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Chords Neil Young Old Man: A Guitarist’s Guide to This Timeless Classic

chords neil young old man are a favorite starting point for many guitar players who want to capture the
soulful essence of Neil Young’s iconic song “Old Man.” Whether you’re a beginner looking to learn a
meaningful tune or an experienced guitarist aiming to master the nuances of Young’s style, understanding
the chords and the song’s structure is essential. This timeless track from Neil Young’s 1972 album *Harvest*
combines simple chord progressions with heartfelt lyrics and a distinctive fingerpicking style that has
inspired countless musicians worldwide.

In this article, we’ll explore the chords Neil Young uses in “Old Man,” break down the fingerpicking
pattern, and share tips on how to play it authentically. Along the way, we’ll touch on related topics like
capo placement, chord variations, and the emotional impact of the song, making this guide a valuable
resource for guitarists of all skill levels.

Understanding the Chords Neil Young Old Man Uses

One of the reasons “Old Man” resonates so deeply is its straightforward chord progression that supports the
storytelling without overpowering it. Neil Young’s playing is rooted in folk and country traditions, and the
chords in “Old Man” reflect this simplicity.

The Basic Chord Progression

The song is played in the key of D major, but it uses a capo on the second fret to achieve its distinctive
sound. Here’s the list of the primary chords you’ll need:

D major

C major

G major

Em (E minor)

Bm (B minor)



Placed relative to the capo, these chords form the backbone of the song’s harmonic structure. The capo
allows you to use open chord shapes, giving the song that ringing, vibrant quality typical of Neil Young’s
acoustic work.

Chord Shapes and Fingering Tips

If you’re new to these chords, here are a few pointers:

D major: Use your index finger on the 2nd fret of the G string, middle finger on the 2nd fret of the
high E string, and ring finger on the 3rd fret of the B string.

C major: Place your ring finger on the 3rd fret of the A string, middle finger on the 2nd fret of the D
string, and index finger on the 1st fret of the B string.

G major: This can be played with your middle finger on the 3rd fret of the low E string, index
finger on the 2nd fret of the A string, and ring finger on the 3rd fret of the high E string.

Em: Place your middle finger on the 2nd fret of the A string and ring finger on the 2nd fret of the D
string.

Bm: This is a barre chord where you barre the 2nd fret from the A string downward and form an A
minor shape with your other fingers.

Practicing these chord shapes cleanly will make your rendition of “Old Man” sound much more authentic.

How to Play the Fingerpicking Pattern in “Old Man”

Neil Young’s fingerpicking style is subtle but crucial to the song’s vibe. Rather than strumming, he uses a
delicate fingerstyle approach that adds texture and emotion.

Basic Fingerpicking Technique

The fingerpicking pattern in “Old Man” typically involves the thumb playing the bass notes on the lower
strings while the index and middle fingers pick the higher strings. Here’s a simple pattern to get started:



Thumb plucks the bass note (usually the 4th or 5th string depending on the chord).1.

Index finger plucks the 3rd string (G string).2.

Thumb returns to another bass note.3.

Middle finger plucks the 2nd string (B string).4.

Repeating this pattern creates a flowing, gentle rhythm that perfectly suits the contemplative mood of the
song.

Tips for Mastering the Fingerpicking

Start slowly to ensure clarity and accuracy.

Keep your thumb relaxed and anchored near the lower strings.

Use your fingernails or finger picks if it helps produce a brighter tone.

Listen carefully to the recording of “Old Man” to mimic Neil Young’s timing and dynamics.

Mastering the fingerpicking pattern is key to capturing the song’s emotional depth.

Additional Insights on Neil Young’s Style in “Old Man”

Beyond the chords and fingerpicking, understanding Neil Young’s musical approach enriches your
playing.

Use of Capo and Tuning

Neil Young places a capo on the second fret, which raises the pitch and allows the use of open chords that
resonate beautifully. The standard tuning (EADGBE) is used, making it accessible for most guitarists.



Emotional Storytelling Through Music

“Old Man” is not just a technical exercise; it’s a narrative about aging, reflection, and connection. When
playing the chords Neil Young old man uses, try to convey the gentle melancholy and warmth embedded
in the lyrics. Dynamics—playing softer or louder at different points—can significantly enhance this
emotional expression.

Common Variations and Covers Inspired by “Old Man”

Because of its popularity, “Old Man” has been covered and adapted by many artists, which has led to
interesting variations in the way the chords are played.

