
The Counterpoint Club
A Chamber Music Podcast

Opus 1, Episode 2: Counting Out Loud

1. Choose pulse
• Your pulse is the heartbeat of the music, what drives it forward, and provides the scaffolding 

for phrasing. The time signature is your first clue to what the pulse might be, telling you how 
many beats are in each measure.  In 4/4 for example you could choose to count four beats, 
in 3/4 you could choose to count three beats. The pulse does not always work out this 
way however, as sometimes it is in hypermeter, combining an entire measure or sometimes 
measures as the feeling of a pulse. Sometimes it is helpful to divide the bar in half, counting a 
4/4 or 6/8 time signature in two. 

• Words the composer writes are also helpful in deciding pulse. Tempo descriptions such as 
allegro, adagio, presto and character descriptions such as con fuoco, spirito, and grave give us 
information on pulse.

• Each piece of music should be treated on a case by case basis with what makes sense for 
that particular work.

2. Count out loud together
• Find your tempo and count the pulse together, while keeping all musical intention and 

phrasing in your voices. Include all dynamics, articulation markings, color, and character 
choices in your voice while counting. You want to re-create everything in the score, but with 
the pulse.

• Rhythm is a physical feeling, therefore always conduct as you count out loud to feel the pulse 
in your body.  

• It is important to play with your instruments as soon as possible after counting. If you need 
to do the counting over again to fix accuracy, or discuss phrasing, go for it and then count 
another time and go directly into playing the phrase with your instruments.
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Patterns for Conducting Pulse (Don’t be confused by the word “beats” in the diagrams; the numbers and patterns 
refer to the pulse). 


