
PREFACE 
Years ago when I first attempted to play the tenor-b anj o,  I was a well-schooled v iolinist 

and I q u ick ly discov ered that althou gh my fingers were thorou ghly trained,  v iolin methods 
of fingering did not apply. 
 
I then tu rned to the method of fingering for the cello,  which has larger stretches and is 

tu ned ex actly an octav e lower than the tenor-b anj o. I fou nd that the general principles 
worked better but the method used was not ideal yet. Through years of study and p rac ti-
c al ap p lic ation both in my own work and in my teac hing,  I  dev elop ed the ideas rep resent-
ed in this series of stu dies,  which are for the first time made av ailab le in printed form,  
throu gh the energy and initiativ e of W m J . S mith. H e is showing faith enou gh to giv e me 
"carte-b lanche" in presenting the material,  the u se of which has b een so su ccessfu lly ex -
emplified in the teaching at my own school for the past eight years. 
 
T he need for su ch a series of stu dies has b een ev ident to my tenor-b anj o teachers,  

M anu el S mith,  O tto G enov ese,  E dwin S chwinn,  and D r. F . M iller,  etc.,  and myself for a long 
time. W e hav e comb ed and cu lled the mark et for practical material and hav e ev en b een 
redu ced to writing ou t ex ercises b y hand and hav ing the pu pils copy them. M any of the 
original ex ercises and adaptations from work s for piano,  v iolin and other instru ments are 
av ailab le here for the first time. 
 
T he produ ction of these stu dies is v ery timely. T he tenor-b anj oist gets no credit now-

adays for merely "playing chords". T hat is tak en as a matter-of-cou rse. T he ou tstanding 
players do more than play "chords". S ingle-string,  "fill-ins" - "b reak s" - "emb ellishments",  
"ru ns" - "hot v ariations",  etc.,  are hailed as a sign of su periority. T he time when a b anj oist 
cou ld "get b y" with playing chords b y symb ols,  is passing. 
 
It therefore "b ehoov es" u s all to dev elop what the old-timers u sed to call "D igital D ex -

terity".  T o properly dev elop the fingers,  it is necessary to go throu gh these stu dies ( or  
similar ones.)  W hile v alu ab le for themselv es alone,  since these stu dies will teach note-read-
ing,  rhythm,  etc. C onsider the following:  W hen we change from one three- or fou r-finger 
chord,  to another;  we demand of the fingers to do three or fou r different things at  
the same time. H ow can we really ex pect efficiency u ntil we train each finger to do one thing 
at a time?  T raining the fingers throu gh the mediu m of the ex ercises herewith presented  
will b e a great help in the playing of chords speedily and accu rately. 
 
T he stu dies in this v olu me are limited to L eft H and T echnic - and in this b ook  ( " D aily 

L eft H and S t u dies,  V ol.1 ,  for T enor-B anj o,  O p. 3 1 2 ")  time div ision prob lems are eliminated 
b y u sing ex ercises with ev en time div isions only,  that is,  all 1/8th notes or all 16th notes,  etc. 
 

The second volume will contain exercises with uneven time-divisions,  mostly  in duet f orm.  
P ick ing prob lems ( right hand technic)  will also b e handled in another v olu me thou gh ex er-
cises that follow may b e u sed to good adv antage as illu strated. 
 
T he later issu es in the series will show how to tak e any chord formation and "fill in",  

u sing original ideas of the performer. 
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SHOWING COR R E C T  LE F T -H A ND  POS IT ION 
 

  
Two of the main differences met with in play-

ing  the tenor-b anj o from the playing  of the b owed 
string  instru ments,  ( v iolin,  v iola and cello)  is first 
the frets and second the ab sence of the need for  
the v ib rato.  C onsider F ig u re I .   

 
T h i s  s h o w s  t h e  n o r m a l  a n d  b e s t  p o s i t i o n  o f  

t h e  l e f t  h a n d  f o r  t e n o r -b a n j o .  
 
The hand shou ld tou ch the neck  at two points.  

� The b ase of the fore-fing er,  b elow the last 
wrink le ( nearest the palm) .  ( N ote:  for chord play-
ing  this may v ary) ,  and � at the inside of the  
first j oint of the thu mb .  ( N ote:  u su ally a soft cal-
lou s shou ld form at this point) .  

 
U nderneath the neck  there shou ld at all times 

b e an open space.  T h e  r e a s o n  f o r  t h i s  i s  v e r y  e a s -
i l y  seen.  P lace the fing ers as in F ig .  I I .  - the fou r fing ers in the normal position on the C  string   
so that they hold down the following  notes simu ltaneou sly.  

