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1. String Groups 

a)  INSTRUMENTS 

i.  Violins have a wide range (from G below middle C to several ledger lines above the treble clef, 

depending on the skill of the performer.)  Usually there are two groups of violins, ‘first’ and ‘second’.   

ii.  Violas are in the tenor register.  They usually play notes from the chord.   Sometimes they imitate (echo) 

other instruments, or double other instruments (play the same notes, perhaps an octave apart), and 

occasionally they have a countermelody. 

iii. Cellos and double basses:  These instruments usually play the bass notes.  Because the double basses 

play such low notes, they are not always included in string groups. During the baroque and classical 

periods, cellos and double basses usually played the same notes. However in the romantic period 

composers were wanting to use wider ranges and thicker textures.  Since then the double basses have 

usually had their own bass notes to play, while the rich tone of cellos is often used for melodies. 
 

b) GENERAL POINTS 
i.  Clefs:  Violins read the treble clef.  Violas read the alto clef.  Cellos read the bass clef, although cello 

parts are sometimes written in the tenor or treble clef if they are playing high notes.  Double basses also 
read the bass clef, although they play an octave below the notes that are written. 

ii.  String groups:  In a string quartet there are two violins, a viola and a cello.  String orchestras are often 
written for the same groups, although there will be several people playing each instrument, and double 
basses are sometimes included.  Symphony orchestras have five string groups:  first violins, second 
violins, violas, cellos and double basses.   

iii. Performance techniques:  Since 1750, composers have  tended to show how the music should be 
played – e.g. slurs, marking notes to include in one bow;  arco and pizz. to show whether strings should 
be bowed or plucked, and con sord(ini), “with mutes” (pegs over the bridge to produce a gentler, thinner 
sound).  Unlike wind instruments, strings can thicken the texture by playing more than one note.  
Drawing the bow over two or three strings at once is known as double- or triple-stopping.  String players 
may be given tremolos to make their notes louder and more dramatic.  Sometimes composers tell players 
which string to use (e.g. sul D means “on the D string”).  Au talon means “from the bow’s nut end”. 

 

b) LISTENING FOR THE MELODY 
The melody is usually played by the first violins.  So when following an orchestral score, it is often a good 

idea to follow the first violin part.  In a score for string quartet or string orchestra, the first violin part will 

always be at the top, so it is easy to find.  In a full orchestral score, the first violin part is at the top of the 

string section, but this is underneath the wind and percussion sections. 
 

c) FOLLOWING A SCORE 
Before you follow a score while listening to the music, study the whole score of the movement.   
 Notice any repeat marks, and where the section to be repeated begins.  (Note though that, especially in 

music of the classical period, repeats are not always performed.) 
 Notice changes of texture – such as when cellos are doubling (playing the same notes as) or imitating 

(echoing) first violins, or when basses change from playing four notes per bar to two notes per bar, or 
when violas have a second tune (a countermelody), or when a group of instruments play block chords. 

 Notice changes of style (e.g. dynamics, tempo, rhythm or articulation) – such as a big crescendo, or 
syncopated (off-beat) rhythms, or when cellos change from playing crotchets to playing quavers. 

 
ASSIGNMENTS: 
1. Worksheet:  Describing a score for string instruments.  

2. Study the score of a movement for string quartet or string orchestra, watching for any of the changes 

mentioned above.  Then listen to the movement, following the score. (See imslp.org/ and Youtube.)  

http://imslp.org/
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2. Who is playing what? 
 

a) PLAYING THE MELODY 
In orchestra scores written in the classical period, the first violins usually play the melody.  Sometimes 
other instruments (e.g. flutes, oboes) join in.  Romantic composers share the melody around different 
instruments.  Here are clues to help you recognise which instruments are playing the melody in an extract: 
a)  Long scales or arpeggios are unlikely to be part of the melody. 
b)  Held notes, repeated notes and broken chords are more likely to be part of the harmony. 
c)  If several instruments are playing the same rhythm, the top notes may form the melody, while the other 

notes are accompanying it a sixth or a third below. 
Melodies can be “inverted” (turned upside down) – like replacing a rising scale with a falling one.   
There may be more than one melody.  In “counterpoint” (common in Baroque music), the melodies are of 
equal importance.  If one melody is less important as the other;  it is called a “countermelody”.  (This has 
been common since the Classical Period.)  The more important melody is usually a main theme, which 
occurs elsewhere in the music, while the countermelody may or may not be heard again. 
 

b) WORKS FOR SOLOIST AND ORCHESTRA 
In a concerto, early composers tended to alternate sections where the soloist(s) carries the melody with 
sections in which the rest of the orchestra has the melody.  Later composers were more flexible:   
 Sometimes the soloist doubles (play the same notes as) or imitates (echoes) other instruments. 
 Sometimes the soloist decorates the melody with ornaments and non-harmony notes.   
 Sometimes the soloist raises the tension with a series of rising trills, or a long rising scale. 
 Sometimes the soloist fills in the harmony with broken chords. (Strings can produce block chords too.) 
 

c) FILLING IN THE HARMONY 
It is easy for keyboard performers to play chords.  They can play several notes at once on their instruments.  
Filling in harmonies on orchestral instruments is not quite so easy.  
 Stringed instruments can play more than one note at a time, so individual instruments are able to play 

chords.  This technique is called ‘double-stopping’ (for two notes at once) and ‘triple-stopping’ (for three 
notes at once).  However the bow can play only two strings at one time, so if the performer wants to play 
more than two notes at a time, s/he has to ‘ripple’ the notes in the same way as a pianist does when 
playing notes too far apart to reach in a hand-span.   

