MarKamusic Guide To Making Cuban Claves

Clave (which is pronounced clah' vay) is the rhythmic pattern that forms the basis of most Latin music, particularly music of Caribbean origins. It is the quintessential element to define the basis of all  Cuban music. Clave is phrased in what is known in musical theory as a 3/2 or 2/3 feel (three beats first and then two beats or two beats first and then three beats).

             Claves are a traditional Cuban musical instrument that became quite popular during the second half of the 1900’ which are used to play the clave. Cuban Claves are made of two hardwood sticks that are struck or tapped together in order to get a sharp, cracking sound. One hardwood stick is called the clave, while the other is known as the striker. Nowadays, there are many variations on the instrument, which can be even made of plastic and or two different kinds of wood. They can be found in different shapes and sizes. Some are also made of wood but the clave is larger differently shaped and thicker than the striker. 


Materials to Build your Cuban Claves

· Two 1”x 8” hardwood sticks (you may use a walnut, rosewood, maple, ebony or any other hardwood dowel as soon as it is 1”thick).

· Sand paper.

· A hand saw or hack saw (in case you need to cut the dowel to size).

Note: You could get together with some friends to buy a large dowel of hardwood in any hardware store (such as Home depot or True Value). They cost anywhere between $2.50 to $6.50 depending on the type of hardwood and can be found most commonly in lengths of 36”or 48”. You may also use the handle of a broom or mop as these are often made of some kind of hardwood.

Building your Cuban Claves

1- If you have a long hardwood dowel use either the hand saw or hack saw to cut two 8”sections from it.

2- Use the sand paper to smooth out the edges as well as any imperfections off your sticks. You may also 

    try to round the edges of your sticks with the sand paper (this only helps the looks of your instrument 

    not the sound).

3- You are now done with your Cuban claves and can already play them. If you wish you could finish 

    them using wood stain but this isn’t necessary as this will not affect the sound. 
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How to play your Cuban Claves

              To play the claves one has to lay the clave in one hand between the fingertips and the heel of the hand, with the thumb out for support. In this way the space between the clave and the palm of the hand creates a sound chamber that helps the resonance of the instrument. The striker is held as a beater in the other hand and is struck against the clave. 

