String Instruments

To play a string instrument, a player has to make one or more strings vibrate. A player can pluck the strings with his or her fingers or with a plectrum or pick. Some string instruments require a bow, a special stick that can be slid back and forth across the strings to make them vibrate.


The most common plucked instrument is the guitar. Another stringed instrument that is plucked is a harp, an instrument with up to forty-seven strings! Most guitars have six strings, but some have twelve. At the top of the guitar, a bar called the nut keeps the strings separated at the proper width from one another. At the bottom, the strings are attached to a holder called the bridge. The strings stretch lengthwise along the fingerboard and are tied to tuning keys. Loosening or tightening the strings alters the pitch (highness or lowness) of the strings.


Different notes are played on a guitar by pressing the strings down in different places on the fingerboard. To play low notes, a player presses his or her fingers on the strings, close to the nut. To play higher notes, a player presses on the strings, farther from the nut. Little metal bars along the fingerboard called frets, indicate where to press.


Most instruments played with a bow have four strings. The pressure of the bow causes the strings to vibrate. Each string is tuned to a different pitch. A player presses down on the strings to change the pitch. 


It looks more like a piano than a string instrument, but a harpsichord has up to strings that are plucked. When a player presses a key, a piece of wood called a jack rises, and a part called a quill plucks a string. When the jack falls, a felt damper stops the string from vibrating.

Questions:

1. What are two ways to make strings vibrate?

2. How is the pitch of the strings on a guitar changed?
3. What causes the strings on a bowed instrument to vibrate?

4. Most string instruments have four to twelve strings. What instrument has up to forty-seven strings?

5. Where would you press down on the strings of a guitar if you wanted to make a high note?

6. Where would you press down on the strings of a guitar if you wanted to make a low note?

7. Why is a harpsichord considered a string instrument and not a percussion instrument?
