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Minstrel and Classic Banjo:
American and English
Connections

In the 1840s the minstrel show in the United States popularized what
had previously been a black folk instrument with African origins, the
banjo. This popularization led to the development of banjo traditions
in both folk culture, white as well as black, and popular culture (in
the parlor as well as in the theater). In the more familiar folk tradition
of five-string banjo playing, folk musicians (mostly rural southern) have
continued to maintain the early minstrel style of playing, now called
clawhammer or frailing, long after its decline on the stage and in parlor
traditions of the 1880s." In England, on the other hand, blackface
minstrelsy, though popular, spawned no lasting folk tradition of banjo
playing. The most likely explanation of this phenomenon is that while
the American folk tradition was already an amalgam of Anglo-Amer-
ican and African American music, into which the banjo fit well mus-
ically, mid-nineteenth century British folk music was not such an amal-
gam. English banjo traditions have existed primarily at the professional
and parlor levels with which this article is mainly concerned.

Almost immediately upon its creation, the American minstrel show
carried the five-string banjo to England, in what was probably the first
example of a genuinely American musical phenomenon influencing
the English musical scene; prior to this time the flow of musical influence
between England and America was essentially unidirectional: from
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England to America. The American five-string banjo found a real home
in England; although the American influence on English banjo playing
remained paramount for a long time, the English developed new forms
of the instrument and a distinctive style of banjo music, and the English
tradition eventually achieved independence from the American tra-
dition on which it was based. The following article discusses the in-
terplay between American and English popular banjo traditions from
the 1840s to the present.

The banjo spread beyond its origins and use as an African American
folk instrument primarily through the performances of “Negro im-
personators”” As Hans Nathan points out in his book on Dan Emmett,
the roots of “Negro impersonation”” in America are actually in late
eighteenth-century English theater and song.? Songs about blacks oc-
casionally mentioned the banjo, and a few early nineteenth-century
English illustrations also indicate that the English were aware of the
banjo as a black folk instrument. English stage performers may have
used rudimentary banjo-like instruments, but if so only rarely, and the
use of the banjo in English impersonation performances remained very
infrequent at best until after the American minstrel shows brought the
instrument over. We should note that in America, documentation of
banjo playing by whites is very rare prior to the popularization of the
minstrel show in the early 1840s. Even the first really famous American
Negro impersonator, Thomas D. “Daddy” Rice, who made several trips
to England in the 1830s, probably did not include the banjo in his
act.’

Probably the first American banjoist heard by the English was Joel
Walker Sweeney (ca. 1810-60), who was also the first white man in
the documentary record to play the five-string banjo in America, having
learned the technique from slaves on his father’s farm in Virginia in
the 1820s.* Sweeney traveled on his own and with circuses through
the South as a blackface banjo player and singer. He was extremely
important in popularizing the banjo in the United States and apparently
taught many of the other early minstrel banjo players how to play the
instrument.’ In January 1843, Sweeney went to England with the Sands
Great American Circus Company and first performed in London on
January 23; he was received well enough in England to stay for about
two years.® Significantly, the man who first popularized the banjo in
the United States also first brought it to the attention of audiences in
England.

Just as Sweeney began introducing the banjo to England, a group
of musicians in New York City was creating the minstrel show as a
full-scale entertainment. This group, the Virginia Minstrels, included
two banjo players, Billy Whitlock (1813-78), who had learned from
Sweeney,” and Dan Emmett (1815-1904), who also played the fiddle.
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Figure 1. Joel Sweeney, from a sheet music cover, “Jenny Get Your Hoecake
Done” (London, [1843 or 1844)).
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After great initial success in this country —success which generated a
host of imitators—they sailed for England and opened in Liverpool
in late May 1843, giving the first minstrel band performance in Europe.
They performed in Manchester in June and then in London in late
June and July, where they were finally well received. Their last ap-
pearance was July 14. The tour had not been a great financial success.
Whitlock immediately returned to New York, but the other members
stayed: Emmett and Frank Brower remained until September 1844, and
Richard Pelham stayed permanently.® Whatever the financial rewards,
this group had successfully planted the seeds of minstrelsy and, in
particular, the banjo in England.

The English saw Emmett as central to the group, and English illus-
trations emphasize his banjo playing. When the Virginia Minstrels broke
up in England, Emmett performed there alone in circuses for several
months as the “Real Old Virginia Negro Banjo Melodist,” singing songs
to banjo accompaniment and playing banjo solos.” The remaining Vir-
ginia Minstrels joined forces one by one with Joel Sweeney. Brower,
with his bones, joined Sweeney in his entr’actes in Edinburgh at the
end of July. Emmett joined them in the fall in Manchester, and Pelham
in the spring of 1844, completing a new Virginia Minstrels, with Sween-
ey as principal banjoist. They played in Dublin, Cork, Belfast, Glasgow,
and Edinburgh. After Emmett returned to America in September 1844,
Sweeney continued to perform in Great Britain and Ireland until some-
time in 1845.° Thus, for a period of two years, one or another (and
sometimes two in combination) of America’s foremost early minstrel
banjo players—Sweeney, Emmett, and Whitlock—performed in En-
gland, Ireland, and Scotland and popularized the banjo there. The
popularity of Sweeney and Emmett as banjoists is evidenced by the
fact that two series of minstrel songs were published in London in
1844, one in each of their names, with illustrations of them playing
the banjo on the covers (figs. 1 and 2). One chronicler of Sweeney’s
career claims that Sweeney played for Queen Victoria.

W. W. Brewer, a British historian of the banjo, noted that from 1843
to 1870 the story of the banjo in Britain is ““almost exclusively a chronicle
of ‘negro’ minstrelsy as portrayed by the American minstrel troupes
that visited this country.”’?> And Carl Wittke, an American historian of
the minstrel show, stated that ““almost every minstrel company of any
importance toured England during the middle years of the last cen-
tury’”** Wittke’s statement may be an exaggeration, but certainly many
troupes went, and the British, both general populace and literati, found
them very appealing. Dickens, Gladstone, and Thackeray were all big
fans; Thackeray once tried to fathom the minstrel’s appeal, and focused
on the banjo, noting that ““a vagabond with a corked face and a banjo
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Figure 2. Dan Emmett, from a sheet music cover, “Dandy Jim from Caroline”
(London, [18447)).
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