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Banjo history has to be rescued from the romanticist drive to discover an “uplifting” “folk” culture and tradition that epitomizes or consecrates one or another set of values held by the analyst.  Banjo his must center on the practice of observing the actions of real people who made, played, danced to, and listened to banjos and the reactions they faced from others .  The banjo’s history is a constant set of decisions real people made.  Finding the junctures at which real people made decisions about banjos and understanding these decisions and why they were made needs to be at the center of banjo history.
Rather than offering the conclusions of my own research,
 I want to enter this discussion by posing questions that discussions of banjo history need to consider.  One of the biggest weaknesses of banjo history is the lack of a common discussion, mutual recognition of the problems presented by the history, and the lack of exchange and review.  
 This first contribution focuses on an area I have only been indirectly involved in, banjo origins or “roots” as it has been called, the record of the banjo from its origins in the Caribbean and its spread to North America before the mid-nineteenth century explosion of the banjo beyond Black people of the New World.  More specifically it focuses our need to find greater detail in our discussion of the early gourd banjo, 
  to develop an understanding of its precise history more specific that our continued affirmation of its African prehistory and Caribbean origin.  We need to mark off the specific places and groups and occasions that marked the journey of the early gourd banjo, because the early gourd banjo was neither a general phenomenon of the African New World nor of the Caribbean in the 17th through early 19th Century.     
Much has been done on the African side of the story, narrowing down the connections between the banjo and Africa to definite connections of the banjo to a limited set of West African instruments.  Yet, more needs to be done to narrow down the rise and development of the banjo from the abstraction of an “African New World” instrument to the specifics of both the locations and historical moments that created the banjo and delimited its journey.  Pinpointing these locations in time, geography, ethnography, and social life is the next task of early banjo research, and a necessary foundation to understanding the banjo’s later story.
Our reports of banjo sightings before the mid 19th century restrict the early gourd banjo to specific areas within the Caribbean and North America.  When we scan the expanse of African population in the New World in this period, major areas of the Caribbean like Cuba
 and decisive areas of African population on the mainland in this period, above all Brazil, yield no reports of early gourd banjos.  Of course, the lack of reports may reflect the weakness of our search, but for the moment,  we can accept that after the decades of searching with an emphasis on the African New World, our reports reflect the reality of the banjo’s existence if only indirectly.  Finding what this specificity represents in the origins and exchanges of the enslaved populations where we had early banjo sightings seems the next significant task, something that may tell us more than simple assertions of the banjo’s African Diaspora roots.  Further specificity can perhaps lead to even further sightings.
Lack of investigation of both early gourd banjos and lack of knowledge of African and West African instruments once focused much conjecture on a wide variety of  West African lutes, particularly the griot/jale xalams and ngonis which to have only indirect relations to the early gourd banjo.  Much of the work that the banjo roots team came together around involved realizing the distance between these instruments and the early gourd banjo both in construction and playing style, as well as discussing the social function of jale/griot instruments versus the folk instruments that more closely prefigure the banjo in relation to the social composition of the enslaved.   
   The crowning achievement of the past twenty years of banjo roots research has been that without  rejecting the early gourd banjo’s possible links with other West African lutes, banjo historians have identified the strong similarities between early gourd banjo and one particular family of  West African lutes, the ekontings, bunchundos, xalam geserés,  ñopatas, and  kusundes  as well as North African instruments of West African origin that appear to be related, similarities in construction, similarities in how contemporary Africans play such instruments to traditional African American and early European American playing styles, and similarity of social function for the majority of these instruments that are folk lutes used for social dancing.    Shlomo Pestcoe, the most noted banjo roots researcher, has designated this family the “Atlantic/Bak ‘folk lute’ cluster” after the ethno-linguistic group among whom these instruments have been located in the past two decades. 

