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How To Play A Mouth
Harp

Introduction to
the Mouth Harp:
A Timeless
Instrument

The mouth harp, also known
as the Jew’s harp, jaw harp,
or mouth twang, is one of
the oldest musical
instruments in human
history, with roots
stretching back thousands
of years across cultures
from Asia to Europe and
beyond. Despite its simple
appearance—a small, often
metal or bamboo frame
with a flexible tongue

(reed)—the mouth harp can
produce a surprising range
of sounds, from deep,
rhythmic drones to bright,
melodic  sequences.
Learning how to play a
mouth harp is a rewarding
journey that combines
breath control, mouth
shape manipulation, and
rhythmic plucking. This
guide will walk you through
everything you need to
know to begin playing,
improve your technique,
and unlock the instrument's
full expressive potential.
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Harp?
Understanding
the Instrument

Before diving into
technique, it helps to
understand the parts of a
mouth harp. The instrument
consists of a U-shaped or
diamond-shaped frame,
with a flexible metal or
bamboo tongue (also called
a reed) attached at one
end. The tongue vibrates
when plucked, and the
player’s mouth acts as a
resonance chamber. The
pitch of the sound is
determined by the tongue’s
vibration frequency, but the
mouth shape—not the
plucking—controls the
melody. The instrument is
held against the teeth or
lips, and the player’s
tongue, jaw, and palate
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amplify specific overtones.

This creates the
characteristic “wah-wah”
effect that defines the

mouth harp sound.

Types of Mouth
Harps

e Traditional Jew’s
Harps: Usually made
of metal (brass, steel)
or bamboo. The frame
is held between the
teeth, and the reed is
plucked with a finger.

* Mouth Harps with
Adjustable Reeds:
Some modern designs
allow you to bend the
reed to change the
pitch range.

e Multi-Reed Harps:
Rare but exist; they
produce chords but
are less common for
beginners.
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How To Play A
Mouth Harp:
Step-by-Step
Basics

When you are ready to
start, follow these
fundamental steps. The
process may feel awkward
at first, but with practice it
becomes intuitive.

Step 1: Holding the
Instrument

Place the frame of the
mouth harp between your
lips, not your teeth. The
open end of the “U” should
face outward away from
your mouth. The reed
should be free to vibrate
without touching your lips
or teeth. Some players
prefer to rest the frame
against their front teeth, but
beginners often find it

easier to grip it gently with
the lips. Ensure the frame is
stable but not
clamped—tightness will
dampen vibration.

Step 2: Plucking the
Reed

Using your index finger (or
thumb, depending on your
hold), pluck the free end of
the reed with a quick, snap-
like motion. Your finger
should strike the reed and
then immediately bounce
off. Do not hold your finger
on the reed after plucking.
The movement is similar to
flicking a quitar string.
Practice plucking without
any mouth movement first
to hear the fundamental
note—a low, buzzing drone.

Step 3: Shaping Your
Mouth Cavity

The magic of the mouth
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harp happens when you
alter the shape of your
mouth. While you pluck the
reed, your mouth acts as a
variable resonator. To
produce different notes,
change the volume and
shape of your oral cavity:

¢ Small mouth shape:
Tighten your lips and
raise your tongue
near the roof of your
mouth (like saying
“ee”). This
emphasizes higher
overtones.

e Large mouth
shape: Open your
mouth wide, drop
your jaw, and lower
your tongue (like
saying “ah”). This
brings out lower
overtones.

¢ Change vowels:
Slowly transition
through vowel
sounds: “00,” “oh,”

“aw,” “ah,” “eh,”
“ee.” Each vowel
changes the
resonance and
produces a different
pitch.

Step 4: Breathing
While Playing

One common mistake is
holding your breath. You
can breathe through your
nose while playing, as the
mouth is occupied.
Alternatively, you can
remove the harp briefly to
inhale. Many advanced
players learn to play on
exhale, but as a beginner,
simply focus on steady
breathing and short practice
sessions to avoid dizziness.

Developing Your
Mouth Harp
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Technique

Once you can produce a few
distinct notes, it is time to
develop control and rhythm.

Controlling Rhythm
and Dynamics

The mouth harp is a
percussive instrument as
much as a melodic one.
Vary your plucking speed
and strength to create
rhythm patterns. Pluck
alternately with your index
finger and thumb to play
faster. You can also use the
side of your finger for a
softer attack, or pluck closer
to the frame for a brighter
tone. Practice simple
patterns like “pluck-pause-
pluck-pluck-pause” to
internalise timing.

Playing Melodies

with Overtones

The mouth harp does not
change its fundamental
pitch easily—the reed is
tuned to a specific note.
Melodies are made by
selecting overtones. By
opening and closing your
mouth cavity you filter the
harmonic series. For
example, if your harp’s
fundamental is D (low note),
the overtones will be D, A,
D, F#, A, C, D, etc. With
practice you can leap
between overtones to play
simple folk tunes. Start with
scales: slowly move your
jaw and tongue through
vowel positions while
plucking steadily. Listen for
the series of notes that
emerge.