 Wind instruments can play only one note at a time.  They can join with other instruments in making up 
the harmony, so different instruments play different notes of the chord, or they can break up the chord 
(e.g. into an Alberti Bass pattern, or arpeggios). 

Composers have favourite ways of filling in harmonies.  Mendelssohn likes to use a pair of flutes or clarinets 
to repeat notes of the chords, usually a third apart, quickly.  Brahms often has violas and/or cellos playing 
broken chords in quavers, like the ‘left hand’ of a piano piece by Mendelssohn or Chopin.    
 

c) HELD/REPEATED NOTES 
Sometimes an instrument holds or repeats a note, while other instruments play notes in different chords.  
This helps to ‘tie together the different chords, and make the passage smooth.  These terms are used: 
 Binding note:  when the held-repeated note fits all the chords 
 Pedal Point:  when the held/repeated note does not fit all the chords, and is a bass note. 
 Inverted Pedal:  when the held/repeated note does not fit all the chords, and is 

not a bass note.  
 Double Pedal (or Drone):  when two notes (often tonic and dominant) are 

held/repeated.  This may suggest drone notes of a musette (bagpipes - right). 
 
ASSIGNMENTS: 
1. Worksheet:  Describing string writing.   
2. Worksheet:  Recognising melodies in an orchestral score 
3. Listen to a movement from the score you will write about in section B,  
     following the string parts.. 
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3. Following an orchestral score 
 
a) THE DEVELOPMENT OF ORCHESTRATION 

In the baroque period, much  music was contrapuntal. (Two or more melodic lines would be played 

at the same time.)  Later on, texture was becoming more homophonic (chordal).  Sections were often 

repeated.  Usually soloists would be expected to ornament the music in the repeat. 

In the classical period, there was little counterpoint;  most music was chordal.  Strings did most of the 

work.  First violins would have the melody.  Other strings would fill in the harmonies, by: 

 playing chords (two or more notes at a time, either held or repeated rhythmically 

 playing single notes which, added to notes played on some other instruments, make up a chord  

 playing two or more notes of the chord one after the other in an arpeggio (broken chord) pattern  

The cellos and basses would usually have to be content to play the bass notes. The winds (flutes, oboes, 

sometimes clarinets, bassoons, horns and possibly trumpets) would sometimes double the melody with 

the first violins, or echo it after the first violins, or fill in the harmonies.   

Romantic composers gave the winds more interesting things to do.  They used more instruments 

(trombones, cor anglais, and later on saxophones, harps, triangles, and other percussion).   

By the late romantic period composers were learning to use instruments in different ways.  Virtually 

any performer might, at different times 

i. play the melody, either as a solo or with other instruments 

ii. play a countermelody, while the melody is played by other instrument(s) 

iii. fill in the harmony  

iv. hold or repeat a binding note (which fits the chords) or pedal (which does not fit all the chords).  

v. supply special effects, such as a rhythmic pattern, a rising or falling scale 

Composers were writing idiomatically for each instrument.  (i.e.  Instruments were being given material 

that would suit the sound that that particular instrument made, and the way the performer produced it.)  

In particular, composers were able to exploit the timbre (sound type) of each instrument so the orchestra 

could produce a wide range of effects.  For example, they might use oboes for a plaintive, slightly sad 

effect, or trumpets for a stirring, military effect.  German composers liked lots of brass (including 

tubas).  French composers liked harps and saxophones. 

 

b) APPRECIATING THE ORCHESTRATION 

Look at a movement of a work for orchestra.  (They can be viewed on http://imslp.org/.) 

i. Check which instrument(s) play each stave.  If there is a soloist, notice where it is.  Look out for 

anything unusual (e.g. extra percussion instruments, voice parts, piano or harp.) 

ii. Check for transposing instruments. 

iii. Find pages where there is a noticeable change in the music, such as: 

 texture (e.g. different instruments playing, different accompaniment style) 

 dynamics (e.g. a long crescendo, or a sudden ff) 

 tempo (e.g.  a rit. or rall., meno/piu mosso, tempo primo, etc.) 

 articulation (e.g. from a flowing legato passage to a series of accents or staccato) 

iv. Listen to the movement, noticing the effects of the changes you identified.  

 
ASSIGNMENTS: 
1. Worksheet:  Describing orchestration in a Brahms score.  There is a specimen answer. 

2. Worksheet:  Describing orchestration in a Schubert score.   

3. Listen to a complete movement, following the score as much as possible. 

http://imslp.org/

