Hairpin Mbira Construction Tutorial
Presented by Tim Gregory, Director, Nada Brahma Productions
“Mbira” 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 for the tongues and eye
bolts and dowel are used to construct the
bridge. The instrument can be precisely
tuned so it can be played along 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.
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RECOMMENDED PARTS:
Eye bolts come with hex nuts, but I
prefer using wing nuts as they are
easy to tighten by hand. But they
need to be purchased separately.
For the 1/4” round dowel, 3/16” eye
bolts should work fine, but check to
make sure the dowel fits through
before purchasing. For the length,
I prefer 1 1/2” bolts.
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”.
As long as the hairpins are “extra
long”, you should be fine. This
particular brand from CONAIR are 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.
I also use poplar wood for the square and
round dowel for the bridge. You’ll need 2
square pieces and 3 round, cut as wide as
the body you are using.

But part of the fun in creating a
Hairpin Kalimba is experimenting
with the sound. Hairpins are relatively
inexpensive, so explore at will.

ASSEMBLY INSTRUCTIONS:
1. Cut a 5.5 - 6 in. piece of plank board for
the body. The precise drilling of holes for
the bridge is crucial. The holes need to
be perfectly lined with each other as well
as perfectly straight through. Using a drill
press is highly recommended.

1.5”

3/4”

Drill the holes 1.5” from the top and
3/4” from the side. A 5/32 drill bit
is best if using the recommended 3/16”
eye bolt. Otherwise, you want the eye
bolt to easily grip some wood while
going through, so choose a bit that works
best with your eye bolts.

2. Screw in the eye bolts all the way down.

3. Loosely attach the wing nuts.
DO NOT TIGHTEN!

4. Line up the eye bolts so the eyes are
parallel with the sides.

5. Spread some wood glue on one side
of the square dowel.

7. Spread glue along the
dowel and body.

6. Place a round dowel up against the
eye bolts.

8. Secure with the square dowel,
glued-side against the body.

9. While the glue is drying, work on your tongues, i.e. cutting the hairpins.

Clipper Notes:
If you are making mbiras in
bulk, it is worth investing in
an inexpensive pair of bolt
cutters.
Straighten out the hairpins by hand.

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.

10. After the glue has dried,
unscrew the eye bolts about
three half turns. Then slide the
remaining piece of round
dowel through the bolts.

11. Place the tongues on the
outside of the bolts. They
should slide easily, but not fall
out when held upright. You
may need to adjust the eye
bolts by screwing them in or
out a bit to make this happen.

12. Insert the remaining tongues.
If the tongues don’t slide easily
through, a screwdriver may
help to lift them onto the back
bridge bar.

Traditional

Linear

Tongue Arrangement
There are two basic ways to arrange the
tongues: traditional and linear. Traditional
allows for more authentic mbira playing.
The linear option is easier for playing
melodies. If you are new to mbira playing,
this may be the better option with which
to start.

NOTES ON TUNING:
Tuning your mbira takes lots of patience and practice. By keeping the tongues easy to
slide, you can get a basic arrangement by using your fingers, but the sound will be very
“rattley”. Tightening the wing nuts will take out the rattle. Needle nose pliers can also be
helpful, but be sure not to squeeze the playing end as you may crack the plastic tip.
A small jewelers hammer is the best possible tool for fine tuning. You can find them at
crafts stores such as Michael’s.

PENTATONIC SCALE TUNING:
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I recommend pentatonic tuning for the mbira. Pentatonic (5-note) scales are the
most popular kinds of scales around the world. It also makes mbira 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 mbira. 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 mbira 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 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: Alternate Bridge Construction
For a simplified bridge, use two pieces of
square dowel, one a bit larger as shown.

For placement, screw in the eye bolts and
rest the larger piece against them. The
smaller piece should be a couple of
millimeters away.

APPENDIX B: Sanding, Staining & Painting
Sanding, staining and painting can give your mbira 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 any of the bridge parts, this is best done before constructing it.

Untreated

Treated with 2 coats
of polyurethane and
square dowel
painted black

APPENDIX C: Creating a Resonator
A plastic mixing bucket can add substantial volume to your mbira.

Materials Needed:
- 2.5 Qt. Mixing Bucket
- Velcro Strap
- Thick Cardboard
Tools Needed:
- Marker
- Packing Knife
- Scissors

1. Place the mbira 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 mbira.

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

