
Introduction 

This illustration from the cover of  
Buckley’s New Banjo Banjo Book of 1860 is a 
very fine example of how to sit and hold the 
banjo. The dimensions should be close to what 
you have, if you own a 19th Century reproduction 
instrument. Make any effort you can to have or 
borrow an instrument with gut or nylgut strings, 
no frets, a skin head, about a 12” or 13” pot, a 
25” to 27” (or close) scale length, and friction 
pegs. This is the ideal instrument to bring out the 
best in this music. The technique, sound, and feel 
are intrinsictly bound into the old designs. Tune 
it low, to the original Briggs’ tuning of dGDF#A 
or the Rice tuning (and thereafter) of eAEG#B 
which is a step higher. You will feel the 
growling, low, and  haunting tones come to life 
as you strike the strings and set the old skin head 
in motion and feel the tone pot vibrate against your body. The simplest melody will bring delight 
as you experience it in the same way your ancestors heard it. There are a number of fine makers  
today, and a decent instrument can be had for a reasonable price. You will NOT find an import 
of a Minstrel style banjo. Appreciate the beauty of the instrument for its aesthetic appeal, and 
notice the uniqueness from one instrument to the next. No two will be exactly the same.   

This music can be very easy to play, yet difficult to master. Of course, there is plenty of 
room in between these two extremes. For maxium enjoyment, please take the time to become 
proficient at the basic moves and skills. You can play a great deal of the material with no special 
preparation and enjoy yourself very much. However, many people hit a wall and never stretch 
beyond that. With patience, discipline, and time, you can reap the rewards of being a competant 
player and open up the world of Early Banjo in a different way. You will not be limited by your 
technique or knowledge.  
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This "Early Banjo Rosetta" may be useful to those of you interested in reading 
regular notation. Banjo music of the 19th Century was written in two different "keys", 
or tunings. The Briggs' and Winner's 1864 were written in the G/D tuning shown 
above, and the Phil Rice of 1858 and almost every book thereafter used the A/E tuning. 
As you can see, when reading tab, it is not relevant which tuning you use. The intervals 
and relationships on the fingerboard remain the same. Therefore, to play tab, use any 
banjo in any key. To experience the music as it was, tune down to the designated 
pitch. Most players today tune to G/D and that is how I referenced all the music you 
experience in this book. 
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To begin with, the most basic motion is simply the hand coming down with the first fingernail 
hitting the first string. The finger should remain in its fixed position as it comes down. The finger is 
supported by bracing it against the other fingers, creating a relaxed but controlled motion as it comes 
down to strike the string with the back of the nail.  This is called the Half Strike, the Strike being 
the complete motion of the finger and thumb. 

When you see the symbol “1” under the note, this represents the first finger of the 
right hand. In the Briggs’ notation, this will be replaced by an “F” for “finger”. “X” will 
represent the thumb. Try to relax, but maintain stiffness in your first finger. This will 
make guitar players crazy. Take the time to experiment, and make it feel right.  

The next motion is called a Strike, or a Full Strike. This is when the hand 
comes down onto the strings and the finger will strike the first string with the back of the 
nail. The thumb comes down with the finger and goes to the fifth string but only makes 
the string vibrate on the way up as the hand is lifted back into its original position.
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A Strike consists of two notes. This move is essential. Work it out well. The 
same movement is called a Combination by Converse and is signified by a solid line 
above the notes executing the Strike.  

Down is a motion 
towards the head of the banjo - 
not the floor.               

The hand goes down and up to play this. 
Although it may initially feel stiff, trust that it will 
flow and soon feel quite natural. Begin to think of 
Strikes and Combinations synonymously.   
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The next movement is called a Strike and a Half. You play a full Strike, and 
then a Half Strike – two eighth notes and then a quarter note. Short-Short-Long, Short- 
Short-Long.  

There is one more movement to learn, and then we will apply them to playing 
Juba. The last one is called the Double Strike. As you can guess, this is two Strikes put 
together with the harmony changing on the second Strike. 

In all these Strike” motions, try to think of the hand as either up or down. 
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Make "Juba" the very first tune in 
your repertoire.
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Use these chords to strum the banjo for accompaniment.
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