Thus, banjo history needs to focus on what are the ethnographic and geographical links between this limited field of West African instruments, New World influence of European instruments, and the limited sites where the early gourd banjo has been identified.  
Secondly, banjo history’s work needs to know more about the occasions that led Blacks in the New World to create the banjo.   As limited as the sightings of early gourd banjos in 17th, 18th, and early 19th century Caribbean and North America are, they vastly outnumber the few sightings of West African lutes being played in the Americas.
  Something about particular environments in the African New World caused 17th century Blacks in the Caribbean with knowledge of certain West African spiked plucked lutes NOT to make West African spiked plucked lutes, but to make lutes with flat fingerboards and tuning pegs unlike any lutes known in West Africa.  Finding out why and how this decision was made is quite crucial.  It leaves behind the emptiness of describing the banjo as the simple child of tradition and brings the early gourd banjo into its proper place  as the product of the creativity of specific people confronted with a new social, economic, and cultural situation in a new world.  While it may contain the continuity of certain West African musical traditions, the banjo emerged when life demanded breaking with and surpassing those traditions.

Much banjo roots discourse focuses on affirming the banjo’s connection with Africa and its diaspora and focuses on the obvious links between early banjos and West African lutes.    Yet, there would be no banjo if these links were not broken by artisans who decided not to make West African lutes.  Crucial to understanding this origin of the banjo is understanding what was new about the social and material situation and opportunities that led to the creation of the banjo.
This juncture is both social and cultural, the needs in the society that the new instrument filled, but also a practical material question of why an instrument with the musical properties of early gourd banjos filled those needs, and why the knowledge and materials to create banjos came together with the need for such an instrument.  
Exposure to European introduced instruments cannot be the only new factor, for the Portuguese and other European entrance into West and Central Africa had no doubt exposed West Africans to plucked lutes and other instruments with flat fingerboards and tuning pegs for several hundred years before the New World banjo emerged.  Some have argued that Arabs and North Africans and even folk from Asia had introduced instruments with these features to Early Modern West Africa as well.  But Africa produced no banjos until the extension of the banjo back to Africa by European American, European, and African American banjo entertainers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Indeed, contemporary banjo roots researchers began by first looking for banjo origins in the interactions between Africans and Europeans in West and Central Africa, but concluded after an extensive search that the banjo originated in the New World.

So the question becomes, what are the needs that banjos fulfilled in the New World that ekontings bunchundos, xalam geserés, ñopatas, and kusundes or any of the other nearly seventy West African plucked lutes that have been identified could not meet.  Are there any problems regarding the availability of materials—for example Laurent Dubois has raised the question of the availability of flat boards and staves used in barreling sugar and other common ties—that encouraged their creation rather than those of the West African lutes.  

The repeated assertion of the banjo’s African new world identity can obfuscate the important inverse of this question.  What caused much larger portions of the New World African diaspora in the New World between the 1600s and the early 1980s not to produce early gourd banjos or any other plucked lutes with an African pre-history, than areas that did produce early gourd banjos?  
The specificity of that decision may be linked to the limited extant of early gourd banjos in the Caribbean and North America compared with the broad extent of the African New World population in the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries.  The dates of such sightings must certainly help us trace these true roots of the banjo.

In sum, the advances in our knowledge of the origins and history of the early gourd banjo require us to go beyond assertions about its general “African” roots or Caribbean identity to limit and restrict the origins and development of the banjo to the trail actually created by the early gourd banjo and its makers, players, and dancers.  Tracing the early gourd banjo to its specific origins, connecting the limited sites where the banjo has been sighted and recalled, and understanding the reasons why the banjo emerged in particular times, social situations, and geographical locations has become the pressing problems before early banjo history.