 
 
 
 
 

N o t e  t h a t  t h e  p r e s s u r e  i s  o n  t h e  s i d e  o f  t h e  t h u m b ,  i f  t h e  p r e s s u r e  w e r e  o n  t h e  b a l l  o f  t h e  
t h u m b  i t  w o u l d  t e n d  t o  t u r n  t h e  f i n g e r s  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  f i n g e r  b o a r d .  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



"Lock" the first joint of the thumb. When the thumb is bent the support is uncertain and tends to 
stiffen the other fing ers. N ow ,  hol ding  the hand as in F ig ure I I  mov e the thumb aw ay . Y ou w il l  im-
mediatel y  feel  that the fing ers hav e nothing  to press ag ainst and mov ement can onl y  be secured by  the 
contraction of the l ast joints of the fing ers. T he l ong  and strong  muscl es of the forearm cannot be 
properl y  broug ht into pl ay . S o be sure to al w ay s l eav e an opening  bel ow  the neck and hav e the pres-
sure come at the 1 st joint of the thumb. 

 
T he support on the A  string  side of the neck is of paramount importance. I t is possibl e because 

that side of the hand does not hav e to be remov ed,  as in v iol in or cel l o pl ay ing  to permit the v ibrato,  
that "q uiv ering " of the tone produced w hich makes those instruments sound so cl ose to the human 
v oice. We can therefore dev el op speed,  accuracy  and technic in a smal l  fraction of the t i m e  r e q u i r e d  
o n  " b o w e d "  i n s t r u m e n t s .  K e e p  t h i s  c o n t a c t  a t  a l l  t i m e s .  T h e  " p o i n t  o f  c o n t a c t "  a t  t h e  A  s t r i n g  s i d e  
i s  " b e l o w "  t h e  f r e t  p l a y e d  b y  t h e  f i r s t  f i n g e r .  D o  n o t  " t i e  u p  t h e  f i r s t  f i n g e r  i n  a  k n o t " .  T h i s  w o u l d  
t e n d  t o  s l o w  u p  t h e  a c t i o n  a n d  c a u s e  i t  t o  b e c o m e  " s t i f f . "  T h i s  " p o i n t  o f  c o n t a c t "  w i l l  v a r y  w i t h  
d i f f e r e n t  h a n d s .  F o r  l o n g e r  f i n g e r s  i t  w o u l d  b e  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  " n u t "  - a n d  v i c e - v e r s a .  

 
A s the fing ers trav el  across the neck g oing  to the hig her string s,  the position shoul d be approx i-

matel y  the same. D o not attempt to pl ace or "w ork" the fing ers at rig ht ang l es to the string s. T hey  
shoul d normal l y  act at a diag onal  to both the string s and frets. 

 
O ne more important consideration. T he ends of the fing ers shoul d fal l  ex actl y  behind the frets. S ee 

F ig . I I I .– S ee P ag e 2 7 . 
 
E v en thoug h the fret defines the tone and it is not necessary  to pl ace the fing ers ex actl y  and ac-

curatel y  on the spot as in v iol in or cel l o pl ay ing ;  pl acing  the fing ers as in the 1 st picture,  causes "mud-
dy " tones and "buz z ing " and necessitates the use of more pressure. A l so,  do not err in the opposite di-
rection and pl ace the fing ers directl y  on the fret,  ( see 2 nd picture) . T his w oul d make the tone v ery  dul l  
as the v ibrations w oul d be stopped rig ht at the start. P l acing  the fing ers as in the l ow est picture in-
v ol v es the use of the l east amount of pressure and g iv es the cl earest tone.  U sing  l ess pressure,  of 
course,  makes it possibl e to pl ay  faster and more accuratel y . 
 

T he string  v ibrates directl y  from the fret and it shoul d be bent sl ig htl y  behind the fret,  just as it is 
at the "nut",  to produce a cl ear tone. 
 

D o not use too much pressure. E noug h pressure shoul d be used to cause the ends of the fing ers to 
barel y  "w hiten" under the fing ernail s. 
 

T he "positions" idea as used for v iol in does not appl y  to the tenor-banjo. O ur unit of musical  con-
ception ( on the banjo)  is the "perfect fifth" - ( S ev en hal f tones) ,  because that is the distance betw een 
the open string s,  ( on the piano it is the octav e) . O n the v iol in w e need onl y  three fing ers on each  
string  in the normal  or "first" position to pl ay  enoug h tones to reach the nex t open string ,  the fourth 
fing er is a "spare" and is used to pl ay  the same note as the open string  abov e. O n the tenor-banjo  
the four fing ers are needed to pl ay  the same number of tones as three fing ers on the v iol in and w e  
are normal l y  tw o frets ( and one fing er)  "short". 



