
Minstrelsy in Edinburgh, 1843 to 66 
 
The popularity of the early minstrel shows of Sweeny, Briggs, etc and Christy’s Minstrels 
reached Scotland in the mid nineteenth century. The following are all cuttings from the 
Caledonian Mercury, Edinburgh’s, and Scotland’s, foremost newspaper at that time. As 
this was an online search for the word ‘banjo’, each incidence of the word is highlighted 
in green.  
 
The first is an advertisement for a concert by Sweeny. Note that Sweeny is the only 
minstrel-style performer in this programme. 
 
Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Thursday, July 13, 1843; Issue 19264. 
 

 
 

A review of the concert appeared two days later. The reviewer felt it important to 
describe the banjo to his readers – clearly it was a new instrument to Edinburgh at the 
time – and compares it to the guitar. There were many guitar concerts in Edinburgh 
around this time, sometimes by famous guitarists such as Regondi, Horetski, Eulenberg 
and Szczepanowski – all except Regondi lived in Scotland for many years. To say the 
banjo is ‘much more powerful, and at the same time more melodious’ must have upset 
many guitar players in the capital. Frequently, reviewers decry the lack of volume of the 
guitar in concerts. I wonder what these guitarists would have thought of the banjo being 
more melodious? 
 
Note that Sweeny not only played and sang, but danced too: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Saturday, July 15, 1843; Issue 19265. 
 

 
 
Due to the success of the concert, another was quickly added: 
 
Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Monday, July 17, 1843; Issue 19266. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



And another, this time introducing the American Giant… 
Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Thursday, July 20, 1843; Issue 19267. 
 

 
 

Unfortunately for the Giant, stage pistol etiquette had not yet found their way onto the 
Scottish stage…  
Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Monday, July 24, 1843; Issue 19269.. 
 



 
 
 
 
Mr E. R. Harper, the ‘celebrated American Comedian, Melodist, and Banjo Performer’ 
visited Edinburgh some four years after Sweeny: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Thursday, September 23, 1847; Issue 
19713.  

 
 
Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Thursday, September 23, 1847; Issue 
19713. – Note that ‘Mr E. R. Harper will appear every Evening during the Week’… 

 



Apparently the great banjoist, Briggs also paid a visit to Scotland, alongside bones player, 
Pell and the singer-dancer, ‘Boz’s Juba’ – a trio of whom ‘none can compare’.  
 
Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Thursday, August 30, 1849; Issue 19915. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Due to the popularity of Minstrel performance, British groups started appearing, 
including, from London, the wonderfully named, Hoop de doodin doo! 
Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Saturday, March 27, 1858; Issue 21373. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Scottish groups also got in on the act. Here is an interesting review of the local Artillery 
Volunteers, of whom, apparently, Christy’s Minstrels need not fear…This review is 
followed by an interesting and relevant article… 
The Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Friday, January 4, 1861; Issue 22238: 
 
 



 



Enter the World-Renowned Mr Mackney… 
 
The Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Monday, February 20, 1865; Issue 
23601. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
And the review: 
The Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Monday, December 4, 1865; Issue 
23848. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



From London, Go West! 
The Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Thursday, March 16, 1865; Issue 
23622. 

 
 
A local man, Mr Healy, entertained at the Poor House: 
 
The Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Saturday, March 25, 1865; Issue 
23630. 

 
 



 
 
The famous Christy’s Minstrels had great success in Edinburgh – ‘each performer a star’  
- having scenery of ‘Darkie life’ to the cost of £1,000 doubtless helped. 
 
 
The Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh, Scotland), Monday, March 19, 1866; Issue 23936. 
 



 
 
 



Appearing for the ‘Last Twelve Nights’ 
 

 
 
 
There is no doubt much more to be found regarding the banjo in 19th-century Scotland. 
Maybe one day… 
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