Alternative Chord Voicings

Some players experiment with chord voicings higher up the neck or add embellishments like hammer-ons
and pull-offs to make their version unique. For example, adding a sus2 or sus4 chord instead of a plain
major chord can add subtle tension.

Different Fingerpicking Patterns

While Neil Young’s original fingerpicking is simple, some guitarists incorporate Travis picking or other
folk fingerstyle techniques to add complexity and flair.

Tips for Practicing and Perfecting “Old Man”

If you want to master chords Neil Young old man features, consistency and mindful practice are key. Here
are some suggestions:

Break the song down into sections—verse, chorus, and bridge—and practice each separately.

Play along with the original recording to match timing and feel.

Record yourself and listen back to identify areas for improvement.



Focus on smooth chord transitions to maintain the song’s gentle flow.

Experiment with dynamics—play some parts softly and others with more intensity.

By approaching the song thoughtfully, you’ll not only learn the chords but also capture the spirit of Neil
Young’s “Old Man.”

Exploring the chords Neil Young old man uses offers a window into one of the most heartfelt songs in rock
and folk history. Whether you’re strumming the basic progression or delving into intricate fingerpicking,
this song is a wonderful piece to add to your repertoire. With practice and passion, you can bring the
timeless emotion of “Old Man” to life on your guitar.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the chords used in Neil Young's song 'Old Man'?
The chords used in 'Old Man' are primarily Em, G, D, and C, arranged in a fingerpicking style.

How do you play the intro chords of 'Old Man' by Neil Young?
The intro features a fingerpicked pattern using the chords Em, G, D, and C, starting with an Em chord and
transitioning smoothly between them.

Is 'Old Man' by Neil Young played with a capo?
No, 'Old Man' is typically played without a capo, using standard tuning and the chords Em, G, D, and C.

What tuning does Neil Young use for 'Old Man'?
Neil Young uses standard tuning (EADGBE) for 'Old Man'.

Can beginners learn 'Old Man' chords easily?
Yes, 'Old Man' uses basic open chords like Em, G, D, and C, which are beginner-friendly, though the
fingerpicking pattern may require some practice.

Where can I find the chord progression for Neil Young's 'Old Man'?
Chord progressions for 'Old Man' can be found on various guitar tab websites like Ultimate Guitar,
Songsterr, or through official sheet music.



What strumming or picking pattern is used in 'Old Man'?
Neil Young uses a fingerpicking pattern in 'Old Man' that emphasizes the bass notes and creates a flowing
rhythm, rather than straightforward strumming.

Are there any variations of chords for 'Old Man' by Neil Young?
Some players add variations like hammer-ons or partial barre chords to emulate Neil Young's style more
closely, but the basic chords remain Em, G, D, and C.

Additional Resources
**Mastering the Chords of Neil Young’s “Old Man”: A Detailed Exploration**

chords neil young old man is a phrase that resonates deeply with guitar enthusiasts and Neil Young fans
alike. The song “Old Man,” featured on Young’s seminal 1972 album *Harvest*, remains one of his most
iconic and enduring compositions. Understanding the chords to this classic track not only provides insight
into Young’s songwriting craft but also offers a practical gateway for musicians seeking to capture the song’s
poignant emotional landscape. This article delves into the chord structure of “Old Man,” examining its
musical characteristics, variations, and relevance in the broader context of acoustic guitar playing.

Understanding the Chord Progression of “Old Man”

Neil Young’s “Old Man” is primarily built on a straightforward yet evocative chord progression that
highlights his knack for blending simplicity with emotional depth. The song’s arrangement leans heavily
on acoustic guitar, with a fingerpicking pattern that complements the reflective lyrics.

At its core, the chords neil young old man employs are accessible for intermediate guitarists, but the subtle
nuances in strumming and finger positioning make the song a rewarding challenge. The standard tuning
for the guitar is used, which makes it easier for players to replicate the authentic sound without requiring
alternate tunings or capo adjustments.

Basic Chord Structure

The fundamental chords in “Old Man” include:

Em (E minor)



G major

D major

C major

Cmaj7

D7

Am (A minor)

These chords are sequenced in a manner that creates a melancholic yet hopeful tone, a hallmark of Neil
Young’s songwriting style. The progression often shifts between minor and major chords, which lends the
song a dynamic emotional range.