When the fourth finger is correctly used on the violin it helps to obviate the necessity of chang-
ing strings. T herefore w e find it necessary to change strings m ore often on the tenor-banj o. 
 

I t is a q uestion as to w hether it is easier to change strings w ith a plectrum  ( pick )  or a violin bow . 
I t w ould depend on the particular passage. H ow ever,  I  think  it is first necessary to develop the ability 
to play as large a distance on the sam e string as a violinst does. T o do this w e m ust be able to use tw o 
m ore frets than can be reached w ith the hand in the norm al position,  that is,  F #  and G ,  on the C  string;  
C #  and D ,  on the G  string,  and G #  and A ,  on the D  string. We w ould then be able to play passages sm ooth-
ly w ithout too m uch changing of strings. 

 
T he " position"  idea as applied to violin is alm ost im possible on the tenor-banj o.  P ositions first of 

all,  are very necessary on the violin to develop ( and retain)  intonation ( playing in tune) .  T his w e  
don' t need on the banj o because of the frets. A nother reason for the use of the positions on the violin  
is for facility in " reading"  and fingering. F or instance,  in the odd positions on the violin:  ( the first,  
third and fifth) ,  the odd fingers,  ( first and third)  w ould play notes on the lines;  and the even fingers,  
w ould play notes on the spaces of the staff. T hat is w hy violinists prefer these positions and find it 
easier to play them . I t is readily seen that this is not true on the tenor-banj o and therefore positions  
do not help. N ex t,  the positions are used to enable the violinist to stay in one spot and play a com plete,  
connected scale or passage across the strings. A  violinist can place his hand in the " third position"  and 
by using the four fingers on each string,  play a com plete scale across the strings. 

 
T his is not possible on the tenor banj o since the fingers cannot stretch over enough distance ( ex cept 

on the highest frets)  to play that part of the scale needed,  ( a perfect fifth - 3 2
1 tones)  on one string. We 

can accom plish this by a sort of " double shift"  of tw o frets. 
 
T o develop the ability to cover the distance on any one string,  that w ould tak e us up to the nex t 

string,  in a scale m ovem ent ( diatonic or chrom atic) ,  w e have to be able to cover tw o m ore frets than 
the norm al reach of the fingers. T he nex t note w ill be on the string above tw o frets low er. 

 
We m ust therefore learn to " slide" ,  " sk ip" ,  or " j um p"  or " shift"  tw o frets,  up or dow n,  q uick ly and 

accurately. S hifting,  i.e. changing position,  is not difficult and I  find that students tak e to it readily 
w ith proper study and m ethod. 

 
When w e w ish to reach a note ( or fret)  on any string that is beyond the com pass of the fingers in the 

norm al position it is necessary to slide the w hole hand. T here are a num ber of im portant points to con-
sider. 

 
F irst - D o not change the relative position of the thum b and fingers. S lide the hand as one piece,  bod-

ily,  even if the m ovem ent is only for one fret. D o not change the " shape"  and " form "  of the hand and fin-
gers. 

 
A lw ays,  if possible,  slide one or m ore of the fingers. D on' t slide w ith all the fingers off the string. 
 
A lw ays think  of four fingers as " covering"  four frets. D on' t attem pt to " stretch"  ( at first)  alw ays 

slide the hand. T hink  of the neck  as a k eyboard. T he pianist or organist at his k eyboard does not at-
tem pt stretching ( unless he has to " hold dow n"  one or m ore notes)  he m oves his hand along the k eyboard. 

 
O n all the ex ercises w hich follow  the m ovem ent of the hand in sliding is show n by diagonal lines:  / 

eq uals " up, "  ( tow ard the bridge) ;  \ m eans " dow n"  ( tow ard the string saddle or nut) . 
 
T he follow ing are first steps for developing the ability to slide. T his can be done very early in a 

banj oist' s course of study,  because the effort of playing in tune as on the violin or cello,  is unnecessary 
because of the frets. 

A L L  T H E  E X E R C I S E S  I N  T H I S  V O L U M E  A R E  A B O U T  T H E  E Q U I V A L E N T  O F  " 1 st P O S I T I O N "  
O N  T H E  V I O L I N  ( ex cept in the few  spots w here the notes are about F  on the " A "  string) . 


