JAY BAILEY

Historical Origin and Stylistic Developments
of the Five-String Banjo'

THE CONTENTION THAT THE FIVE-STRING BAN JO is an instrument indigenous to
America and invented by Joel Sweeney is an assumption that has reappeared per-
sistently and been accepted as truth with little evidence to support the position.
Explanation of this situation can be attributed to several factors. The colorful his-
tory of the instrument during its relatively short existence is perhaps a main factor,
combined with the penchant to report interesting and colorful things in 2 way that
is more fascinating than academic. To date there appears not to be a comprehensive
history of the instrument and the facets of its development,? even though it has
existed for approximately one hundred and forty years. Many writers have been
content to presume that, because banjo music is so uniquely American, the instru-
ment must be also, and consequently the question of its ultimate origin has not
been generally and seriously questioned.

Obscurity surrounds the precise dating of the five-string variety of banjo. While
most of the banjo playing styles can be traced with reasonable accuracy, the dating
and location of the fifth-string addition to the banjo appears lost in the maze of
folklore. Part of the difficulty involved in dating is the dearth of five-string banjos
of sufficient age for consideration as the first extant instrument. To date I have
located only two instruments of sufficient age to justify such consideration. An-
other factor is the lack of information about the two instruments under considera-
tion. In lieu of such information, other stylistic traits will be considered in specu-
lating which is the earlier instrument.

Banjo-like instruments date back several thousands of years and have enjoyed
widespread popularity in many parts of the world. The Egyptian fe-bouni, a three-
stringed instrument with a parchment head, dates from approximately forty-five
hundred years ago® and has been followed by a long succession of other parchment-
covered stringed instruments, such as the two-stringed banit of Arabia, the four-
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stringed #se ¢se from Tibet, and the geso geso from the Celebes.* In the desert of
West Pakistan we find the dilruba, and in Japan the three-string samisen. A con-
tinuation of the listing would only further emphasize the permeation of instru-
ments of this type throughout the world.

Early travelers to America found banjos being used by slaves in Jamaica as eatly
as 1688. Sir Hans Sloan reported the use there of banjos made from a hollowed
timber covered with parchment.’ Somewhat later we find the often quoted refer-
ence by Thomas Jefferson in his Notes on the State of Virginia of 1781, where he
indicates that the “banjer” was the instrument most proper to the plantation
Negroes. The instrument to which he refers had four strings and was tuned like
the lower four strings of the guitar.® There are numerous other literary references
in English and American literature,” but none that describes the banjo with as
many as five strings prior to the dates when we know it was already equipped with
the addition. The descriptions either designate the instruments as having three or
four strings, or simply designate them as “primitive” without indicating the num-
ber of strings.

The most popular legend concerning the invention of the five-string banjo is
the story of its invention by the minstrel Joel Walker Sweeney, who apparently
made such an instrument for his niece sometime between 1831 and 1840. Sweeney
was living in Virginia at the time and was allegedly unhappy with the limited
rhythm and melodic variation of the four-string banjos popularly in use. Accord-
ing to the standard version of the story, he then “invented” the fifth string. The
story was apparently revealed by contemporaries of Sweeney, and has been per-
petuated to the present time with considerable lack of challenge. S. S. Stewart
mentions the story in 1886, and it has been repeated with unusual naiveté by
numerous musicologists including John Lomax, Sigmund Spaeth, and more
recently by the late Ray M. Lawless. Numerous popular articles also repeat the
story, and it has been repeated as recently as 1971 in the newsletter of the Denver
Friends of Folk Music.® One reason for this lack of challenge to the Sweeney
theory of invention is suggested by Gene Bluestein, who contends that the desire
to confirm the presence of some unique American folk tradition has led Lomax
and others to repeat the story as confirmation of their claim.

Do not be misled in believing, however, that all writers in the folk music field
have accepted the Sweeney theory without question. Fred Bacon, the famous ban-
joist and banjo maker, indicated in 1930 that Sweeney was credited with the fifth-
string addition, but noted that historians disputed the contention.** His suspicions
were echoed later in 1955 by Gilbert Chase, who indicated that there is simply no
proof that Sweeney was responsible for addition of the fifth string.*?
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Two writers, I feel, have made good contributions to a more plausible theory of
fifth-string invention. Bluestein feels that Sweeney clearly learned what he knew
about banjo playing from the plantation Negroes and assumes he learned of the
fifth string from them also.? This is at least good speculation and tends to support
the excellent information given by Professor Hans Nathan suggesting the evolu-
tion of banjo music from a synthesis of Anglo-American tunes and ballads and
African syncopated rhythms.* We know that the concept of adding a higher-
pitched string next to a lower one in an ascending scale may date from the time of
the ancient Greeks, and the idea could have been passed on from them over the
centuries. In fact the kerdr, a contemporary Ethiopian lyre, employs this type of
stringing;*® considering the location of Ethiopia, we have here another plausible
reason for believing the chanterelle to be other than strictly American in origin.