Chord Progression Breakdown

The verse typically follows this progression:

Em – G – Em – G – C – D – Em

While the chorus adds more color and tension with:

Cmaj7 – D7 – Em – Am – G – D – Em

This mix of major sevenths and dominant sevenths introduces a subtle complexity, enhancing the song’s
wistful character. Players who fully embrace these chord voicings can better emulate the original
recording’s delicate mood.

Technical Features and Playing Techniques

Exploring the chords neil young old man utilizes is only part of the story; equally important is how these
chords are played. Neil Young’s fingerpicking style on this track is relatively straightforward but demands
precision and a steady rhythm to capture its essence.



Fingerpicking Pattern

Young uses a Travis picking-inspired pattern, where the thumb alternates between the bass notes (usually
the 6th, 5th, and 4th strings), while the index and middle fingers pluck the higher strings. This technique
creates a flowing, continuous sound that supports the vocal melody without overpowering it.

For guitarists aiming to master “Old Man,” practicing the following approach is beneficial:

Focus on thumb independence to maintain a steady bass rhythm.1.

Use the index and middle fingers to articulate the melody notes on the higher strings.2.

Maintain consistent dynamics, avoiding overly aggressive plucking to preserve the song’s softness.3.

Mastering this fingerpicking style not only improves performance of “Old Man” but also enhances overall
guitar proficiency.

Chord Voicing and Variations

An interesting aspect of the chords neil young old man incorporates is the use of open chords blended with
partial barres and extended chords like Cmaj7 and D7. These voicings offer a richer harmonic texture
compared to basic open chords.

For example, the Cmaj7 chord adds a dreamy quality by including the major seventh interval, which is not
present in the standard C chord. Similarly, the D7 chord introduces tension that resolves beautifully back to
the Em chord, driving the song’s emotional narrative forward.

Advanced players might experiment with slight chord variations or embellishments, such as hammer-ons
or pull-offs within the chord shapes, to add personal flair while staying true to the song’s spirit.

Comparisons to Other Neil Young Songs

Examining the chords neil young old man uses in relation to other tracks by Young reveals recurring
themes in his harmonic language. Songs like “Heart of Gold” and “Harvest Moon” also employ accessible
chord progressions with subtle complexities, often centered around minor and major interplay.



Unlike heavier rock arrangements in tracks such as “Cinnamon Girl,” “Old Man” stands out for its acoustic
intimacy and simplicity. This contrasts with some of Young’s electric work, highlighting his versatility as a
songwriter and guitarist.

In terms of chord complexity, “Old Man” sits comfortably in a middle ground—challenging enough to
engage intermediate players but approachable enough for beginners willing to practice fingerpicking.

Pros and Cons of Learning the Chords

Pros:

Accessible for intermediate guitarists

Improves fingerpicking skills

Provides deep emotional connection through music

Widely recognizable and appreciated song

Cons:

Requires consistent practice to nail the fingerpicking pattern

Some chord voicings may be challenging for absolute beginners

Maintaining subtle dynamics can be difficult for novices

For those committed to learning, the rewards far outweigh the challenges, offering a profound sense of
accomplishment.

Practical Tips for Guitarists Learning “Old Man”

To effectively learn the chords neil young old man features, consider the following strategies:



Start Slow: Begin by practicing chord transitions slowly to build muscle memory.1.

Isolate Fingerpicking: Work on the thumb and finger independence separately before combining2.
them.

Use a Metronome: Keeping time is crucial for capturing the song’s steady rhythm.3.

Listen to the Original: Repeated listening helps internalize phrasing and subtle dynamic shifts.4.

Record Yourself: Self-recording can reveal areas needing improvement that might be overlooked in5.
real-time.

Applying these techniques ensures a more authentic and satisfying performance.

Alternate Versions and Covers

The enduring popularity of “Old Man” has inspired numerous covers and reinterpretations, each with
slight variations in chord choices and playing styles. Some artists introduce capo placements to accommodate
vocal ranges or simplify fingerings, demonstrating the song’s flexibility.

Exploring these versions can offer fresh perspectives on the chords neil young old man utilizes and inspire
creative approaches to the arrangement.

---

In dissecting the chords neil young old man employs, it becomes clear that this song is a masterclass in
blending harmonic simplicity with emotional resonance. Whether approached as a technical exercise or a
heartfelt tribute, learning “Old Man” offers guitarists a chance to connect deeply with one of Neil Young’s
most cherished compositions.
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