These issues have already come to the fore in the informal discussion of banjo history.   We recall a web site on British banjo history which asks the question of why there were no banjos in Britain before the arrival of Sweeney and Emmett in 1843, given the large number of enslaved and liberated Africans many of them who had come from the Caribbean in 18th century Britain, not an unreasonable question when the web site was put up ten years ago, but this reflects the fact that asserting the banjo is an African New World instrument is barely a start to explain its origins and extant.  If it were a general African New World instrument, the thousands of Black people of New World origin in Britain in the 18th century might be expected to have produced banjos, but they did not.    Similarly, a proponent of a view of American banjo history at variance with the banjo roots researchers, claims the flat fingerboard and tuning pegs were transmitted in Africa to African Creoles in contact with the Portuguese and that their descendants carried the banjo to North America when they predominated in the 17th century, and that banjo transmission to plebian European Americans began in the period before racial slavery and racial separation marked North American colonies when enslaved Africans originated in Portuguese controlled areas of Africa were a significant part of the African population in Virginia.  

My own conjectures, the backstory of my own research on Virginia and West Virginia banjoists,  suggests that whatever triangulation between West Africa, the Caribbean, and Virginia produced banjos in Virginia and Maryland by the mid-1700s was a result of the growth of a separate community and culture of African Americans as a byproduct of the massive growth of racial slavery in the tobacco growing regions, the change of sources of forced immigration of Africans to direct importation from Africa and the Caribbean, and greater intercourse between the tobacco colonies and the English Caribbean.   The absence of any detected lute tradition similar to the banjo in the Central African region and specific polities most of these slaves came from and the pattern of their living conditions, dispersed among white indentured servants, rather than concentrated in budding African American communities,  makes it dubious that banjo playing was introduced by these Africans in this period, let alone transmitted to European Americans, though some possibility of transmission may have come from the small number of Africans imported from and via the Caribbean in that period.  Yet, this is conjecture, but points to the real questions that banjo history must seek by finding the place of the banjo in the actual lives of its makers and players.
Whatever the answers, banjo history research focused on its Caribbean and North American colonial origin needs research that can begin to picture the development of the banjo as a specific, concentrated, and limited process rather than simply dissolving it into generalities about its African New World or even Caribbean origin.   
� My own work focuses on late 19th century and 20th African American banjo playing, on Gus Cannon, on the African American 20th century traditional banjoists of Virginia and West Virginia represented in the Digital Library of Appalachia, and the relationship of the five-string banjo to the early twentieth century African American music revolutions represented by ragtime, jazz, and above-all the blues.  I am also conducting a survey of mention of the banjo in 19th century and early 20th Century Black newspaper which in its way has highlighted the missing area of Black banjo show business entertainers and African American participation in the parlor and formal music in the movement now called classic banjo.





� In discussing the early history of the banjo,  I use the terminology  adopted by  and rely on the research largely gathered by the banjo roots team led by Shlomo Pestcoe and Greg Adams, codified in the 2010 manifesto “Exploring the Banjo’s African American Origins & West African Heritage” by Shlomo Pestcoe and Greg C. Adams and most recently and fully expressed by Pestcoe’s “The Banjar Pictured: Considering the Depiction of The African American Early Gourd Banjo in ‘The Old Plantation’” a paper presented at the May 17, 2012  joint meeting of the American Musical Instrument Society (AMIS) and the International Committee of Musical Instrument Museums and Collections (CIMCIM) at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (NYC).  A version of this paper is forthcoming as a chapter in “Banjo Roots and Branches,” an Illinois UP anthology on the banjo and its history edited by Robert Winans.   They use the term “early gourd banjo” to describe New World Gourd banjos that preceded the emergence of the five-string frame headed banjo that was the product of collaboration between European American minstrel performers and instrument makers.   While all the credit goes to the Banjo Roots team, the errors here are mine.





� There is one mid-19th century American illustration of a banjo being played in Cuba, but no other reports or documentation.   This picture may be simply the imagination of an American illustrator who assumed Black people in Cuba played banjos.  The banjo in the illustration appears to reflect the standardization of the banjo after the mid-19th Century American collaborations between European American minstrel entertainers and American instrument makers and may have more to do with North American white ideas of the banjo and Africans in the America than Cuba.  As of yet, there is no evidence of the early gourd banjo in Cuba.








� Of course, all this assumes that the sightings we are aware of and the emergence of early gourd banjos has a direct relationship.





