BLACK INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC TRADITIONS IN THE
EX-SLAVE NARRATIVES

ROBERT B. WINANS

In seeking information about black instrumental music in the middle
of the nineteenth century, I have gone through thirty-one volumes of the
ex-slave narratives collected by the WPA in the 1930s (Rawick 1972-)
and extracted the references to instrumental music. I have also included
the Virginia narratives, edited separately by Purdue, Barden, and Phil-
lips (1976).

For non-controversial matters of slave life, such as their musical tradi-
tions, the narratives are a rich source of quite reliable information. Un-
fortunately, not all interviewers asked questions that brought out infor-
mation about instrumental music traditions in the pre-war period. But
enough did ask appropriate questions so that there is quite a bit of data
on these traditions, which I will summarize.

These data refer to the 1840s through the 1860s; the ex-slaves inter-
viewed had been born from 1830 to 1860. I have excluded references
that deal with the period after the Civil War in order to focus on mate-
rial clearly meant to refer to the pre-war time, although I have assumed
that the few years immediately following the war do not represent
much change from the earlier years. The data are quantified in the fol-
lowing table and maps.

The first two columns in Table 1, those identifying the instruments
mentioned in the narratives and the total number of references to each,
show that the most common instrument was clearly the fiddle, men-
tioned twice as often as the next instrument, the banjo. And, while the
banjo was noted only half as many times as the fiddle, it still was re-
ferred to much more often than any other instrument. Percussion, as a
general category, includes the references to patting (as distinguished
from mere clapping), drum-like instruments (usually tin pans and buck-
ets), bones, actual drums, tambourine, and jawbone. The third most-
frequently-recalled individual instrument was the quills, a set of reeds
of different lengths tied together in a row, which produced different
tones when blown into.
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I am not positive that all of the references to the guitar are from the
pre-war period, but most of them seem to be. The relationship of the
guitar to the fiddle and banjo in this list makes it clear that widespread
playing of the guitar by blacks was a post-war phenomenon. Most of
the guitar references come from Rankin and Simpson Counties in south-
central Mississippi, as shown in Figure 3. Notable too, but not surpris-
ing, is the absence of many references to piano playing. Widespread
black piano playing also seems to have been a post-war development.
This is interesting because of the relatively short time after the war that
ragtime piano came into being as a powerful new black musical form.

The material at the bottom of the table focuses on the two most com-
mon instruments, the fiddle and the banjo. The fiddle was apparently
used alone (or with another fiddle) in more than half the references in
which it was mentioned. The banjo, on the other hand, was played
alone (or with another) in only a third of the references, it being found
more often in combination with other instruments. While nearly any
possible combination of the instruments listed here might be found in
the narratives, the most common combination was the fiddle and the
banjo, either just the two or supplemented by other instruments. An-
other way to look at the data is to say that in half of the instances in
which the banjo appeared, it was in combination with the fiddle. And in
one quarter of the instances in which the fiddle appeared, it was in com-
bination with the banjo.

I was hoping that the data would provide a basis for making some
regional or state comparisons of the usage of particular instruments, but
there are some problems with this, primarily because the quantity of
data varies considerably from state to state. The reasons for this involve
the number and length of interviews per state and the kinds of ques-
tions asked by the interviewers, about which each state organization
made its own decisions. The latter is the more important issue. North
Carolina, for instance, was a great disappointment since, while it had a
significant number of interviews, the questions asked rarely elicited the
kind of information I wanted. Georgia interviewers, on the other hand,
regularly brought out information about instrumental music.

The states are arranged in Table 1 according to how much data each
provided, rather than according to geography. Georgia and Mississippi
clearly have the best data, that from South Carolina and Texas is moder-
ately good, and the rest of the states have varying degrees of inadequate
data. The situation for Louisiana and Florida should ultimately improve,
since their narratives, the bulk of which have been inaccessible and un-
published and therefore not included here, are soon to be published.!
The great disparity between the quantity and quality of the data from

1. The Louisiana and Florida narratives are still unpublished at this time.
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different states makes state-to-state, or regional, comparisons more diffi-
cult than I thought at first they would be.

However, I think I have found a partial way around this difficulty,
although I have some reservations about how far the method can be
pushed. The method involves taking the fiddle references in each state
as a standard for comparison. Figure 1 shows the location of all of the
fiddle references, each represented by a dot placed in the county where
an ex-slave said that the fiddle was played before the Civil War.

The first thing that needs to be said about this and the other maps is a
caution about interpreting them. The presence of a dot indicates that the
instrument was being played by blacks in that area between the 1840s
and 1860s. However, the absence of dots in other areas can not be taken
as an indication that the instrument was not played in those areas. All
the absence of dots really indicates is a lack of information, either be-
cause no ex-slaves who came from that area were interviewed, or, if
some from there were interviewed, they said nothing about instrumen-
tal music.

But looking at the fiddle map, and taking variations of data into ac-
count, it seems safe to say that fiddle playing by blacks was extremely
widespread throughout the areas in which blacks were to be found. In
fact, I would go so far as to say that wherever there were blacks in any
number in mid-nineteenth-century America, there also was black fiddle
playing; it seems to have been that common. And if one can assume that
black fiddle playing was common to all areas, then one can interpret the
data for other instruments for each state in relation to how many refer-
ences to fiddle playing were found in that state.

For instance, if one is interested in comparing the relative strength of
the black banjo-playing tradition in various states, comparing the abso-
lute numbers of references to the banjo in each state is not a valid ap-
proach. But the ratio of banjo references to fiddle references for each
state, expressed as a percentage, allows for a rough comparison. This
percentage is highest for Virginia (14 over 10, or 140 percent) and North
Carolina (100 percent), suggesting that black banjo playing was espe-
cially strong in these states. These are followed by Georgia, Alabama,
and Louisiana, where the banjo-to-fiddle ratio is in the 60-70 percent
range. The banjo tradition was apparently less strong in Arkansas, Ken-
tucky, and Texas, where the ratio is 40-50 percent, and quite weak in
South Carolina and Mississippi, where the ratio is 25-30 percent. The
data for the other states are too sparse to hazard this analysis.

Figure 2 shows the distribution of the banjo references in the narra-
tives. Once again, absence of dots means absence of data. The map does
seem to show, however, that black banjo playing was to be found over
roughly the same wide area as black fiddle playing, only at a lighter
density.
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Figure 1. Ex-Slave Narrative References to the Fiddle, 1840s—1860s

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



48 BMR Journal

Figure 2. Ex-Slave Narrative References to the Banjo, 1840s—1860s
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