Hairpin Kalimba Construction Tutorial
Presented by Tim Gregory, Director, Nada Brahma Productions
“Kalimba” is one of the many names for what
is commonly known as the African Thumb
Piano. The metal tines that are plucked are
referred to as “tongues”. In this model,
hairpins are used. The main component is a
grounding bar, also known as a bus bar,
which functions as the bridge. The use of a
grounding bar offers precise tuning, allowing
the instrument to be played with other
instruments such as the guitar.
Safety First: This tutorial is geared towards
individuals who have prior experience in
working with tools. Nada Brahma
Productions is not responsible for any injuries
that may occur. Use common sense and ask
for assistance when needed.
C 2015 Nada Brahma Productions, All Rights Reserved
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RECOMMENDED PARTS:
Grounding bars, also known as “bus bars”,
are used to ground electrical wires. They are
also perfect for making kalimbas.
This particular 7-hole bar from HomeLine,
available at most Home Depots, is by far my
favorite. Along with being aesthetically
balanced, it offers a great tuning option
which will be discussed later in this tutorial. It
also has a square recess screwdriver option
which makes it very user-friendly for tuning.

Poplar craft wood I find to be cost effective,
aesthetically pleasing as well as a great
sounding wood. It is available at most
Lowe’s locations. I use a 1/2” X 4 X 4 plank
for the body and for the bridge I use a
1/4” X 2 X 4 strip.
Options:
Pine is a bit cheaper but it tends to warp.
Keep in mind that the more dense and/or
thicker the wood, the less resonant your
kalimba will be. Denser woods such as oak
and maple are usually available in craft
wood sections. While not as resonant as
poplar and pine, they can deliver a
beautifully visible end product.

As long as the hairpins are “extra
long”, you should be fine. This
particular brand from CONAIR is my
favorite. I find them at my local CVS.
They are not the most cost effective as
only the top pre-bent part sounds
good, however. The bottom part of the
pin has a bend in it which I find alters
the sound. Stay away from the wavy
kinds.
But part of the fun in creating a
Hairpin Kalimba is experimenting
with the sound. Hairpins are relatively
inexpensive, so explore at will.

SINGLE UNIT NOTES:

Are you planning on making just a single unit? If so, please know that this tutorial is geared for making
instruments in bulk. I quite often make 5 - 20 at a time for various workshops and residencies, hence
purchasing full planks of craft boards. There is no need to do this if you want to make a single unit. As
long as you can find a piece of wood that is wide enough for the grounding bar that you chose, you’re all
set. The body of the instrument pictured above made was from a 50 cent pre-cut piece of scrap wood
from a hardware store. Just remember that the thicker and more dense the wood, the less resonant your
instrument will be.
A paint stick, which you can usually pick up free of charge, cut and doubled works just fine for the bridge
support. Any extra long hairpins you may have laying around will most likely work as well as any wood or
machine screws long enough to secure the grounding bar. So as this tutorial continues, simply apply any
relevant instructions to the materials that you have gathered.

ASSEMBLY INSTRUCTIONS:
1. Cut a 5.5 - 6 in.
piece of plank board
for the body and a
piece of strip as wide
as the body for the
bridge support.

2. Spread a small
amount of wood glue
on one side of the
strip for the bridge
support.

3. Place the bridge support
flush on one end of the body.
Allow glue to set and dry before
continuing.

4. Center the grounding
bar on the bottom third
of the bridge support and
mark the holes with a
pencil.

5. Use a nail to mark
a divot on the pencil
marks for drilling.

6. Drill guider holes for
the screws. Choose a
drill bit that slightly less
wide than the screws
that you are using.

7. Secure the grounding bar with two screws.
Notes on Screws:
With the recommended grounding bar, I use #6 1 inch
PAN HEAD PHILLIPS SHEET METAL SCREWS for
aesthetic purposes. Most wood or sheet metal would
work, however. Just be sure they are not too long that
they wind up sicking through the bottom of the body.

Clipper Notes:
If you are making kalimbas
in bulk, it is worth investing
in an inexpensive pair of
bolt cutters.

8. Straighten out the hairpins by hand.

9. Clip the hairpins close to the bend.

Other options are using a
hack saw or wire cutters.
But remember that hairpins
are made of metal making it
challenging to cut. Bolt
cutters make the job much
easier.
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TUNING CONFIGURATIONS:
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Traditional: The above left image shows the most common tuning configuration for
kalimbas. The middle hole holds the longest tongue with the rest spreading away as
the shorten, alternating from side to side.
Linear: An alternate tuning is pictured in the above right image. This low to high
configuration is more in line with the tuning of Western instruments such as the
xylophone and the piano.

PENTATONIC SCALE TUNING:

The main reason that I prefer the recommended grounding bar is that it allows for
a pentatonic scale tuning. Pentatonic (5-note) scales are the most popular kinds of
scales around the world. It also makes kalimba playing enjoyable as whatever you
play sounds pleasant. Having a seventh note available allows for an extra octave on
the “Re” position as well.
Use the chart above to tune your kalimba. Start with position “1”, establishing a solid
base note and work from there. Using a standard guitar tuner makes this easy.

USING A GUITAR TUNER:
The kalimba can certainly be tuned by ear or to another instrument, but a standard guitar
tuner can come in handy. If you have never used one before, simply attach it to the top
of the body and pluck the tongues. Use the images below as a guide.

In the Red:
FLAT!
PUSH THE
TONGUES IN
(Make Shorter)

Blue Light:
Perfectly in Tune

In the Yellow:
SHARP!
PULL THE
TONGUES OUT
(Make Longer)

APPENDIX A: Sanding, Staining & Painting
Sanding, staining and painting can give your kalimba a slick look. Poplar is relatively
soft, so rounding the edges and making the rough cut edges smooth is easy to do.
For staining, polyurethane can help to bring out the natural grain of the wood. If
choosing to paint the bus bar, use enamel paint and be sure to remove the screws.
This is best done before attaching the bus bar to the body.

Untreated

Treated with 2 coats
of polyurethane and
bus bar painted black

APPENDIX B: Sound Boxes
To help amplify your kalimba, consider building or attaching a sound box.

This sound box is completely constructed out
of paint sticks. Besides really keeping the costs
down (as they are free at most paint stores or
departments), it is actually one of the best and
most authentic sounding kalimbas I have built.

A 2.5 quart plastic mixing bucket can also
serve as an effective resonator, and easy
to create. The following pages offers
instruction.

APPENDIX C: Creating a Bucket Resonator
Materials Needed:
- 2.5 Qt. Mixing Bucket
- Velcro Strap
- Thick Cardboard
Tools Needed:
- Marker
- Packing Knife
- Scissors

1. Place the kalimba on the bottom of the
bucket and make two 1 - 2 inch marks
near the center.

2. Carefully cut along the marks with a packing
knife or other suitable device. Wearing safety
gloves is recommended.

3. Using scissors, cut a 12” piece of Velcro strap and a 3” X 2” piece of cardboard.

4. Feed the Velcro strap through the holes as shown.
Pliers may come in handy for this task.

5. Strap in the kalimba.

6. Insert the cardboard between the
bucket and the back of the kalimba.

