
Quick Reference Guide to Percussion
Instruments and How to Play Them
Percussion instruments form an essential part of any music ensemble.
They provide rhythm and groove, add texture and colour, and can even
create melodies and harmonies. However, with so many different types of
percussion instruments available, it can be challenging to know where to
start learning how to play them. This quick reference guide will provide you
with a comprehensive overview of the most common percussion
instruments, along with some basic techniques for playing them.

Types of Percussion Instruments

Percussion instruments are classified into four main categories:
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Membranophones: These instruments have a stretched membrane
that vibrates when struck. Examples include drums, timpani, and
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tambourines.

Idiophones: These instruments produce sound when their own
material vibrates. Examples include xylophones, marimbas, and bells.

Chordophones: These instruments have strings that vibrate when
plucked or struck. Examples include guitars, ukuleles, and harps.

Electrophones: These instruments produce sound electronically.
Examples include synthesizers and drum machines.

Basic Techniques for Playing Percussion Instruments

The basic techniques for playing percussion instruments include:

Striking: This is the most common way to play percussion
instruments. It can be done with sticks, mallets, or even your hands.

Scraping: This involves rubbing a stick or other object across the
surface of the instrument to create a scratching sound.

Shaking: This involves shaking the instrument to create a rattling
sound.

Plucking: This involves plucking the strings of a chordophone to
create a sound.

Blowing: This involves blowing air across the instrument to create a
sound.

Common Percussion Instruments

Drums



Drums are the most common type of percussion instrument. They come in
a variety of shapes and sizes, and can be played with sticks, mallets, or
brushes. Drums are used to provide rhythm and groove in a variety of
musical genres.

Timpani

Timpani are large, kettledrums that are tuned to specific pitches. They are
often used in classical music to provide a powerful and dramatic sound.

Tambourines

Tambourines are small, handheld drums that have a single head stretched
over a frame. They are often used in folk music and dance.

Xylophones

Xylophones are idiophones that consist of a series of wooden bars that are
struck with mallets. They are often used in classical music and children's
music.

Marimbas

Marimbas are idiophones that are similar to xylophones, but have larger
bars made of wood or metal. They are often used in Latin music and jazz.

Bells

Bells are idiophones that come in a variety of shapes and sizes. They can
be played by striking them with a mallet or by shaking them. Bells are often



used in religious music and folk music.

Guitars

Guitars are chordophones that have six strings that are plucked with a pick
or fingerstyle. They are used in a wide variety of musical genres, from rock
and roll to country to classical.

Ukuleles

Ukuleles are small chordophones that have four strings that are plucked
with a pick or fingerstyle. They are often used in Hawaiian music and folk
music.

Harps

Harps are chordophones that have a large number of strings that are
plucked with the fingers. They are often used in classical music and folk
music.

Synthesizers

Synthesizers are electrophones that can produce a wide variety of sounds.
They are often used in electronic music and film scores.

Drum Machines

Drum machines are electrophones that can create drum patterns. They are
often used in hip-hop, electronic dance music, and other genres.

Tips for Learning How to Play Percussion Instruments



Here are a few tips for learning how to play percussion instruments:

Start with a simple instrument, such as a drum or tambourine.

Practice regularly to develop your coordination and timing.

Listen to recordings of percussion instruments to learn different
rhythms and techniques.

Find a teacher or mentor who can help you learn proper technique.

Be patient and persistent, and you will eventually be able to play
percussion instruments with skill and confidence.

Percussion instruments are a diverse and exciting group of instruments that
can add a lot of life and energy to any music ensemble. With a little
practice, you can learn to play percussion instruments and enjoy the many
benefits they have to offer.
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