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Title R1: Pulse and tempo 

Question(s) What is pulse? 
What is tempo? 

Activity Externalising the pulse 
Clapping a pulse 
Identify BPM, using a metronome 
Using tempo words to describe a piece of music 
Identifying tempo words in the score 
Changing pulse 
Pauses 

 

Common Italian terms used for tempo markings 

Grave Very slow 

Lento Slow 

Largo Slow and broad 

Larghetto  A little faster than Largo 

Adagio Moderately slow 

Maestoso Majestic (this could be a range of speeds, but is generally on the slow side) 

Andante Steady, literally at a walking speed 

Andantino A little faster than Andante 

Moderato At a moderate speed  

Allegretto Reasonably quick (slightly slower than Allegro) 

Con Moto With movement 

Con Brio With energy 

Allegro Fast 

Vivace Fast, lively 

Presto Very fast 

Prestissimo Extremely fast, As fast as possible 

 

In addition to these, the word molto (much, lots, very) can be added to other tempo and 
expression words, as in Molto Vivace (very fast and lively). Similarly, poco a poco (little by 
little), meno (less), sempre (always), subito (suddenly or immediately), ma non troppo (but 
not too much), and più (more) can also be used to vary the meaning of tempo and 
expression words.  

Homework: Listen to music on the radio and clap the pulse and assign a tempo marking to it. 
You will get the most variety of tempi with Classic FM and Radio 3. Alternatively, sing any 
song at the typical pulse, clapping the pulse as you sing, and then try it again at a different 
pulse.  
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Title Perf3: Tempo 

Question(s) How is tempo notated in choral music? 

Activity Reading tempo words and metronome marks  
Reading changes of tempo including accelerando, ritardando and 
rallentando, pauses and cut-offs 
Interpretation of tempo markings 

 

Listen to Una Furtiva Lagrima https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2J7JM0tGgRY; the slow 
section of Rachmaninov Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c33q87s03h4 (from 20.18) and tap the pulse. How does 
the pulse change during this music?  

Try this singing exercise. Sing this piece. Choose a pitch to suit your voice:  

 

 

  

1. What is the difference between pulse and beat? 
2. What is the difference between tempo and pulse? 
3. How does a composer indicate tempo in a piece of music? 
4. How does a conductor indicate tempo in a piece of music? 
 

Metronome markings 
 
A metronome will play a set number of clicks or beats per minute (bpm). This piece of music 
is played at 100 crotchet beats per minute: 
 

 
 

Changing tempo 

 Slowing down: ritardando, ritenuto, (holding back) or rallentando (slowing down)  
sometimes abbreviated to rit. or rall. Allargando also means getting broader and slower.  

 Accelerando or accel. means speeding up.  

 Return to the original tempo: A Tempo, Tempo 1, Tempo primo  

 The same tempo: L'istesso tempo (the same speed)  

 To hold onto a single note: pause sign or fermata   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2J7JM0tGgRY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c33q87s03h4
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 To hold back or lean on a few notes: tenuto (holding), indicated in the music by a small 
horizontal line over each note.  

 Changing time at the discretion of the performer: rubato, literally robbing time, and 
colla voce (with the voice)  
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Title R2: Reading the top number of duple, triple and quadruple simple 
time signatures 2/4, 3/4, 4/4 

Question(s) What is duple, triple and quadruple time? 
What is the function of the top number of a time signature in 2/4, 
3/4, 4/4? 

Activity Externalising the pulse 
Feeling and clapping the strong first beat  
Reading the top number (2, 3, 4) of 2/4, 3/4, 4/4 
Conducting in 2, 3 and 4 beats 

 

A time signature is two numbers written at the start of a piece of music, or a new section of 
the music. The top number indicates the number of beats in each bar. Duple time has 2 
beats in a bar, triple time as three beats in a bar and quadruple time has four beats in a bar. 
We are going to focus on 2/4, 3/4 and 4/4 to begin with.   

Conducting beat patterns show the singers how many beats there are in each bar. 
Convention dictates that we use the right hand to indicate the beat. Conduct 2 beats in a bar 
with a down beat (beat 1) and an upbeat (beat 2). Conduct 3 beats in a bar as a downbeat 
(beat 1), a beat out to your right (beat 2) and an upbeat (beat 3).  Conduct 4 beats in a bar as 
as a downbeat (beat 1), a beat over to your left, crossing the body (beat 2), a beat out to 
your right (beat 3) and an upbeat (beat 4).  Notice that the first beat of the bar is always a 
downbeat, and the last beat of the bar is always an upbeat.  
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Title Rhythm revision: externalising the pulse 

Question(s) How can we show pulse in music? 

Activity Feeling and clapping the pulse 
Conducting in 2, 3, and 4 beat patterns 
Draw examples from current choir repertoire 

 

Revise conducting the beat patterns for 3/4 and 4/4 time. Listen to (on recording or played 
on piano) extracts from Zadok the Priest, identify the pulse and conduct the music using the 
appropriate beat pattern. 

Try ‘And all the people rejoiced’ in bars 31-63, and ‘God save the King’ in bars 64-94. What 
are the two beat patterns you are using? What tempo words apply to these sections? 

Try conducting the links between sections. Listen to bars 23-42 (Zadok the preist…and all the 
people rejoiced), and 59-94 (rejoiced and said: God save the King). How can you show the 
change of tempo and beat pattern in your conducting? 

Try conducting the final section of the music, bars 103 – 121. What happens to the tempo at 
the end of the music (bars 120-121)? How can you show this in your conducting? 

To go further: Try the same exercise with one of the Coronation anthems that you know less 
well. Listen to a recording of each movement, and decide on the appropriate tempo marking 
and the beat pattern, and then check in the music to see what Handel wrote. How close are 
you to his original intention? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


