ROBERT B. WINANS

The Folk, the Stage, and the Five-String Banjo
in the Nineteenth Century

THAT THE WIDESPREAD DIFFUSION OF POPULAR MUSIC made possible by the
radio and the phonograph beginning in the 1920’s has had a profound
effect on folk music is a commonplace truism. But popular music was
also exerting a profound effect on folk music in the nineteenth century
long before the advent of mass media. In relation to the banjo in
particular, interaction between popular and folk traditions was, in fact, a
rather complicated two-way avenue.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the banjo was essentially a
black folk instrument; by the early years of the twentieth century the
five-string banjo was largely a mountain white folk instrument. Between
these dates two other traditions of banjo playing arose: minstrel banjo, a
popular tradition, and classical banjo, a popular/art tradition. This paper
explores the interrelationships between these four nineteenth-century
traditions of banjo playing. The ultimate African origin of the banjo 1s
assumed, and the question of if, when, and by whom the fifth string was
added is largely ignored, since it has been speculated on by others quite
frequently; the focus is on the playing styles associated with the
instrument. The white folk tradition is of central interest here, since it is
the primary one to have survived into the twentieth century, and
therefore this essay concentrates on the relation of the other traditions to
1t.

A recent paper on the history of the banjo states that “most of the
banjo playing styles can be traced with reasonable accuracy.”’ This
remark may have been intended to apply to modern playing styles, but
even here the only style that really can be traced with accuracy is
Scruggs-style picking and subsequent bluegrass developments. Earlier
playing styles have not been traced accurately at all. What, for instance,

lJay Bailey, “Historical Origin and Stylistic Development of the Five-String Banjo,” Journal
of American Folklore, 85 (1972), 58.
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was the early minstrel style of playing the banjo?

A number of people have speculated on the nature of minstrel banjo
playing, and though some of these speculations correspond with what is
presented below, none has been substantiated.? The most likely sources of
information are the many method, or instruction, books for the banjo
published in the nineteenth century. Some of these give a vague, general
idea of the minstrel style, though after around 1870 most of them
concentrate on the “classical,” or “guitar,” style and barely mention the
minstrel style. But one method book explains in great detail the essentials
of the minstrel style:

Phil. Rice’s Correct Method for the Banjo: with or without a Master. Containing the
most popular Banjo Solos, Duets, Trios, and Songs performed by the Buckley’s,
Christy’s, Bryant’s, Campbell’s, White’s, and other Celebrated Bands of Minstrels of
which the Author was a member. . . . (Boston: Oliver Ditson, 1858).3

This title indicates clearly that the book is an instruction manual
specifically in the minstrel style of banjo playing. Rice himself had had
fourteen years of experience as a minstrel banjoist, and his book received
a strong endorsement as “the only complete and correct work of the kind
ever placed before the public” from a number of well-known minstrel
performers.*

The early minstrel banjo was a fretless instrument, and the strings were
gut and wire-wound silk, borrowed from violin and guitar.® Starting in the
late 1850’s, the primary tuning was eAEG#B (for playing the keys of A
and E) and the alternate tuning was dGDF#A (for playing in the keys of
G and D).

Rice identifies and explains “‘six principal movements” as the essentials
of the minstrel style. These are movements of the right hand striking the
strings and they involve only two fingers: the thumb and the first finger,
or more precisely the nail of the first finger, which always strikes down
across the strings. The first movement is called a ‘‘half-strike,” which is
any single note made with either the thumb or the first finger. A “single
strike” is
...made with the back, or rather, the side of the nail of the first finger [striking
down] ... on the first string, and the end or ball of the thumb on the short or thumb

2The ideas of Elias Kaufman of Buffalo and the American Banjo Fraternity were closest to
what I discovered and helped to set me off in the right direction for evidence. [ would also like to
thank Richard Reuss and Michael Bell for reading eatlier drafts of this article and offering valuable
advice.

3 The only copy of this which I have found is at the New York Public Library, and their
original, in fact, no longer exists; it is only available in a microfiche copy.

4Rice, pp. (6], [1].

*Rice, p. 8; the first and fifth strings should be violin E strings, the second a violin A string,
the third a violin D string, and the fourth a wire-wound silk fourth string of the guitar—this is
typical of the period. Strings were not made expressly for the banjo until the 1880’s—see George C.
Dobson’s “Victor” Banjo Manual (Boston: White, Smith and Co., [1887]); copy at New York
Public Library.
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string. . .. The hand should be bent so that the end of the first finger should point to
the ball of the thumb. . .. the first finger and thumb should come down at the same
time on the first and thumb string; sound the note on the first string by letting the
finger nail slide off, then sound the thumb string immediately after with the thumb.®

Rice also exhibits the single stroke in musical notation (Fig. 1)”. The line
immediately above the staff indicates that the left hand is alternately to
hold down the first string at the second fret mark (and the second string
at the first fret mark although the second string is not being sounded
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Figure 1.

here), and then let it up. The line below the staff indicates that the right
hand strikes with the first finger and then the thumb (“x”). It is helpful to
put this movement into a tablature notation (Fig. 2;1 = index finger, and

T = thumb).
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The third movement combines the first two and produces a “strike and
a half’ as in Figure 3,* or (this is not illustrated by Rice with other
examples, but it actually occurs more frequently than the above in the full
pieces later in the book) Figure 4.

