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There are four types of  banjos in 
common use: the four-string, short-
neck tenor; the four-string long-neck 
plectrum; the six-string banjo tuned 
like a guitar; and the one this book 
will teach you how to play, the five-
string banjo. 

Banjos were brought to America by 
West Africans who played an 
instrument called the bania. They may 
have adapted the bania from similar 
stringed instruments they heard the 
Arabs playing. The bania has several 
strings stretched over a wooden neck 
and hollow gourd, which acted as a 
resonator. Early in the development 
of  the instrument its resonance was 
improved by slicing a piece off  the 
side of  the gourd and stretching an 
animal skin over the resulting hole. It 
is this skin (now usually made of  
plastic) that gives the banjo its 
characteristic bright, “snappy” sound.

The earliest American banjos that 
still exist date from about 1830. Soon 
after that an important improvement 
and a brilliant innovation permitted 
players to reach the heights of  
technique previously unheard of:  the 
improvement was the addition of  
frets (which early banjo makers 
borrowed from the guitar and 
mandolin) and the innovation was 
the addition of  a fifth string. Unlike 
the four longer strings, however, the 
fifth string is a short drone string, 
which means that no matter what 
else is being played, the fifth string 
always sounds the same note, either 
the root or the fifth of  the key. One 
possibility is that this innovation was 
an attempt by American banjo 
players of  Scottish-Irish ancestry to 
imitate the sound of  the bagpipe* 

which was such an important part of  
their musical culture. There
is also evidence the fifth string
dates back to the instrument's 
African roots.

Surprisingly, the five-string banjo was 
often used in the 19th century for 
playing classical melodies. There is 
much printed music from the period 
1875 to about 1910 that proves that 
the instrument was in great demand 
for this purpose. (To hear what this 
sounded like, listen to the historic 
recordings of  banjo virtuoso Fred 
van Epps, who recorded before the 
first World War.)

Although it had always been popular 
as a folk instrument, the banjo really 
came into its own with the 
beginnings of  bluegrass music in the 
late 1920s. The basic bluegrass band 
consists of  five instruments: fiddle, 
mandolin, bass, guitar and five-string 
banjo. (It is said that the early 
bluegrass musicians were using 

stringed instruments to imitate the 
sounds of  Dixieland jazz they heard 
on radio.)  

Bluegrass soon became an 
independent, important and exciting 
part of  the American music scene. 
Banjo pickers like Earl Scruggs, Don 
Reno, Bobby Thompson and many 
others brought the instrument to 
new heights of  virtuosity, and 
innovators like Dick Weissman and 
the incredible Bela Fleck continue to 
push the boundaries of  what the 
instrument can do.

In this book we will give you a 
thorough grounding in the basics of  
five-string banjo playing. No matter 
whether your interest lies in 
bluegrass, folk, jazz or even classical, 
the fundamentals of  playing the 
instrument are the same. After 
completing Teach Yourself  to Play 
5-String Banjo, you’ll be on your way 
to becoming an excellent player in 
your favorite musical style!

A SHORT HISTORY OF THE BANJOGETTING 

STARTED

*Bagpipes have one or more drone pipes 
that sound the same note regardless of  what 
else is being played. The melody is played 
on different pipes, called chanters. The 
modern banjo player gets a comparable 
effect by playing the melody on the four 
long strings while the short fifth string 
continually sounds the same note.

Earl Scruggs, here with his partner Lester Flatt and their band, is famous for his three-finger style of  
playing. He also invented the “Scruggs peg,” a device used for making quick changes in tuning of  B 
and G strings. Photo courtesy of Country Music Foundation.


