THE FOLK BANJO: A DOCUMENTARY HISTORY'!

Dena J. Epstein

he history of the folk banjo as distinct from the commercial instrument

has hardly been attempted in any serious way. Such a basic question as
whether it originated in the United States, the prevailing belief of only a few
decades ago, or in Africa has not been resolved by supporting evidence of an
incontrovertible nature. Assumptions, speculations and theories have been
offered, with only a few isolated sources to support them, quotations that
showed the banjo existed, but were insufficient to demonstrate either its
continuity or the range of its distribution. What is needed is a whole series of
documents demonstrating the continuous presence of the banjo in the New
World over an extended period of time and in various areas. The cumulative
strength of such testimony would be sufficient to overcome the myths and
legends that have passed for reality, filling the literature with contradictory
statements. Even a preliminary attempt to straighten out the facts must deal
with the legends as well.

To fathom how these legends could have been accepted by sensible
people, we must consider them in relation to deeply ingrained attitudes
toward broad social problems, problems which were the primary concern of
the documents on which we are dependent for information but in which the
banjo played only a subsidiary role. Before the documents themselves are
presented, therefore, some of these legends and the social forces that shaped
them should be considered.

Two major forces affecting the literature of the banjo since the
eighteenth century were the controversy over slavery and evangelical religion.
The stereotype of the happy, carefree slave, dancing and strumming on the
old plantation was known to English audiences well before 1800, although the
plantation was as likely to be located in the West Indies as in the mainland
colonies. Pro-slavery writers in England, the West Indies and the United States
accepted this stereotype as a realistic picture, regarding musical talent as quite
compatible with innate inferiority. Indeed musical talent was considered a
symbol of all the weaknesses attributed to the blacks in an attempt to justify
their enslavement. Like many stereotypes, this one had within it some
elements of truth, but it was no easy matter to disentangle them from the
falsehoods, especially for a person with no first-hand knowledge of plantation
slavery. Instinct and reason would lead an abolitionist to reject it totally.
Ironically, pro-slavery writers often supported racist theses with evidence
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based on direct experience, drawing biased conclusions from material that
included objective reports of fact. Many of the specific details about slave
music found in pro-slavery accounts can be corroborated in slave narratives
and travel reports. Conversely abolitionists with the best of intentions had
little or nothing of value to offer about secular slave music or the banjo.

Evangelical religious sects had enormous influence in the United States
from the mid-eighteenth century. Their condemnation of dancing as sinful
included by implication the instruments associated with it and all secular
music, even work songs. The banjo and fiddle came under this ban, being
considered instruments of the devil by devout whites and blacks, a concept
that was unfamiliar to many Northerners who associated it with the Negroes
only. When Northerners were told that the blacks had no secular music and
sang only hymns, they tended to believe it.

An additional factor contributing to popular confusion about the banjo
was the minstrel theatre. Although initially it may have included folk material,
it increasingly exaggerated its characterization, evolving a grotesque caricature
that could not fail being offensive to friends of the Negro. As with the
literary stereotype, rejecting the minstrels as realistic portraits of plantation
Negroes seemed to require rejecting every element in their performance as well,
including banjo playing. This wholesale repudiation of the minstrel theatre was
based not only on resentment of its chauvinism, but also on the conviction
that the aspirations of the freedmen after emancipation demanded a more
dignified image. The jaunty percussive sound of the banjo and its ungodly,
even immoral associations made it seem an inappropriate accompaniment.

A debate over whether slaves were happy and whether their singing
proved their happiness also began in the eighteenth century, a debate that was
distinguished however by an attempt to differentiate between the facts and
their interpretation. A slave named Aaron, writing in 1827, did not feel
obliged to deny that slaves danced and sang in order to demonstrate their
unhappiness:

...we are.. . told that slaves show by their actions that they are happy.
They sing, laugh, dance and make merry. He is a shallow smatterer in
human nature, who does not understand this, that mirth is often rather the
effort of the mind to throw off trouble than the evidence' of happiness. It
shows that a man wishes to be happy, and is trying for it, and is oftener the
means of use to get it than the proof that it exists; and as to singing, why
do prisoners sing in jails? . . . They sing to make pleasure for themselves, not
to give vent to it (Aaron 1827:17-18).

