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The banjo has been called by many names over its history, but they all refer to
the same sound?strings humming over skin?that has eased souls and electrified
crowds for centuries. The Banjo invites us to hear that sound afresh in a
biography of one of America’s iconic folk instruments. Attuned to a rich heritage
spanning continents and cultures, Laurent Dubois traces the banjo from humble
origins, revealing how it became one of the great stars of American musical life.

In the seventeenth century, enslaved people in the Caribbean and North America
drew on their memories of varied African musical traditions to construct
instruments from carved-out gourds covered with animal skin. Providing a much-
needed sense of rootedness, solidarity, and consolation, banjo picking became an
essential part of black plantation life. White musicians took up the banjo in the
nineteenth century, when it became the foundation of the minstrel show and
began to be produced industrially on a large scale. Even as this instrument found
its way into rural white communities, however, the banjo remained central to
African American musical performance.

Twentieth-century musicians incorporated the instrument into styles ranging
from ragtime and jazz to Dixieland, bluegrass, reggae, and pop. Versatile and
enduring, the banjo combines rhythm and melody into a single unmistakable
sound that resonates with strength and purpose. From the earliest days of
American history, the banjo’s sound has allowed folk musicians to create
community and joy even while protesting oppression and injustice.
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The banjo has been called by many names over its history, but they all refer to the same sound?strings
humming over skin?that has eased souls and electrified crowds for centuries. The Banjo invites us to hear
that sound afresh in a biography of one of America’s iconic folk instruments. Attuned to a rich heritage
spanning continents and cultures, Laurent Dubois traces the banjo from humble origins, revealing how it
became one of the great stars of American musical life.

In the seventeenth century, enslaved people in the Caribbean and North America drew on their memories of
varied African musical traditions to construct instruments from carved-out gourds covered with animal skin.
Providing a much-needed sense of rootedness, solidarity, and consolation, banjo picking became an essential
part of black plantation life. White musicians took up the banjo in the nineteenth century, when it became the
foundation of the minstrel show and began to be produced industrially on a large scale. Even as this
instrument found its way into rural white communities, however, the banjo remained central to African
American musical performance.

Twentieth-century musicians incorporated the instrument into styles ranging from ragtime and jazz to
Dixieland, bluegrass, reggae, and pop. Versatile and enduring, the banjo combines rhythm and melody into a
single unmistakable sound that resonates with strength and purpose. From the earliest days of American
history, the banjo’s sound has allowed folk musicians to create community and joy even while protesting
oppression and injustice.
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Editorial Review

Review
Dubois attempts to trace the evolution of the modern instrument from its African antecedents to the present
day, prudently noting that a linear account is likely to be misleading…There is enough anecdote and lore to
satisfy both the casual and the specialist reader. (Lou Glandfield Times Literary Supplement 2016-04-01)

Dubois relates here a history of the instrument that is both learned and entertaining. His enthusiasm shines
through every page. (John Check Weekly Standard 2016-03-14)

[A] riveting history of the banjo…While the story Dubois tells is primarily historical and sociological, it is
also musical, and he never lets us forget the magical hum that distinguishes the banjo from the guitar and
other stringed instruments…Dubois combines erudition with obvious enjoyment. His limpid prose easily
bears the weight of his impressive research. (Tom Gilling The Australian 2016-04-09)

This is one of the very best books on the banjo published to date…It is also one with a grand scope of the life
of the banjo. If you are interested enough in the banjo to understand the instrument and its uses more fully,
you cannot do better than to read this lively, superb account. (Wayne Shrubsall Banjo Newsletter 2016-06-
01)

A wonderful offering, and a fascinating and illuminating read. This is the most comprehensive book yet
about the history of the banjo. The instrument’s story is told here with such depth and detail that it comes
alive. I loved reading this. (Béla Fleck, banjoist)

Following the strings of the banjo from Africa across the Atlantic to the Caribbean and then to the United
States, Laurent Dubois provides a new perspective on the African diaspora. The Banjo: America’s African
Instrument is a rich, original view of our sonic landscape. It is impossible to follow Dubois’s trail without a
smile and the satisfaction of hearing the world anew. (Ira Berlin, author of Generations of Captivity: A
History of African American Slaves)

Dubois reveals the banjo as a vital medium for the ideas and struggles of the people who make it, play it, and
hear it. Combining storytelling and scholarship as seamlessly as the banjo condenses rhythm and melody,
this special book is a melodious read by an extraordinary writer of Atlantic history. (Vincent Brown, author
of The Reaper’s Garden: Death and Power in the World of Atlantic Slavery)

Dubois illuminates the banjo’s complicated cultural history…This lively account is not without surprises.
(New Yorker 2016-05-23)

About the Author
Laurent Dubois is Marcello Lotti Professor of Romance Studies and History at Duke University.

Users Review

From reader reviews:



Amy Mueller:

In other case, little individuals like to read book The Banjo: America’s African Instrument. You can choose
the best book if you want reading a book. As long as we know about how is important some sort of book The
Banjo: America’s African Instrument. You can add information and of course you can around the world by
way of a book. Absolutely right, due to the fact from book you can know everything! From your country till
foreign or abroad you will end up known. About simple thing until wonderful thing you are able to know
that. In this era, we could open a book or even searching by internet unit. It is called e-book. You may use it
when you feel weary to go to the library. Let's read.

Herbert Willams:

The book The Banjo: America’s African Instrument give you a sense of feeling enjoy for your spare time.
You should use to make your capable a lot more increase. Book can to get your best friend when you getting
strain or having big problem with your subject. If you can make looking at a book The Banjo: America’s
African Instrument to get your habit, you can get much more advantages, like add your capable, increase
your knowledge about many or all subjects. You may know everything if you like open and read a
publication The Banjo: America’s African Instrument. Kinds of book are several. It means that, science
guide or encyclopedia or other individuals. So , how do you think about this book?

Sonia Cancel:

This The Banjo: America’s African Instrument book is not really ordinary book, you have after that it the
world is in your hands. The benefit you receive by reading this book is actually information inside this guide
incredible fresh, you will get information which is getting deeper an individual read a lot of information you
will get. That The Banjo: America’s African Instrument without we understand teach the one who studying it
become critical in imagining and analyzing. Don't be worry The Banjo: America’s African Instrument can
bring whenever you are and not make your tote space or bookshelves' come to be full because you can have
it with your lovely laptop even mobile phone. This The Banjo: America’s African Instrument having very
good arrangement in word as well as layout, so you will not really feel uninterested in reading.

Andrea Quirk:

As we know that book is significant thing to add our knowledge for everything. By a guide we can know
everything we wish. A book is a group of written, printed, illustrated or perhaps blank sheet. Every year had
been exactly added. This reserve The Banjo: America’s African Instrument was filled about science. Spend
your free time to add your knowledge about your research competence. Some people has several feel when
they reading some sort of book. If you know how big benefit of a book, you can sense enjoy to read a
publication. In the modern era like today, many ways to get book which you wanted.
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