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The string family is a large group of instruments that make sound by plucking, strumming, or 
playing the strings with a bow. Let’s meet just a few of the string instruments that can be found in the 
orchestra. As a rule, the bigger the instrument, the lower the pitches it will play.

THE STRING FAMILY
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The violin is the smallest instrument in the string family and can play the highest 
pitches. They are usually 23–23.5 inches long.

The viola is a little larger than the violin, and has a slightly deeper, more mellow sound. 
It can play notes that are a little lower than the violin. They are typically 1–4 inches longer 
than the violin.

The cello is much larger and lower in pitch than the violin. It is played seated with the 
instrument between the musician’s legs and is usually 48 inches (4 feet) tall.

How much longer is this than the violin? ____________________

The double bass is not only the lowest instrument in the string family, but one of the 
lowest instruments in the entire orchestra. This instrument is played either standing or 
seated on a tall stool and is around 72 inches (6 feet) tall, but some are taller or shorter 
depending on the height of the musician. See how much larger it is than the violin?

Look closely at each instrument. List some ways they are alike:
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________

Can you think of other members of the string family? What other instruments do you know that use 
strings to make sound?
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
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THE BOW

Each member of the string family above is often played with a bow. 

The bow is held by the frog and the bow hair is pulled across the strings to make sound. The coarse hair 
is taken from a horse’s tail, and has microscopic “teeth” that rub against the string, causing it to vibrate.
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