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Make-do

All the delights of bringing a
Balafon/Marimba into the world in
an easy-step guide to wooden music

know-how

Words to the would-do by Marimba-
making smart socks Andy Wilson

My own credentials mushcally ard as a woodworker ane
pretty thin on paper. Music came 0 me by a process of fas-
cination and absorpifon rather than by rote, Whether pump-
ing the bellows of the reed organ at church while dad played
the hgmms, o7 taking my firsh tertative steps into Compesi-
tion on an out-of-tune pianc at the age of five, musi
becarme part of me by flotation rather than notation, It
wiadwark, while same of Lhe bays made small baats in one
part of the workshop, 1 was made to change the title on my
notebook to WILLD WORK and left with a couple of wabbly
devetails and a small oak tray. But don't be sad - the stany
has a happy ending. Years later these two shaky threads
twined logether again while Iving in California and Sedcom-
ing ingpired by instrument makers producing extraordinany
musical ereations in wood and metal - Lrnue Crams
irmtpired by the Artec log drum, wateiphanes, whene metal
rods attached to stainless steed bowls are played with a cells
bow preducing ethereal ‘whale songs, and all manrer of
eed and wttwered peroussion instiuments inspired by
African, Litin Amencan and Afian models. My room 1 Lhe
Mission districk of %an Francisco soon became a jumble of
plans, pamphlets, scrag materals, borrowed tools and saw-
dust, and mary bears and blisters ler wanows working pro-
botypes emerged and wone eventually Fansgorted back to
England in a large canwas sack to form the bask of Knock
an Wood' (see later]. One of the first instruments was a
Marimba made from Dowglas fir and plastic wbing.
Aylophones, Manmbas and Balafons are all versions of
Ehe same idea - a series of wooden bars of graduated length
Ewted Lo A scale and played with wooden sticks o L0ft ended
mallets, Within this broad deseription fall countless instru-
mems found everywhene from South East Asfa, through
Africa 1o Euroge and Certral America, In a simgle form a
xylophone could be mace based on the Ugancan Amadinda
= 1% o 10 wooden bars l30d Jcnoss Sugpods on Ehe ground
and played From oppasite sides by <everal peaple
at once. (See Peter Cooke’s wonderful pasphlet ard tape
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Play Amadinda’ o get you started on this exciting ard
cociable technwue.) Chotse wood with & straight, close
arain avoiding knots. Tropical hadesdds hawe traditianally
Deen wsed But many people now awond Chese unless they can
be proved to be frem sustainably managed forests {see wood
suppliers), I'e wied burgpean hardwoods Uike cherry, maple
and beech with sucoess or you may like o recycle bropical
woods from old Furmiture {usually best to ask permission
of the furnitune danéd Brst). Expenment with diffesent
woods, Each will have its own sound chamcterstics of
brightness o7 warmth. Dve used cherny, beech, and recycled
padauk and mahogany.

The wooden bars

Wooden bars when tapped have a particular mode of vibra-
thon which pivots arownd two points of minfreal movenent
asound 22.5% fiom each end. This is where the bars hawe to
o resbed or suspended ©o allow the best tone, First cuk bars
of 4 x 2 inch wood o the following Lengths:

26L, E4F, 23, 20K, 215,
2004, 19'%, 1EE, 1705, 16%, 16,
15:4, 14, 134, 13% inches.

Thak takes 30 feet of wood approximately. You can scale the
wiale thing dewn moportionately to uge smaller section
tenoer and shodter lengths,

Mirk Lhe nides, then, starting % of an inch Eowands Lha
centre From the nodes, cut away Ehe underside of each bar
lzavirg approximately half the original thickmess, Althowgh
this arch is mot essértial, it will give the bars a lower ard
warmer tane than a bar of the same length left unanched.

Tuning

There are mamy methads of dividing an octave into a scale of
pitches, and it 75 @ fscinating subject in its own Aght [but
bevord the scope of this article). IF you want to use your
yloghane with Wesbern instruments, you ang bt off stick-
ing te the familiar scale of the plano, pitch pipe and clec-
tronic tuner but expariments with African and Indonesian
tunirgs ane possible by retuning your instrument feithes tem-
paratily ar pesnameathd,

Saund wour lowest Bar by resting it at the nodet on
pleces of fsam ot clath and tapping it with a soft mallet. By
reference to anothe insbuument of tumer find which 15 the
mearect mote and, if youw are happy with that being your
starting note, fine tune 7t as follows:

Il wawr bar 9% sharp or Bigher pitch than the nole yeu
wank, you can bower the pitch by shaving more wood from
the arch urndermeath, EIEEII:I:.I'. It doese't Chke much and yeu
wauldn't want te overshook!