The fourth basic movement is called the “double strike.” For this,
“touch the first string with the first finger, and thumb string with the
thumb, as in the [single] strike; then touch the first string again with the

6Rice, Correct Method, p. 9.

"Ibid., p. 12; this and the succeeding examples are slightly edited for greater clarity. The
actual notes sounded on the banjo are an octave lower than the written notes. To best show the
relationship between minstrel and mountain folk playing, the music should be transposed into the
key of C. But, in order to present the original material accurately, this has not been done. Instead,
the tablature shows this relationship even more clearly than mere transposition would, and can be
used to play the music on a banjo tuned to the modern pitch (gCGBD).

BRice, Correct Method, p. 13.
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first finger and the second string immediately after with the
thumb. . . . (Bring the finger and thumb down at the same time, on the
first and second strings, sounding the first string first),” as in Figure 5 or
Figure 6.°

Rice also points out that the effect of a double strike can be achieved
by doing a strike and a half with an added ‘“pulled” note. The “snap, or
pull, . . .is done by pulling a note with the finger of the left hand, after a
note is made on the same [or different] string with the right hand.”!'°
Applying this to create a double strike figure, give a strike and a half and
“then pull or snap the first string with the second finger of the left hand
immediately after you make the half-strike”'! (Fig. 7). Rice does not
describe ““hammering on,” the complementary technique to “pulling off”

Ibid., pp. 9, 13.
r1bid., p. [7].
"Ibid., p. 13.
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known to folk banjo players, but another instruction book of the time
does. Briggs’ Banjo Instructor indicates that when two or more ascending
notes occur on the same string, “‘the first note is struck by the first finger
of the right hand; the next note is made by bringing a finger of the left
hand down with force upon the string” at the proper fret mark."'?

The fifth and sixth movements are the “triple strike,” a means of
playing “three notes in the time of two,” and the “double-double,” which
is just a double without using the fifth string, the thumb always dropping
down to hit one of the other strings.!?

Nowhere in the explanations above or anywhere in Rice’s book are
chords mentioned; it is all single note playing, both in the arrangements
which closely follow the melody and in those which are more like an
accompaniment to the melody. The other method books from the period,
though they do not go into the detail Rice does, verify this feature. This is
an important fact and worth repeating: minstrel banjo style involves no
chords. It is strictly a succession of single notes.

To further illustrate these facts, and to show how the techniques
described above are used in practice, Rice’s arrangement of Oh, Sally is de
Gal for Me, slightly edited, which uses all the most basic movements (half
strike, single strike, strike and a half, double strike, and pulling),'* is
shown in Figure 8.

Although Rice’s book was not published until 1858, the technique of
playing he explains probably represents the earliest minstrel style. As
mentioned above, Rice himself had been playing this way for fourteen
years. Tom Briggs published an instructor in 1855 which described, much
more sketchily than Rice, the same style, and Briggs had also been playing
for a number of years.!® Joel Walker Sweeney apparently also played in
this style at least as early as the mid-1840’s. According to one account,

Mr. Fred Mather, a younger contemporary of Sweeney, who later became a minstrel
banjoist, writing in December, 1897, said: “I knew ‘Old Joe Sweeney’ about 1846 or
'48 when [ was a boy of thirteen to fifteen. He came North with a circus in different
years. He taught me how to ‘bring down my thumb’ and play ‘Grape Vine Twist.’ ' ¢

The reference here to “bring down my thumb,” meaning to bring it down
from its normal position for striking the short thumb string to be able to
strike the second (or third or fourth) string, as in executing a double
strike, clearly implies that Sweeney played in the style described by Rice.

Any reader who is familiar with old-time southern mountain banjo

12 homas F. Briggs, Briggs’ Banjo Instructor (Boston: Ditson, [1855]), p. 13; copy at the
Boston Public Library.

l3Rice, Correct Method, pp. 9-10. Of course, all six of the basic movements can be executed in
half the time they are given in these examples. Such timing is common in the songs in Rice’s book.

" Ibid., p. 28 .
lsBriggs’ Banjo Instructor (Boston: Ditson, {1855]).

16 Arthur Woodward, “Joel Walker Sweeney and the First Banjo,” Los Angeles County Museum
Quarterly, 7 (1949), 9; the source of this quotation is not given.
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