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Introduction
 
So, I’m a bard.  My experience with nails and saws and stuff is limited to some basic home 
repair and putting together IKEA furniture.  I tried to make a plant table once, and it didn’t end 
well.
 
But I’m also a teacher, and I want to teach people to play the lyre.  This requires student lyres.  I 
figured I would make some.
 
And so begins our story.
 
Once upon a time...
 
I asked the Anglo-Saxon Lyre Group on Yahoo! Groups how they would make a student model 
lyre.  Patrick Wollery, a nice man with re-enactor-friendly sensibilities, suggested a solid board 
with a hand-hole cut out, corners rounded, zither pins and escutcheon pins (whaaaat?) to hold 
the strings.  Paul Butler, who thought he could fool me by using his mundane name instead 
of ‘Master Arden of the East Kingdom,’ suggested instead a “cigar box” lyre.  
 
Two ¼” x 1” uprights, with three 1” x 1” crosspieces, at top, center and bottom.  Cut plywood to 
fit for the soundboard, use zither pins for the strings and a tailpiece assembly that sounded a 
bit complicated to me.  I decided to go with Master Arden’s general recommendation - how hard 
could it be to nail some boards together? - with Patrick’s escutcheon pins to secure the strings.
 
Now, usually at this point in the documentation, I’d be telling you about extant Germanic lyres 
and their construction.  And I could, except I don’t have the references to hand, it’s a week 
before the event, and in a big way I don’t care and it doesn’t matter.  I’m not trying to build 
historically correct lyres.  I’m trying to build fast and cheap lyres that allow a student to learn 
appropriate technique.
 
But for reference, here’s what it should generally look like:
 



Reconstruction of the Sutton Hoo lyre, 6th cen. England
 
Buying Stuff
 
1” x 1” poplar dowel was easy to find.  ¼” x 1” slats?  Not to be found in the Home Depot.  I 
could have ½” x 1” or ¼” x 1 ½”, but not what I actually wanted.  I thought the narrowness was 
important for some reason and figured having a little extra lip around the edges wouldn’t be a 
problem, so I bought the 1 ½” wide stuff.  That was probably the wrong call, as we shall see.
 
1mm birch plywood seemed like a good idea - soundboards should be thin, right? Then I got 
home and looked at my other instruments. Noooo.  Back it went, and I picked up 3mm stuff.
 
½” x ¼” dowel made the bridge.  Escutcheon pins were a real thing and I was able to find them.  
I got sand paper, 80 and 120 grit as recommended by the AS Lyre Group.  Also, a can of spray 
polyurethane to seal it with.  Zither pins, I ordered from Amazon.com.  Stick-on jewels from the 
scrapbooking section of Michael’s were probably just a silly idea.  I got a shoelace to use as a 
wrist strap.
 



Now, what do I do with it?
 

Cutting Stuff
 
I managed to forget that you cut the wood in the middle of the mitre box.  I tightened down my 1” 
x 1” piece and cut it into three 12” sections, to match the 12” x 12” plywood sheet.  Since I was 
cutting off the end of the box, it was really hard and the cut was anything but square.
 
But that was okay, because that’s when I realized 12” is way too wide for a lyre!
 
My father helpfully reminded me how to use the mitre box, and I (much more easily this time) 
cut the cross pieces to 7.5” each. I use a utility knife to clean up the ends.
 

Look, Ma!  I’m doin’ it rite!
 
Next, time to cut the 12” square plywood down to 8” wide by 12” long.  I clamped the plywood to 
a board with (entirely too large, but they’re what I have) C-clamps and a metal ruler, then cut 10-
20 times with a utility knife.  
 



I still can’t believe this actually worked like it was supposed to.
 
Flip over, repeat.  The only problem here was that, on the first piece, I foolishly assumed that 8” 
from one edge was the same as 4” from the other edge.  That piece is slightly trapezoidal now.
 

There was a lot of this during this project.
 
Well, I had my three cross-pieces.  The two uprights were 24” lengths that didn’t need to be cut.  
Just nail them together, right?
 



AHAHAHA FOOLISH MORTAL
 
Well first, remember that the uprights are ½” wider than the cross-pieces, so I’m trying to center 
them with ¼” lip on either side.  I have no workbench and am doing this on the floor.  Nothing 
wants to stay still, the nails (some wire nails I happened to have around) like to go in at odd 
angles and then bend, and occasionally, the wood splits. 
 
But I do it.  The top cross-piece is obviously tilted, and I wouldn’t really call the other two square, 
but it gets done, with two nails on a diagonal into each 1”x1” face of the cross-pieces.
 

Well. Maybe that wasn’t so bad.
 
Gluing Stuff
It was time to put the soundboards on.
 



First: You know those ¼” lips I thought wouldn’t be a thing?  Turns out they’re totally a thing, a 
thing that keeps the soundboard and back hovering ¼” above the cross-pieces.  Captain Picard 
facepalms again.  I resolve to see how the lyre sounds before worrying about filling them with 
scrap wood.  Maybe they’ll be soundholes or something.
 
Next: I tried to put one tiny escutcheon pin through the plywood and into the ¼” wide upright.  
Tap, tap, tap...
 

Please.
 
It seemed inevitable that I would either slant the nail so that it poked out through the wood, 
or the wood would split, or something.  So I got out my Elmer’s Wood Glue and glued those 
soundboards down, then clamped them with my super high-tech clamping technology.
 