Elements of this argument would reappear later in the writings of the
abolitionists, Theodore Weld (Weld 1839:13) and Frederick Douglass (Doug-
lass 1960 [1845]:38), but most abolitionists had nothing to say about
plantation music.

In addition to the problems of interpreting biased documents, there are
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other difficulties in chronicling the history of the folk banjo. Any attempt to
associate it with an African prototype can at best be tentative. The multitude
of African peoples, languages and musics, many of them imperfectly described
in the literature, make this an arduous task, approached with extreme
reluctance even by experts in African music. A provisional theory, however,
will be offered. Further, descriptions of instruments found in contemporary
documents are unsatisfactory. The authors were not musicians nor especially
interested in instruments; they merely mentioned them in passing. In the
absence of more detailed reports, however, we must make the best of what
has been found so~far, realizing that an instrument made from a gourd can
have no set dimensions, but must vary in size and shape with the gourd from
which it was made. Doubtless variations in construction occurred that were
not noted in the descriptions. The elements that remained constant were a
body made from a gourd (or, in a few cases, from wood) covered with skin,
and a wooden neck strung with gut or vine strings, varying in number from
one to six. The information contained in these descriptions should provide the
raw material for further discussion and interpretation.

Finally, before beginning the chronology of contemporary documents,
we ‘should dispose of the most common and most confusing legend about the
banjo: that it was unknown to the plantation Negro. In view of the
innumerable descriptions of plantation Negroes playing the banjo, one might
well wonder how such a notion could have been believed by reasonable
people. The attitudes inherited from earlier religious, social and political
controversies undoubtedly predisposed the proponents of this view toward it,
but it seems to have been directly derived from a statement by Joel Chandler
Harris, the chronicler of Uncle Remus, that he had never seen a plantation
Negro play a banjo (Harris 1883:505). This rather simple factual statement
was distorted and misinterpreted into such sweeping declarations as:

The Negro minstrelsy which had such a vogue in the last half of the
nineteenth century was entirely distinct from the songs of the slaves, and
they had nothing in common with each other...the Negro...knew
nothing about the instrument [banjo], which was the product of ... min-
strelsy, and was quite unknown to the people of whom we have been
writing (L., J. T. 1919:50).

What Harris actually wrote was:

... The banjo may be the typical instrument of the plantation Negroes, but
I have never seen a plantation Negro play it. I have heard them make sweet
music with...Pan’s pipes; I have heard them play passably well on the
fiddle, the fife and the flute; and I have heard them blow a tin-trumpet
with surprising skill; but I have never seen a banjo, or a tambourine, or a
pair of bones in the hands of a plantation Negro.

He concluded with a statement that was ignored by those who thought they
were quoting him: “This statement . . . covers an experience limited to planta-
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tions in...Middle Georgia” (Harris 1883:505). He could have added that,
since he was born in 1848, his memories did not extend very far into the
antebellum period.

A number of replies to Harris’ statement appeared in The Critic in 1883
and 1884,2 all of them citing first-hand observations of Negroes playing
banjos at various times and places; Harris himself responded in the issue of
July 19, 1884:

... I have never had the slightest doubt that there are Negroes who play the
banjo. ... The question is not whether the banjo is played by Negroes, here
and there, but whether it was and is played to an extent sufficient to
constitute it the typical musical instrument of the plantation Negroes. ..
(Harris 1884:25-26).
This question he did not attempt to answer. But such is the perversity of man
that this later qualification of his views has been almost wholly overlooked,
while his earlier statement has been cited as the basis for numerous articles
“proving” that the banjo was unknown to the plantation Negro!

