
Irish music had been 

around a long time when 

the tenor banjo was 

introduced.  There is no 

way you could argue 

that it is a traditional 

instrument but it is 

established  and is 

beginning to define its 

place.

Musicians are starting to explore the full variety 

of musical qualities that the banjo brings to Irish 

traditional music (ITM.)  If you listen to top level 

musicians playing the older instruments such as the 

uillean pipes, you will here them testing the limits 

and developing new ways to present the music.  

Recently such musicians as John Carty, Gerry 

O’Connor, and Angelina Carberry have been doing 

The same on the banjo.

ITM limits the players in many ways.  It has always 

been a dance music and only recently a stage 

style of music.  As a result melody and rhythm 

are foremost and originally there were no backup 

instruments.  You don’t improvise ITM the way you 

would in jazz by keeping within the chordal structure 

while experimenting with the notes.  (In fact, some 

people will say that if there is any improvisation 

in ITM, it is within the chord structure.)  Instead 

what Irish musicians do is explore the individual 

characteristics of their instrument and use the 

melody to broadcast these differences while subtly 

pushing the rhythm.

So what are these characteristics that make the 

banjo unique?  First, of course, is the timbre.  

Nothing sounds like a banjo.  It can be heard 

above almost every instrument without being too 

obnoxiously loud.  The tonal characteristic of banjos 

is usually described as treble in nature, but in the 

GDAE tuning there is a component of bass that has 

been mostly unexplored until recently. 

Second is the dynamic range.  Most people think 

LOUD when we talk about dynamic range, but 

banjos have a broad dynamic range in the hands of 

an expert.  John Carty is especially good at taking 

advantage of this element.

Third is a certain amount of sustain. While you may 

think that the banjo has no sustain (Bluegrass banjo 

players try to avoid it), the banjo can be setup for 

sustain and this is a positive quality in an Irish banjo.  

The sustain is short compared to many of the other 

instruments in the genera and you won’t find a banjo 

player exploiting it the way a piper or fiddler does, 

but it adds to the overall sound and can be used for 

left hand ornamentation in a way that makes the 

banjo more interesting.

These three characteristics are important in learning 

to play the Irish tenor banjo.  I am going to give a 

few examples of how they can be used and how 

the power of the banjo can make the the music 

more complex and varied without going beyond the 

boundaries that make the music traditional.

Low End Playing

If you listen to banjo players like John Carty will 

begin to notice that they often play tunes in keys that 

are not considered traditional.  “Traditional” in this 

case usually means the keys of D, Em, G, and Am – 

the keys that a tin whistle plays in.  

I mention the tin whistle because virtually every child 

in Ireland is taught to play this simple instrument 

(which probably accounts for the fact that so many 

people in Ireland don’t play it any more) and as a 

result tunes are usually not only in the keys of this 

instrument, but in the range of the tin whistle too.

This means that the G string of an Irish banjo is 

rarely used.  A quarter of all notes and about half of 

the really powerful notes are not used as a result.
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Left Hand Ornamentation

Most of us think of the triplet as the only 

ornamentation that the banjo can use, but there are 

a host of left hand ornamentations that are available.  

Included are cuts and hammer ons and string 

bending which sounds great on certain tunes.

Here is a repeat from the April 2007 banjosessions 

article teaching cuts and hammer-ons.

Cuts and Hammer-ons Video 
View the video 

Banjo players have remedied this by either 

incorporating the G string into the tunes anyway 

by using double stops and two string chords or by 

changing the tuning.

Here is an example.  I took the wonderful tune 

“Cooley’s” and changed the key from Em to Am.   

By doing so I take full advantage of the drone effect 

of the G string (on the second fret it is an A note) 

and add the power of the lower register of the banjo.  

“Cooley’s” sounds good in Em on the banjo, but it 

sounds great in Am.

Cooley’s in Am MP3 
Listen to the MP3:

 

Cooley’s in Am Video 
View the video:

http://www.youtube.com/v/qtQBngbb50g&hl=en
http://BanjoSessions.com/aug08/BendingStrings.mp3 
http://www.youtube.com/v/siBW1y7HEzo&hl=en


This is a short video on using string bending using 

the “Monaghan Jig” as an example.  While bending 

strings might sound “bluesy”, it really imitates some 

of the sounds the uillean pipes make.

Monaghan Jig Video 

View the video:

Monaghan Bend MP3 
Listen to the MP3:

http://www.youtube.com/v/7ToTB65rGYs&hl=en
http://BanjoSessions.com/aug08/BendingStrings.mp3 


Banjos have a lot to offer ITM and there is a lot more to explore before we realize the full potential of the 

instrument. I hope this is a start for many of you.

Resources

My Youtube source name michaelkeyes12 http://www.youtube.com/user/michaelkeyes12,  

check it out for other videos from Mel Bay Banjosessions.

If you don’t have Quicktime for the videos in the archived lessons,  

you can get it here: http://www.apple.com/quicktime/

Check out http://www.youtube.com/user/MelBayPublications,  

Mel Bay on Youtube for more videos from Mel Bay
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