AKA: A Bunch of Heavy Stuff in the Basement
 
Of course, things slipped a little - but not enough to make a gap in the soundboard.
 
Surfacing Stuff
 



Freaking Sanding: How does it work?
 
Per the Lyre Group suggestions, I sanded with the coarse 80 grit sandpaper and then the 
medium 120 grit.  (It was suggested that anything finer was wasting my time for a quickie 
project.)  I think I did something wrong.  Maybe I didn’t sand long enough, or use enough arm 
muscle, or something.  Because there’s a lot of little fibers sticking up all over the wood now.
 
Undeterred by my lousy sanding job, I sprayed it down with polyurethane.  Note: When the can 
says that the little red thingie controls the shape of the spray, it means that the red thingie is a 
nozzle, not a toggle you can push with your thumb.
 

It was a trying day for the Captain.
 
Also, wear gloves when using spray polyurethane.
 



At least I didn’t spray it right into my face.
 

It looks almost like a lyre!
 
 
 
Drilling Stuff
 
The zither pins arrived in the mail.  On a piece of test wood, I confirmed that a 3/16 drill bit was 
the right size for them.  I measured the center of the top cross-piece and marked off positions 
½” to either side of it, then placed the other pins 1” from those marks.  Or I tried too.  It ended up 
not really accurately spaced, because I was rushing to get things done before my children got 
home.
 
I usually “drill pilot holes” by hammering in nails.  (Works for drywall!)  I thought I’d do it right, 
grabbed the smallest drill bit in my kit and drilled five holes with a 12V hand drill.  On the sixth, 
the bit snapped right off.  Huh.  I got out my next-smallest drill bit and placed another hole about 
¼” away. So much for even spacing.
 



That little speck next to the rightmost pin? Is the drill bit.
 
Drilling was rather difficult, especially the second hole which seemed to hit a knot or something.  
(There was smoke!) I had been told to put a piece of wood behind the cross-beam to “make 
a neat exit” and I did try, but that ¼” lip prevented it from really helping. It was not mentioned 
that a non-neat exit would be a mess of splinters and gouged wood.  I sanded (taking off the 
polyurethane, probably) and it actually seemed smooth this time!  Funny that.
 
Hammering Stuff
 
Each zither pin was tapped in about ¼’ with a hammer, then twisted in using a tuning wrench.  
(I have several for my harps, all of which use zither pins.)  This went surprisingly well.  (Upon 
later reflection while tuning, it seems that my other instruments do not sink the pins in until the 
threads disappear. Mine are set very low, and I should probably leave them higher next time.)
 
Escutcheon pins at the bottom were next.  I cut a 7.5” piece of the ½ x ¼” dowel I bought for the 
bridge and wedged it into the gap at the bottom, with a little glue for good measure, then nailed 
the pins in.  I did measure and tried to go with 3/32” spacing, but results were again not really 
precise.  In the end, I eyeballed it.
 
You can probably see most of my marks still on the wood, because I used a pen (what was lying 
around - in a rush because of kids, right?) instead of a more sensible pencil.
 



Almost done...
 
Using the mitre box, I cut a piece of the bridge material a bit longer than the array of escutcheon 
pins and sanded it down.
 
Tying and Tuning Stuff
 
Again at the advice of the Lyre List folks, I used two strings of 80-lb test monofilament fishing 
line for the lowest two strings, 60-lb for the middle, and 30-lb for the highest.  My father the 
fisherman showed me how to make a surgeon’s knot to secure them to the escutcheon pins; I 
found that I needed pliers to really pull the knots tight.
 

The surgeon’s knot.
http://www.flyfishingnetwork.org/knots/surgeons-knot.php

 
Then, making sure the floating bridge is in place, put the strings through the pins, wind around 
(being sure to catch the free end under two or more windings of string - this is how I’ve restrung 
my harps for years) and it’s an instrument!  It’s tuned do-re-mi-fa-so-la, per Hucbald’s 9th cen 
treatise, with “do” being an F because that’s about where the string seemed to want to be.



 
After several days of tuning, the lyre is getting close to holding a tune.  I think 40-lb line would 
be better for the high notes; the 30-lb seems a little floppy and buzzy, and a heavier string 
would take a little more tension and firm up, I think.  It is even quieter than my ‘real’ lyre (built by 
SCA luthier Silvershell Instruments) but the tone of the four lower notes isn’t bad, and it’s loud 
enough for a student to hear themselves practice on.
 
The moral of our story...
 
The lyre works!  Even without a wrist strap, I can rest it on my leg and play.  Despite the uneven 
cuts, misaligned pieces, and oddly spaced strings, I can easily put my fingers on the strings for 
playing.   If the tuning pins don’t pull clear out of the top cross-piece, the soundboard doesn’t 
split, or the instrument otherwise implodes or explodes over the next few months, I’ll call it a 
qualified success.
 
Next time, I will match the width of the uprights to the width of the cross-pieces.  I may use 
thicker uprights so I can nail the soundboard and back down (nailed soundboards are actually 
period for these instruments!).  I’ll be interested to hear how the volume changes when there 
are no accidental gaps.  An even higher bridge is another thing I could try (3/4” or even 1” are I 
believe used by some folks for better sound).  I will definitely get a spool of 40-lb test fishing line 
for the higher notes, and I’ll take a little more time with my sanding.
  



TA-DA!!!
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