
JIM BOLLMAN DEMONSTRATING A MINSTREL TOY THAT WINDS UP AND 

DANCES. 

 

GREG ADAMS: You can't talk about the history of the 

banjo if you can't talk about racism, slavery, 

misogyny, appropriation, exploitation, all of the 

things that run counter to what we love about the 

banjo. We are at a point in our understanding of this 

history of this instrument that it's no longer 

acceptable to pretend these other things don't exist. 

 

 

TITLE CARD: 

Minstrel Mania 

 

ARCHIVAL FOOTAGE: LARGE MINSTREL PERFORMANCE OF "OH 

SUSANNA".  

 

REX ELLIS: The minstrel stage was like going to the 

movies today. I mean, it was the most popular form of 

entertainment from roughly 1830 until the end of the, 

of the century, than any other entertainment in the 

world. 

 

ARCHIVAL FOOTAGE: MAN APPLYING BLACKFACE AND VARIOUS 

MINSTREL PERFORMERS. 

 

REX ELLIS: Because it was so popular, all of that was 

a part of this caricature that began as a realistic 

way of trying to understand the black community, but 

shortly became a way of degrading and became a way of 

trivializing the African American community. The banjo 

became the instrument that was the image of slave 

life. 

 

ESTABLISHING SHOT OF "WUNDER BANJO COMPANY" SHOTS OF GEORGE 

WUNDERLICH BUILDING A BANJO IN HIS WORKSHOP. 

 

GEORGE WUNDERLICH: If you take an African American 

instrument, with its African roots, and you add to it 

the Celtic musical traditions and Western European 

musical traditions that these white performers had, 

what you wind up with is something that is totally new 

that come together for the first time and make 

something truly American. The stage is set very simply 

when we see the two cultures coming together. It 

didn't take entertainers long to figure out, "Wow. If 



I go out to the circus or if I go to my local, um, 

music parlor and I play this banjo, which no one's 

ever seen a white man play before, and I play this 

music that no one's ever heard before, I will make 

money.” 

 

IMAGE OF JOEL WALKER SWEENEY. 

 

ESTABLISHING SHOTS OF OLD HOUSES. 

 

IMAGES OF BOWERY, NEW YORK. 

 

NARRATION: Born in Appomattox around 1820, Joel Walker 

Sweeney played violin as a teenager at local taverns and 

dance balls. But hearing the half barbaric twang of the 

banjo, played by his neighbor's slaves, Sweeney built his 

own and learned from them how to play it. After making a 

name for himself as a blackface performer in the circus, 

Sweeney came to New York form Virginia with a banjo on his 

knee.  

 

IMAGES OF BOWERY, NEW YORK. 

 

BOB CARLIN: It's the first ‘big bang’ of the banjo. 

All the guys who had been doing blackface, all of a 

sudden want to play banjo. New York was not only the 

jumping off place, but it was also a place for these 

people, all these acts to intermingle and mix and 

compete and steal material from each other. And so he 

fell right into that. 

 

ARCHIVAL PHOTOS AND ILLUSTRATIONS OF NEW YORK, MINSTREL 

PROMOTION PHOTOS, FLYERS, AND ILLUSTRATIONS. 

 

NARRATION: New York audiences were already well acquainted 

with blackface entertainments. But Sweeney's Virginia banjo 

extravaganzas and his authentic rendering of songs like 

"Jenny Get Your Ho Cakes Done," made him into one of the 

hottest tickets on the Bowery stages.  

  

Following in Sweeney's footsteps, four blackface performers 

joined forces in a Bowery boarding house and called 

themselves "The Virginia Minstrels." In the winter of 1843, 

they debuted a new form of popular entertainment on the 

Bowery that would dominate the American stage for the next 

half-century - the first full length, blackface minstrel 

show. 



 

IMAGES OF DAN EMMET AND JOEL WALKER SWEENEY. 

 

CHRIS SMITH: The banjo comes into American popular 

music, in the period of the early 1840’s with players 

like Daniel Decatur Emmett and Joel Walker Sweeney. 

They were both, we could say, a very early example of 

white-boys playing the blues. Just as a century later, 

Eric Clapton or Jeff Beck or Jimmy Page in Britain, 

learned to play black music from listening to 

recordings of black musicians. Joe Sweeney and Dan 

Emmett in the 1840’s learned to play the banjo from 

black models, from black musicians. 

 

 

IMAGE OF BLACKFACE PERFORMER. 

 

HANK SAPOZNIK: The minstrel show was the first real 

statement about the uniqueness of American culture. We 

weren't importing Shakespeare, we weren't trying to 

emulate European culture. We were trying to create our 

own national identity through this music, as debased 

as it, it might be. But an attempt to create something 

of national types that quintessentially identify us. 

 

ARCHIVAL PHOTOS OF INDIVIDUAL MINSTREL PLAYERS, TRAVELERS 

HEADED TO CALIFORNIA. 

 

NARRATION: By 1844, over two dozen minstrel companies were 

touring throughout the country. Minstrel troupes on wagon 

trains and ships entertained people traveling to California 

to search for gold. Wherever Americans went, so did the 

minstrel show and with it, the banjo. The minstrel show 

transformed the banjo from a black folk instrument into the 

new must-have icon of pop culture.  

 


