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Developing the human 
emotion & the movement 

that goes with it
Holland Education Weekend 2015

Patr ick Br own

Performance style in barbershop

• Has evolved out of a competition environment

• Performance standards evolve to where there is an expected style 
that is considered “good barbershop”.

• Unfortunately, this has not been a good thing.

Performance style in barbershop

• Because most barbershoppers (at least in North America) are only
barbershoppers, there has not been a lot of expertise at times in 
the evolution of barbershop performance.

• The top choruses perform in a certain way, and the lower choruses 
mimic it as it is perceived to be the right way to perform.

Performance style in barbershop

• The current “style” is not very authentic.

• Often it is comprised of physical movement designed to make the 
viewer believe there is emotional involvement.

• It is often not a high priority compared to tuning, vowels, etc.

• While it may trick the viewer into believing there is emotion, the 
impact on the audience is not the same.  The audience 
observes/sees that the performer is trying to show emotion, 
rather than an authentic performance where the audience 
member experiences the emotion with the perfomer.

Performance style in barbershop

• The result is a fake, and rather odd style of performing.

• It is also inconsistent man-to-man and line-to-line.

• If you don’t believe it, try watching a performance with the sound 
off.

• Now go and compare with some of the greatest performers ever, 
i.e. tony bennett, judy garland, ella fitzgerald, Barbara Streisand.

Time to “flip” the script

• The current approach is backwards.

• Genuine emotion should drive the physical movement, not the 
other way around.

• Some barbershop groups have started to adopt this approach (TNL, 
Westminster – 2015, Kentucky Vocal Union, Instant Classic)

• Hopefully, lower scoring groups will start to mimic this approach 
now! 
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So where do I find “genuine emotion”?

• Start with the source material – the music.  More specifically, the 
lyrics.

• This is the story, this is where the interest lies.

• If you can live the story and experience the emotions, then your 
performance becomes more than just singing chords and the 
audience experience becomes more than just hearing them.

So where do I find “genuine emotion”?

• Start with the overall theme or statement of the song (hint: you’ll find it 
most often in the tag)

• Then go phrase by phrase and see how it builds to the main statement.

• Then start asking questions:

• What happened before the song started?

• What happens after the song ends?

• Who are you singing to?

• How are they reacting to different lines in the song as they are delivered?

• Then go word by word, seeing what choices the writer made for certain 
words and how that relates to the story.

So where do I find “genuine emotion”?

• Now ask yourself: “what does this remind me of?”
• Any experiences fr om your own life?

• Any people?

• Has someone close to you been through this?

• Have you witnessed something in the world that relates to this?

• Ultimately, you need to imagine yourself in the situation of the 
person singing the song.

• Don’t pretend to be the guy… just be the guy.

So where do I find “genuine emotion”?

• The closer the story is to us, the better.

• If you can’t find personal attachment, look for vicarious 
attachment.

• The more imagery you can fill your mind with, the better.
• Don’t just think “I’m at a party” – what music is playing? How loudly are 

people talking? What is the lighting like? What does the food smell like?  
What does the person you are with smell like? What are they wearing?

• Not only will this improve the performance, but it will occupy your 
thoughts so you won’t have time to worry about judges, bad 
notes, etc. that make us nervous on stage.

This feels really strange!

• If it does, that’s a good thing.  It means you’re going to a new 
place as a performer.

• It requires a level of vulnerability that is difficult for most people 
to commit to.

• We spend our whole lives guarding ourselves from looking foolish, 
being made fun of, being criticized.

• The current style of barbershop performing is exactly that – a 
physical smokescreen that protects us from exposing our actual 
selves.

This feels really strange!

• When it is done the way it should be:
• It’s uncomfortable

• It’s scary

• It feels like you’re not doing enough

• Trust that, eventually, you will come to love that feeling and you 
won’t feel satisfied with your performance if you don’t feel like 
that.
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So now that I’m feeling it, how do I move?

• Chances are, if you have found the genuine emotion, you already 
are moving exactly how you need to.

• For some people, it may simply be a case of allowing some of that 
emotion to be seen.

• The key to exploring the movement is to never move for the sake 
of moving.

• If you’re not inspired to move, then don’t!


