

INSTRUMENTS OF THE ORCHESTRA (FAMILIES)

https://youtu.be/pbVRn3q3fEw

Music consists of the intentional organization of sounds by and for human beings. In the broadest classification, these sounds are produced by people in three ways: (1) through the human voice, the instrument with which most of us are born, (2) by using musical instruments, or (3) by using electronic and digital equipment to generate purely electronic sounds.

Musical Instruments as Performing Forces

Humans have been making music with bone, stone, wood, textiles, pottery, and metals for over 35,000 years. A musical instrument is any mechanism, other than the voice, that produces musical sounds. As we study jazz, rock, and pop we will be listening to two types of musical instruments, purely acoustic instruments, and electronic instruments. A purely acoustic instrument is an instrument whose sound is created and projected through natural acoustic characteristics of its media. Thus, when one hits wood or bone or stone or metal, one sends vibrations through it which might be amplified by use of a small chamber like a sound box or a gourd. When one plucks a string, one creates sound waves that might be amplified through a piece of wood or box of wood, such as one finds in an acoustic guitar or violin. As with the voice, the larger the instrument, the deeper the pitches it plays—consider for example, the cello versus the violin. Instruments also differ in their ranges, some being able to produce a wide variety of notes while others are much more restricted in the pitches that they can play. (For example, the piano has a range of over seven octaves, while the saxophone normally plays only two and a half).  

The timbre of a sound coming from a musical instrument is affected by the materials used and the way in which the sound is produced. Based on these two characteristics, we categorize acoustic instruments into five groups: strings, woodwinds, brass, percussion, and keyboard.

An orchestra is a group of musicians who play together. The main difference between an orchestra and a band is that an orchestra contains stringed instruments as well as brass, woodwind, and percussion. 

There are several types of orchestras:
 
· a string orchestra, which as the name suggests contains only stringed instruments 
· a dance orchestra, which has a small string section but is mainly woodwind and percussion instruments 
· a symphony orchestra which usually has a large string section as well as brass, woodwind, and percussion sections. 

In a symphony orchestra the instruments are divided up into five main sections or groups. 
· Strings 
· Woodwind 
· Brass 
· Percussion
· Keyboard 

The size of an orchestra can vary enormously from a small chamber orchestra which has between 15 and 40 players and a full symphony orchestra which can have as many as 100 people. 

The orchestra has steadily grown throughout the centuries and the string section forms the largest part of an orchestra. In a Baroque orchestra there would have been around six violins, three violas, two cellos and one double bass. By the Romantic period the violins had been divided into two groups; 1st violins and 2nd violins and like today there were generally at least thirty violins, twelve violas, ten cellos and eight double basses. Another stringed instrument that can be found in the orchestra is the harp. Only one or two of these instruments, if any, are used as many composers do not include this instrument when writing music. 

Strings

Instruments whose sound is produced by setting strings in motion. These strings can be set in motion by plucking the strings with your finger, or a pick (a piece of plastic). They can also be set in motion by bowing. In bowing, the musician draws a bow across the string, creating friction and resulting in a sustained note. Most bows consist of horsehair held together on each end by a piece of wood. String examples: violins; violas; violoncellos; string bass (also known as double bass or stand-up bass); classical, acoustic, and bass guitars; harps. For more information and listening examples of the different orchestral string instruments, go to:

http://www.philharmonia.co.uk/explore/instruments

Click on the individual instruments for an introduction and demonstration of the instrument.

Woodwinds

Instruments traditionally made of wood whose sound is generated by forcing air through a tube, thus creating a vibrating air column. This can be done in one of several ways. The air can travel directly through an opening in the instrument, as in a flute. The air can pass through an opening between a reed and a wooden or metal mouthpiece as in a saxophone or clarinet, or between two reeds as in a bassoon or oboe. Although many woodwind instruments are in fact made of wood, there are exceptions. Instruments such as the saxophone and the modern flute are made of metal while some clarinets are made of plastic. These instruments are still considered woodwinds because the flute was traditionally made of wood and the saxophone and clarinet still use a wooden reed to produce the tone. Woodwind examples: flute, clarinet, oboe, bassoon. For more information and listening examples of the different orchestral woodwind instruments, go to:
http://www.philharmonia.co.uk/explore/instruments

Click on the individual instruments for an introduction and demonstration of the instrument.

Brass

Instruments traditionally made of brass or another metal (and thus often producing a “bright” or “brassy” tone) whose sound is generated by “buzzing” (vibrating the lips together) into a mouthpiece attached to a coiled tube. This “buzzing” sets the air within the tube vibrating. The pitches are normally amplified by a flared bell at the end of the tube. Brass examples: trumpet, bugle, cornet, trombone, (French) horn, tuba, and euphonium. For more information and listening examples of the different orchestral brass instruments, go to:

http://www.philharmonia.co.uk/explore/instruments

Click on the individual instruments for an introduction and demonstration of the instrument.

Percussion

Instruments that are typically hit or struck by the hand, with sticks, or with hammers, or that are shaken or rubbed. Some percussion instruments (such as the vibraphone) play definite pitches, but many plays indefinite pitches. The standard drum set used in many jazz and rock ensembles, for example, consists of mostly indefinite-pitch instruments. Percussion examples: drum set, agogo bells (double bells), glockenspiel, xylophone, vibraphone, bass drum, snare or side drum, maracas, claves, cymbals, gong, triangle, tambourine. For more information and listening examples of the different orchestral percussion instruments, go to 

http://www.philharmonia.co.uk/explore/instruments

Click on the individual instruments for an introduction and demonstration of the instrument.

Keyboard

Instruments that produce sound by pressing or striking keys on a keyboard. The keys set air moving by the hammering of a string (in the case of the piano) or by the opening and closing of a pipe through which air is pushed (as in the case of the vibraphone, organ, and accordion). All of these instruments have the capacity of playing more than one musical line at the same time. Keyboard examples: piano, organ, vibraphone, and accordion. For more information and listening examples of the different orchestral keyboard instruments, go to

http:// www.philharmonia.co.uk/explore/instruments

The keyboard link is found within the percussion instruments.



1