The chronology that follows presents a preliminary assembling of
contemporary documents divided into two series, a narrative quoting reports
of substance, especially those giving details of construction, and a table
summarizing the literature found thus far. Some repetition is inevitable if
continuity is to be demonstrated. The veracity of individual accounts,
particularly fictional ones, must be treated with caution, but the totality,
despite bias and prejudice, testifies to the historic existence of an instrument,
widely considered African, for almost two hundred years in the New World.

The oldest document found thus far was an account from Africa in
1621 of an unnamed instrument:

They have little varietie of instruments, that which is most common in use,
is made of a great gourd, and a necke thereunto fastnd, resembling in some
sort our Bandora; but they have no manner of fret, and the strings they are
either such as the place yeeldes, or their invention can attaine to make,
being very unapt to yeeld a sweete or musicall sound, notwithstanding with
pinnes they winde and bring to agree in tunable notes, having not above
sixe strings upon their greatest instrument (Jobson 1968 [1623]:134).

Had the author given a name to the instrument, we should at least know what
a possible ancestor of the banjo was called, and could try to gather more
information about it. Nothing is more difficult than searching the literature
for an unnamed instrument, even if one knows more or less what it looked
like. Although no more than a superficial search of the historical literature of
African instruments could be attempted, two named instruments of the banjo
type were found in eighteenth-century sources. Between 1746 and 1757 a
slave dealer named Nicholas Owen reported an instrument played by the
blacks “up Sharbro” in Sierra Leone, an instrument made of wood that
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sounded to him ‘“‘like a bad fidle;. .. called a Bangelo ...” (Owen 1930:52).
The other description was written by a physician, Thomas Winterbottom, who
worked in Sierra Leone from 1792 to 1796. Curiously he used terms from the
West Indies to describe an African instrument, an indication that he believed
they were related. Among the African instruments he described was “the
banja or merrywang, as it is called in the West Indies,” (Winterbottom 1969
[1803]):I, 113) followed by details of performance quoted from Bryan
Edwards’ History of the West Indies, which will be cited later.

While Winterbottom used a West Indian term for an African instrument,
an African term has been used for a banjo-like instrument from eighteenth-
century South Carolina, pictured in an anonymous watercolor (Fig. 2) probably
painted on a plantation between Charleston and Orangeburg. The instrument
was identified as an ““African molo” by Lorenzo Turner and Melville Herskovits
(Little 1957:132), “molo” being defined in a Hausa-English dictionary as “A
kind of guitar, usually three-stringed” (Bargery 1934:795).3 Additional infor-
mation about the “molo” has not been found in any available book on
African instruments. Stringed instruments of the lute type are common in
Africa, but they seem to be subordinate to drums and wind instruments which
dominate on public or ceremonial occasions. How then caniwe account for the
enormous popularity of the banjo in the New World among Africans and their
descendants? A provisional theory can be advanced as a basis for further
discussion. The drums and wind instruments which dominated African music
were early forbidden by law in both the West Indies and the mainland
colonies as potentially dangerous signaling devices that could be used in time
of insurrection (Epstein 1973:71, 78-79). Deprived of these louder instru-
ments, the enslaved Africans found at hand the materials to make instruments
with a softer and hence (to their masters) less objectionable sound—instru-
ments they had known in Africa, but which probably had not occupied a
central position in their musical life there.

The earliest report found thus far of a banjo-like instrument in the
Western hemisphere, 1678, appeared in the Histoire Générale des Antilles, of
Adrien Dessalles, based on material found in the Archives Coloniales of the
Ministére de la Marine et des Colonies in Paris. As early as May 4, 1654 the
Conseil Souverain de Martinique issued an ordinance prohibiting “danses et
assemblées de négres,” a prohibition restated in 1678, this time specifically
mentioning the kalenda, defined as “a gathering of Negroes where they dance
in their own style all together to the sound of a drum and an instrument they
call banza” (Dessalles 1847:111, 296-297). It seems at least possible that the
banza had been known earlier than that date, accompanying the dances of the
Negroes, but no earlier document mentioning it has been found.

The banza, or banjo, seems to have been the most widely reported and
longest lived of all the African instruments in the New World. Under a variety
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