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Introduction: Making Instruments 
● One of the most overt connections between music and landscape is the making of musical 

instruments from natural materials of a given area 
● Some of the oldest instruments use the earth itself as a means of creating sound 

 
Instrument Classification: 
● There are various classification systems, but the most commonly used by organologists 

and ethnomusicologists is the Hornbostel-Sachs system  
○ Not based on the material an instrument is made from, but how the vibration is 

created. 
○ Aerophones 

■ Wind instruments with a vibrating column of air 
○ Membranophones 

■ Drums with a vibrating membrane, kazoo 
○ Idiophones 

■ The entire body of the instrument vibrates; marimba 
○ Chordophones 

■ Stringed instruments 
 
Aerophones: Wind Instruments  

● Divje Babe Flute (Slovenia) 
○ Believed to be the oldest known musical instrument (55,000 years old?) 
○ Made from a cave bear femur 

● Pan flute (many locations; Ancient Greece, South America, etc) 
○ Made from bamboo, cane, or reeds, tuned with corn kernels or wax 

● Ney (Middle East) 
○ Also a very old instrument made from cane or giant reed 

● Didgeridoo (Australia)  
○ Made from an endemic eucalyptus species, trees must be hollowed out by 

termites, but still living  
● Conch shell (Pacific Islands, South America, Southern Asia) 

○ Can be played unmodified, or a mouthpiece can be attached 
● Ocarina (Asia, Mesoamerica; Aztec and Mayan) 

○ Another ancient flute usually made from clay 
● Shofar (Middle East) 



○ A type of horn made from the horn of a ram or Greater Kudu 
 

Membranophones: Percussion Instruments 
● Drums are one of the oldest types of instruments, the most basic form being made from 

an animal skin stretched over a pit in the ground that functions as a resonating chamber. 
Membranophones are most commonly made from mammal skin and a hollow tree trunk. 
Other materials used include fish and reptile skin, metal, and clay.  

● Because these materials are available in many different places around the world, drums 
are a part of nearly every musical tradition  

○ Talking Drum (West Africa) 
○ Conga (South America) 
○ Tabla (India) 
○ Bodhrán (Ireland) 
○ Taiko (Japan) 

 
Idiophones: Percussion Instruments 

● Marimba (Africa, Latin America) 
○ Originally made from wooden bars laid over holes in the ground that serve as a 

resonating chamber 
○ Legend says that Marimba is a goddess whose name means ‘mother of song’ and 

is the creator of all instruments  
● Maraca (Latin America) 

○ Can be made from gourds or skins and filled with seeds, beans, or pebbles 
● Guiro (Latin America, Puerto Rico especially) 

○ Made from a long gourd with notches carved into it 
 

○ Togo Seed Rattle (West Africa, tropical rainforest regions) 
■ Large seed pods grouped to make a rattle 

○ Rainstick (Chile, possibly Incan; also found in Southeast Asia, Africa, and 
Australia) 
■ Made from cactus or bamboo and filled with seeds, beans, or pebbles 

○ Bianqing (China) 
■ Stone or jade chimes struck with a metal mallet 

○ Shekere (West Africa, Latin America) 
■ Made from a dried gourd with beads or cowrie shells tied in a lattice 

around it  
○ Gamelan Instruments (Bali, Indonesia)  

■ Various brass metallophones  
 



Chordophones: Stringed Instruments 
● Anghbindi, earth-bow (Africa) 

○ A type of single-string harp that can be plucked or bowed, the resonating chamber 
is a pit in the ground  

● Kora (West Africa) 
○ Made from the calabash gourd, cut in half and covered with cow skin, and a 

hardwood neck attached with strings 
● Erhu (China) 

○ Wood, Python skin and silk strand strings  
● Valiha (Madagascar) 

○ Tube zither made from bamboo 
 
Instruments from Threatened and Endangered Species 

○ Some modern instruments are made from threatened and endangered species, 
especially certain hardwoods used for guitars, violins, and some woodwind 
instruments 
■ Harvesting processes are often wasteful because only the most perfect 

parts of the wood can be used 
○ Discuss: Is there a solution? What is our responsibility/ priority?  
○ For more information: 

http://globaltrees.org/threatened-trees/tree-values/musical-instruments/ 
 
Throw Down Your Heart Documentary 

○ Documentary about American banjo player Bela Fleck as he travels throughout 
Africa to learn about the roots of his own instrument 

○ Full video is available on Youtube 
■ https://youtu.be/sJt6jn0xT8A 

○ The film has been converted into an album that is available for free on Spotify 
Working Songs 
● Agriculture is one of the most important connections between human beings and the land 

in which they live 
● Reasons to sing while working: 

○ Coordination of team efforts to improve efficiency  
○ Relieve the boredom of tedious work 
○ Communicate at longer distances than speech can carry  
○ Solidarity and Protest 

● Resource for recordings of working songs 
○ Many recordings available if you search ‘working songs’ on the Library of 

Congress page, www.loc.gov 

http://globaltrees.org/threatened-trees/tree-values/musical-instruments/
https://youtu.be/sJt6jn0xT8A
http://www.loc.gov/

