
How to Play Irish Traditional 
Music on Tenor Banjo
by Chris Smith

This article provides historical background and a few thoughts on technique for those wishing to play Irish 

traditional dance tunes on tenor banjoñbut the left and right-hand techniques described should also be very 

useful for players of bouzouki, mandolin, or open-tuned guitar as well.

The repertoire of dance tunesñjigs, reels, polkas, hornpipes, and so onñemployed in the Irish tradition 

stretches back to the late 17th-century, when many social, colonial, and economic shifts in Ireland led to changes 

in the support system for music, which had always been an important part of the old Gaelic social order. The 

tunes in the modern repertoire were mostly composed within the last 250 years, and preserved in those parts 

of Irelandõs West and South which maintained the old language and the old culture. In these Gaeltachta, dance 

and music were a highly-valued social activity, and were carried with expatriate Irish as they relocated around 

the globe. Prior to the 1930s, most music happened in rural kitchens, at crossroads dances, and at public or 

parish dance halls. But with the advent of phonograph recording, radio, and the post-World War II boom in Irish 

working overseas, the music moved outwardñuntil, in the 21st century, we can þ nd sessions of traditional Irish 

music from Boston to Baku, from Sebastopol to San Francisco.

The banjo originates as an African-American adaptation of a family of West African instruments, known 

variously as ngoni, doussouõngoni, xalam, and so forthñall of them skin-faced lutes played with various 

picking techniques. The version principally employed in Irish traditional music is the four-string 17- or 19-

fret version, tuned in þ fths, played with a plectrum, and originating in the òtango banjosó developed right 

around World War I to play in various banjo orchestras and, shortly, in vaudeville and early jazz. During Irish 

musicõs òGolden Ageó of recording in the 1920s and ô30s, players like Mike Flanagan, Michael Gaffney, 

and Neil Nolan all employed the tenor (usually in the òhigh-Có tuning of CGDA, a þ fth below þ ddle) on õ78 

recordings. Also, various traveling musicians (notably Margaret Barry and Pecker Dunne) recorded songs with 

5-string þ ngerstyle accompaniment. But the widespread use of tenor banjo in Irish trad, played with a plectrum, 

blasting out tunes along with pipes, ÿ ute, and þ ddle, can be traced to one primary inÿ uence: Barney McKenna, 

ace instrumentalist with the seminal òballad groupó the Dubliners, who used heavier gauges and tuned down 
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to GDAE, an octave below the þ ddle. McKennaõs growly tone on Dubliners LPõs was a strong inÿ uence on 

several generations of Irish tenor players, including Kieran Hanrahan of Stocktonõs Wing, Charlie Piggott of 

De Danann, and Mick Moloney of Green Fields of America. These in turn opened the door for other tenor 

players including S®amus òEast Coastó Egan of Solas (using the high-C tuning), S®amus òWest Coastó Egan 

(a different person, playing GDAE), Gerry O Conner of 4 Men and a Dog (also using high-C), and a host of 

others. Along with the bouzouki, the tenor banjo has become the instrument of choice amongst plectrum players 

who want to play Irish dance tunes.

Fingering:

One of the most crucial elements in making Irish tunes òsound rightó on the tenor is to imitate, as closely as 

possible, the phrasing of the musicõs core instruments: þ ddle, simple-system wooden ÿ ute, and Irish uilleann 

bagpipes. Because the tenor is typically tuned an octave below 

þ ddle (GDAE), þ ddle þ ngerings lie well on the its þ ngerboard 

and can help us approximate þ ddle phrasing. As with any stringed 

instrument, a consistent, logical, and carefully-worked-out þ ngering 

method is a good idea: this is as true in Irish trad as in bebop or 

classical guitar.

Essentially, there are two common approaches to þ ngering these 

longer-scale plucked strings: one is based in þ ddle and mandolin 

approaches, and the other is based in cello and guitar approaches. I 

prefer the former, which more closely mirrors þ ddle þ ngering: the 

þ rst þ nger covers notes on the 1st and 2nd frets, the second þ nger 

covers notes on the 3rd and 4th frets, the third þ nger covers notes on 

the 5th (and sometimes 6th) frets, and the little þ nger covers notes 

on the 7th (and sometimes 6th) frets, like this:

How To Play Irish Traditional 
Music on the Tenor Banjo Page 2

continued on next page



On a comparatively long-scale instrument like banjo, such stretches are more awkward than they are on the 

þ ddle or mandolin, but advantages outweigh the disadvantages: using þ ddle þ ngerings, you will þ nd yourself 

(in the common trad Irish key areas of G, D, A, and E) naturally falling into accenting or de-emphasizing 

those same notes a þ ddler would. In addition, your þ ngers are in the right spot to start employing the phrasing, 

triplets, rolls, and other articulations which a good Irish þ ddler uses:

Consistency, reliability, and practice are all tremendously valuable in endeavoring to become really free with your 

instrument. Especially in Irish music, a tradition carried in the ear and the memory rather than in notation, one 

wants to be able to concentrate on remembering and playing memorized tunes, not splitting the attention to work 

out eccentric þ ngerings on the ÿ y. So standardizing your left-hand technique in the above fashion is a good idea.
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Right-hand technique:

As is the case with left-hand þ ngering technique, in playing Irish trad music on tenor banjo, right-hand picking 

technique is very important; and, as with all technique relaxation, consistency, and thoughtful, consistent 

choices are a good idea. These ideas are designed to enhance precision while maintaining relaxation, so that, 

when playing in a trad Irish session, you can concentrate on remembering and picking up tunes by ear, not 

having to worry about pick direction or moving across strings.

Aim for a sitting or standing posture which is relaxed and allows free play for your shoulders and arms: a strap 

which holds the instrument in position is a good idea. We are concentrating on the right hand, and so we will 

not even try to þ nger any notes in the left; play all the exercises on open strings. Your right forearm and wrist 

should ÿ oat freely over the face of the banjo, not trapped or anchored in a tense position.

We use strict picking patterns, in the two commonest beat sub-divisions in Irish music: 

Å For reels, most hornpipes, and other duple tunes, a strict down-up-down-up alternating pattern

D-U-D-U-D-U-D-U-D-U etc.

We maintain this alternating pattern no matter what kind of string-crossing is involved. 

Hereõs an exercise to do this:
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We can add the left-hand back into the processñthus sharpening coordination between the two hands, by 

working our way up and then back down the þ ngerboard chromatically:

Å For jigs, slip-jigs, some hornpipes, and other triple tunes, we use a strict down-up-down down-up-down 

repetitive pattern.

D-U-D D-U-D D-U-D D-U-D D-U-D D-U-D etc

Example on next page.
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