Common Techniques
to Explore

¢ Hammer-on and
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TipPibeff: Without re-

plucking, use your
finger to quickly
depress and release
the reed to produce
two notes from one
pluck.

Slap technique: Use
the flat of your finger
to slap the reed for a
sharp, percussive
sound.

Bending: Gently
push the frame
inward to slightly
flatten the pitch, or
pull outward to
sharpen it—advanced
but adds expression.
Throat singing
style: Combine a
drone in your throat
with the harp’s
overtones for a rich,
harmonic texture.

Beginners:
Overcoming
Common
Challenges

Many beginners struggle
with the same issues. Here
is how to address them:

1. The reed won’t
vibrate: Make sure
your lips are not
touching the reed.
The frame should be
held firmly but not
pressed hard against
your teeth. Try
plucking with a
sharper, quicker
motion.

2. Only one note
comes out: You are
likely not changing
your mouth shape
enough. Exaggerate
the vowel
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changes—go from a
huge open “oh” to a
tiny “ee.” Use a
mirror to watch your
mouth.

3. Harp clicks or
buzzes: Your finger
may be hitting the
frame instead of the
reed. Ensure you are
plucking the very tip
of the tongue. Also
check that the reed is
not bent or touching
the frame.

4. Jaw pain or fatigue:
Relax your jaw. You
are holding tension.
Take breaks every
few minutes. Over
time your muscles
adapt.

Caring for Your
Mouth Harp

Maintaining the instrument
ensures it sounds clear and

lasts for years. Metal mouth
harps can rust or tarnish.
After playing, wipe the
frame and reed with a dry
cloth. Store it in a
protective case or soft cloth
pouch, away from moisture
and extreme temperatures.
If the reed becomes slightly
bent out of tune, you can
gently adjust it with
pliers—but be cautious, as
too much bending can
break it. Bamboo harps
require even more care:
keep them away from
humidity that can warp the
wood, and oil the wooden
parts periodically with
linseed oil.

Advanced
Techniques and
Styles

Once you are comfortable
with basic playing, you can
explore different musical
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genres. The mouth harp is
used in folk music of
Siberia, Mongolia,
Scandinavia, the Alps, and
also in modern
experimental, ambient, and
even metal music.

Circular Breathing

Some players master
circular breathing to
produce an uninterrupted
stream of sound. This
technique involves inhaling
through the nose while
pushing stored air from the
cheeks into the mouth, so
you never stop plucking. It
takes dedicated practice
but allows for long, hypnotic
phrases.

Rhythmic
Vocalisation

Add vocal sounds while
playing—growls, clicks,
whistles, or throat singing.

This expands your sonic
palette dramatically. For
example, you can hum a
low drone while plucking
and shaping overtones,
creating a two-part sound.

Playing with
Amplification

While the mouth harp is
naturally quiet, you can
amplify it for performance.
Use a contact microphone
placed near the frame or
attached to your cheek.
Some players hold the harp
against a guitar pickup or
use a condenser
microphone held close to
the mouth.

Common
Questions About
How To Play A
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Is the mouth harp hard
to learn? No. Basic buzzing
can be achieved in minutes,
but mastering melodic
control takes weeks or
months. It is one of the
more accessible
instruments for beginners.

Why is it called a Jew’s
harp? The name’s origin is
uncertain; some theories
link it to the word “jeu”
(French for “game”) or to a
mispronunciation of “jaw
harp.” The term is falling
out of favour, and many
now prefer “mouth harp” or
“jaw harp.”

Can | play with braces or
dental work? Yes, but be
careful. You can hold the
harp against your lips rather
than your teeth. Some
players with braces place a
small piece of electrical

Maﬁ_\m ‘q%ff-pwe to avoid

metal-on-metal contact.

How do | choose my first
mouth harp? Beginners
often start with a standard
metal harp in the key of C
or D. These are widely
available, durable, and offer
a good range of overtones.
Avoid extremely cheap
harps that may have sharp
edges or poorly tuned
reeds.

Conclusion: The
Joy of the Mouth
Harp

Learning how to play a
mouth harp opens the door
to a unique world of
sound—one that is at once
ancient and modern, simple
and complex. The
instrument’s charm lies in
its direct connection
between breath, mouth,
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and hand; every tiny
change in your oral
geometry produces a new
colour. Whether you are
drawn to folk traditions,
meditative drone sounds, or
experimental noise, the
mouth harp rewards patient
practice with an intimate
musical experience. Start

slowly, listen closely to the
overtones, and let your
mouth become the
conductor of a tiny,
vibrating universe. With the
steps outlined in this guide,
you have everything you
need to begin your journey.

Happy playing!