Correspondence with prominent musicologists has to date revealed little more
concerning the question of where or when the banjo’s fifth string was added. I
would therefore like to discuss two very old banjos and consider their relative ages
by means of constructional features. One is the Joel Sweeney banjo, currently
housed in the Los Angeles County Museum in Los Angeles, and the other the
Carl Engel banjo, currently housed in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London.
The former of these is the instrument that is often claimed as the first five-string
banjo. Certain features of the instrument are readily notable. It is fretless and
obviously of hand construction. According to Fred Bacon,*® the body is constructed
of a peck measure that was cut in half, with the neck inserted by making holes
through the body of the measure and secured through both holes. We note that
the vellum is tacked to the body of the instrument, but one photograph also reveals
the presence of bracket holders, suggesting that at some time the instrument em-
ployed the use of a bracket-and-rim method of tightening the head. Correspond-
ence with the Los Angeles County Museum regarding the banjo has failed to
resolve this seeming discrepancy of construction. Noted also is the substantial con-
structional inset about midneck on the instrument to allow for the addition of the
fifth string.

In the case of the Engel banjo we have corresponding difficulties of dating and
source. There is some written speculation concerning the possible date of the in-
strument. Groves Dictionary reports the instrument to be eighteenth century,*’
and a date this early was also suggested by the museum personnel in 1957. How-
ever, their consensus at that time favored nineteenth century.*® Recent correspond-
ence from the museum now suggests that the instrument could be American or
English, with a date of 1830-1840; but the letter concedes an inability to decide
its date within a quarter century.'® The same correspondence indicates that the
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pear-shaped body of the banjo is somewhat unusual and that this shape disappears
about 1850 when the innovation of metal rim and brackets come into use for
tightening the head. As far as the information I have is concerned, there seems to
be an unresolved conflict. Possibly the Sweeney banjo dates from as early as claim-
ed, around 1831-1833. Yet it was previously noted that photographs of the in-
strument indicate an apparent use of brackets for head tightening, contradicting
the idea that the metal-tim method of tightening did not develop until mid-
nineteenth century. Of course the possibility exists that the Sweeney banjo was
modified in some way after its initial construction.

I feel the Engel banjo is probably European rather than American, partly be-
cause of the body shape. Banjo-like instruments with pear-shaped bodies are found
in India, suggesting a model for the banjo. Professor Nathan has logically suggest-
ed that the instrument could have been imported from the British slave islands to
mainland.?® I have found no trace of eatly American banjos in drawings or de-
scription that would suggest a deliberate effort to copy this pear-shaped configu-
ration.

As for earliest date, I would again select the Engel banjo. Its neck is built
essentially to accommodate four strings, and a crescent of wood has been added to
the side, almost as an afterthought, to hold the fifth string. In the case of the
Sweeney banjo, a substantial inset was incorporated into the initial construction of
the neck to allow for the fifth string. This fact suggests that by the time Joel
Sweeney made his banjo the innovation of the fifth string was rather substantially
developed, with constructional allowances made for its use. Correspondence from
England® now indicates that the Sweeney theory may finally be disproven. A draw-
ing of a five-string banjo is apparently to be found in a book published about 1791.
The Sweeney theory would thus be solved, since Joel Sweeney was not born until
1810. This point is being researched at the present time.

While there is also a good deal of obscurity surrounding the origin and de-
velopment of various styles of banjo playing, we tend to have more information
about this subject than we do about the origin of the instrument itself. This situa-
tion is in part due to the fact that most styles are still employed to some degree.
Professor Nathan has made detailed study of the origins of five-string banjo
music and comes to the conclusion that it is essentially an amalgamation of early
British Isles dance music in combination with African rhythms. He points to the
fact that some of the early British jig music employed the technique of weaken-
ing a measure by the insertion of a rest*® and demonstrates its compatibility with
the African preference for offbeat rhythms, or syncopation.?? Discouraged in their
efforts to preserve their indigenous African musical forms, slaves readily turned
to adaptation of the music they heard from their masters,?* most of whom were of
British descent. Concerning the actual hand technique of playing, we have less
information. We must infer that early minstrel styles of playing wete very similar
to those adopted by the slaves and that the link connecting the two is rather direct.
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