IF your bar s Aatter or lower tham the desired note, you
can raise the pilch by shawing waod off the wnderside at
each end of the bar Repeat the process with each bar wntil
Wil hane the requined scale whether diatenic (Ike Ele white
matas an wour keyhaard), pentatenic (try singitg the first
five notes of ‘Bvery Little Brmeze Secms to Whisper Lowise” if

you hapgen to ktow it or C 0, F & &) or equidiskant
hieplatamic switable for West African sylophone mushe, (Ses
box fior those wanking to toy thish You can also alter the
pitches of your xyloghones termgorarnly by uging lumps of
blu-tak attached to the wndemide of the ends of the keys,
rwering the pitch of that key Experiment with blu-Lak
quantities to get the desired pitch change.

Suspension

Law the bars side by side with a gquarter of an inch gap
between them to get the progortions of your supgort frame.
This consists of two long pieces of wood running undér Lhe
nedes of the sound bars, and two end pieces 1o fix these
lang supgorts the right distanoe apart. Glue a picce of thick
dravght excluder along the top of each support.

Mest you meed 1o held the bars in place to avoid them
shaoting off acrass the flogr when Rik. Youw can drill a verti-
cal hole at one end of the sound bar {at the node point to
awoid disrupting Lhe wibation ) witich then lecates an 4 peg
an yout swpaorts, The other end of the bar can be held by
bwg more pegs, ong at each side. The pegs can be of thin
winden dowelling ar nails with their heads snipped off and
filed sorooth, The peg is then covered with a sheath of
fubber of plastic tubing and thene showld Be some cledransa
betwean this and the weoden bar Lo allow Free vibeation.

Albernatrvely you Can drill L Rorizental hobes U g
each bar {again at the nodes} throwgh which you can thread
a strong support strirg to produce a3 rope Dridoe’ effect
Thread seme pieces of rubiber tubing each alout 3 quarter of
an wch long on the skring bebtween the nobes bo provent
them clashing together, With this design you dent need the
sunpadt bars bacaues wou can ting the bars wp betwesn any
two supports (3 couple of trees are Tdeal}. You wil lose a bit
al resonance ceated by the space between the bars ard Lhe
floge s in Bz First design.

Resonators

Added wolurre and warmth of sounc can be created by ampli-
hying your bars with seme form of resonator, In ils Simplesi
forme this can be a hole in the ground under the insbrament,
but i you don't want to spoil the Uving room carpet, an
alternative is needed. This ceuld be in the form of a box ka
mewt the itstrament on with the base of the boe getting
challdwer Lawards the treble end. On 4 mane sophisticated
bevel, wach bar can have ks own nesonator, buk the size of
this Ts criscial 5f 5t is going ko hawe the desired effect. In
Africa and Central Amarica, differenit size gourds are used,
the right size for each rote being Found by tial and eroe
Yiou can alsd use plastic tubing drdwnd 24 nches dianialer,
open at the top under the sound bar and sealed at the
botbom end with a disc of plywood glued into place. [Even
a small leak in the seal will lose the mesonance. ) IF you are
handy with 3 calculator Ehere 75 @ formula to delerming tha
langth aof wour resenator tabe:

L

|-
&F

wiww fourthdoorcoak

MIDDLEGROUND 3

L is the length of the resenates € s the velocity of soumnd
(135680 irches por second), and F is the frequency of the
giver note in oyches per second.

Stopped liskening? The book Ssumnd Designs gives imone
details including a char ef freguencies for cach nate,

Beaters

Inexgensve percussion mallets can be found in music shops
wilh either soft fell ar rubber ends. Even beiter is Lhe supear-
ball mallet, Take a standard swperball just wnder an inch
drameter, carefully dnll a Fole halfeay thioegh and super-
glue it ke a piece of dowel or plastic =od. The compressed sil-
icgn of the ball Bounces off the aylaphone in a fraction of a
second allowing the bars to wibrate frcely. Make plenty of
mallets while you are at 7t as they car self-destruct after
enthisiastic playing.

Books

Makimg Simple Musical Instruments by Bart Hopkin
30 povel and exciting ploas for instrutents wiing innowalive
designs and viwsunl malerals. £14,99

Flay Amadinda by Peter {ooke

Hudld wour own Ugaedas ‘srmodioda” aad feam sevenad
tracitional pleces. £9.50

Sound Desfgns by Jon Scowille and Reinhold Banck
Apother recige hoor af armginal ipstrumant desagns asing
new and scrop meatenals, Jaclndes a syisphone ond g
metaliapfane uiing metol lubing. £9.99

Aylephone Music of Ghana by Trevor Wiggins

The Greve Dictionary of Musical Instruments

Three or four e heavy volumes full of information o
vy irstrument imaginable, IF your local Ghreoy doesn’t
bave i, suggest thet they get itf

Weod suppliers
The Ecological Tintber Conrpany
John Boddy Timbor

Knock on Wood

With rooks going back to 1979, a shop from 1985, a mail
order catalague and now of Seurte, an Internet web site,
All the above beoks are available from them.

Shog: Granary Whar, Leeds LS1 SBR. 0113 242 9145
Mail order: Knock on Woad, Unit 131, Glasshouses Mill,
Harrogate HG3 50H.

Email: kowEglobalmel. couk

Wobsite:
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Andy Wilson s
the resmaiding
member of the
arigral ‘Enack an
Weod” teamn.



