
Instrument Classification 
Musical Instruments can be classified in many ways according to various criteria and/or 

perspectives. For our course, we need to develop a wider knowledge of the instruments of the 

orchestra as well as a few other instruments from around the world. In addition, we need to know 

how to group the instruments so that we can better understand their function. 

Grouping by orchestral family. 

The families in the orchestra are defined by the technique; that is to say how they are played.  

 Strings must be bowed or plucked. 

 Percussion instruments are struck. 

 Woodwinds are keyed wind instruments in which the producer is a reed or whistle. 

 Brass are wind instruments in which the producer is a combination of the mouthpiece and 

the player’s lips. 

 Voices are usually grouped separately. 

 The orchestral families do not lend themselves well to the classification of instruments from 

contemporary popular, non-Western traditions or even the band tradition, e.g. African/Asian 

instruments, electronic instruments, combination instruments. 

Grouping by method of initial sound production. 

There are 4 scientific classifications of instruments:  

 Chordophones (string-sounding), in which the sound producer is a string. 

 Idiophones (self-sounding), in which the entire instrument is a producer. 

 Membranophones (skin-sounding), in which the producer is a membrane/skin. 

 Aerophones (air-sounding), in which the producer is energised by the movement of air. 

Whilst the above criteria do describe almost all instruments, there are some which do not fit 

comfortably into the list. (e.g. voice – why?) 

Grouping by equivalent choral voice. 

Just as the choir has soprano, alto, tenor and bass voices, each with its particular tessitura, so 

instruments are also given similar roles according to the typical range which best represents the 

instrument’s tone. 

Historical grouping. 

Each instrument has an evolutionary story which brings it to us in its contemporary form. However, 

all along its history, music was written for it. For example, an instrument which began as a sackbut 

later became the trombone and there is different music for both as well as a different usage and 

grouping. (in some areas and during some times, it was even illegal to play a trombone indoors 

because it was considered obscene.) See also the link between uhadi and berimbau. 

 

  



Regional grouping. 

Sometimes, very similar instruments were developed in different areas of the world without any 

connection to each other. In these cases, an instrument may be bowed in one tradition but 

exclusively plucked in another, such as the double bass; there may be different techniques, such as 

percussion grips for the drum kit versus, for example, the bodhrán. Sometimes an instrument is 

brought into a new area and a whole new tradition is developed around it; e.g. guitar, marimba, 

accordion and violin. 

Stylistic grouping/specialisation. 

Similar to regional grouping, and in many ways strongly linked to it, different musical styles use 

similar or even same instruments in very different ways. For example, look at Irish fiddle style versus 

Paganini violin style versus orchestral section playing. Similarly, compare how the guitar is used in 

Flamenco, in guitar ensemble and in popular music of the 20th and 21st Centuries. 

A perspective: variable producer or variable resonator? 

As music scholars, we need to also consider how the instrument works as another form of 

classification. For example, in the case of string instruments, the length of the producer is changed 

whilst the resonator remains the same size but in the case of winds, the producer remains the same 

whilst the resonator’s length is adjusted. Different pitch for idiophones is usually achieved by having 

an array of differently-tuned independent instruments. 

 

Task: investigation of two contrasting instruments. 

In light of the above 7 perspectives, choose two instruments which are very different from each 

other. Using two columns, discuss each instrument in each of the 7 ways – and in even more ways if 

you can find any! Print or correctly draw each instrument, with labels for the different parts you 

mention in your writing. 

You should find examples of your chosen instruments being played online and be able to recognise 

them by sound. 

Your final project may be presented in the form of an A3 poster should you so desire. 

You may be selected to present your project to the class. 


