers.

- International Competitions: The society hosts annual competitions that
attract quartets from around the world, showcasing the best in barber shop
harmony.

- Women’'s Organizations: In response to the male-dominated nature of the
Barbershop Harmony Society, women formed their own organizations, such as
Sweet Adelines International, to promote female participation in barber shop
singing.

The Revival of Barber Shop Quartets

Despite facing challenges in the mid-20th century, barber shop quartets
experienced a revival in the 1990s, spurred by a renewed interest in a
cappella music and vocal harmony.

Media Exposure

The resurgence of barber shop quartets can be attributed in part to increased
media exposure:

- Television Shows: Programs such as "The Sing-0ff" and "Glee" showcased a
cappella singing, leading to a revival of interest in vocal harmony groups.
- Films: Movies like "Pitch Perfect" further popularized the a cappella
genre, introducing new audiences to barber shop-style singing.

Modern Adaptations

Contemporary barber shop quartets have embraced modern music while
maintaining traditional elements. Many quartets now perform a mix of classic
barber shop songs and contemporary hits, showcasing their versatility and
appeal.

- Cross-Genre Collaborations: Some quartets collaborate with artists from
other genres, blending barber shop harmonies with pop, rock, and even hip-
hop.

- Technology: The use of social media and streaming platforms has allowed
barber shop quartets to reach wider audiences, attracting younger generations



to the genre.

Conclusion

The history of barber shop quartets is a testament to the enduring power of
vocal harmony and community. From their origins in African American musical
traditions to their rise as a beloved form of entertainment, barber shop
quartets have left an indelible mark on American culture. Their ability to
adapt and thrive in changing musical landscapes demonstrates the resilience
and relevance of this unique art form. As barber shop quartets continue to
evolve and inspire new generations of singers, they remain a cherished part
of America’s rich musical heritage.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the origins of barber shop quartets?

Barber shop quartets originated in the United States in the late 19th
century, evolving from African American musical traditions and the popular
harmony singing of the time. The term 'barbershop' is thought to refer to the
informal singing that took place in barbershops, where men gathered to
socialize.

How did barber shop quartets gain popularity in the
early 20th century?

Barber shop quartets gained popularity in the early 20th century through
vaudeville performances and the formation of the Society for the Preservation
and Encouragement of Barber Shop Quartet Singing in America (SPEBQSA) in
1938. This organization helped to formalize the style and promote quartets
across the country.

What are the key musical characteristics of barber
shop quartet singing?

Barber shop quartet singing is characterized by close harmony, typically
using four voice parts: lead, tenor, baritone, and bass. The music often
features syncopated rhythms, a cappella arrangements, and a focus on rich,
resonant chords that create a unique harmonic sound.

How has barber shop quartet music evolved over the
years?

Over the years, barber shop quartet music has evolved to include a wider



variety of musical styles and influences, incorporating contemporary songs
and genres. While maintaining traditional elements, modern quartets often
experiment with arrangements and vocal techniques to appeal to new audiences.

What is the significance of barber shop quartets in
American culture?

Barber shop quartets hold a significant place in American culture as a form
of community music-making and a celebration of vocal harmony. They foster
camaraderie and creativity, often performing at community events and
competitions, thus preserving a unique aspect of American musical heritage.
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