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THE ENDURING MAGIC OF
RAINBOW CONNECTION: A GUIDE
TO WILLIE NELSON’S GUITAR
CHORDS

There  are  few  songs  in  the  American
canon that carry the quiet, shimmering
weight  of  Rainbow  Connection.
Originally penned by Paul Williams and
Kenneth  Ascher  for  a  humble  yet
unforgettable  Muppet,  the  song
transcends  its  origins  to  become  a
meditation on hope, dreaming, and the
gentle search for meaning. While Kermit
the Frog’s version remains the definitive
emotional anchor for millions, it is Willie
Nelson’s  interpretation  that  gives  the
song a  weathered,  soulful,  and deeply
human texture.  For  guitarists,  learning
Rainbow Connection Guitar  Chords
Willie Nelson style is not merely about
memorizing  finger  positions—it  is  about
unlocking  a  specific  kind  of  storytelling.
Willie  Nelson  brings  a  laid-back,  jazz-
inflected  country  sensibility  to  the  tune,
turning  it  into  a  campfire  ballad  that
feels both timeless and intimate. In this
article, we will  explore the chords, the
nuances,  and  the  playing  techniques
that  make  Willie  Nelson’s  version  of
Rainbow Connection a rewarding piece
for any guitarist  to learn.  We will  also
delve  into  the  song’s  structure,  the
poetic resonance of its lyrics, and how
you  can  capture  that  signature  Willie

Nelson sound with your own guitar.

The Legacy of
Rainbow
Connection and
Willie Nelson’s
Interpretation
Before  we  dive  into  the  specific  guitar
chords for Rainbow Connection, it is
worth understanding why Willie Nelson’s
rendition stands apart. The original song,
performed by Jim Henson as Kermit, is
delicate  and  plaintive,  built  around  a
simple,  almost  childlike  melody.  When
Willie  Nelson  recorded  it  for  his  2001
album Rainbow Connection, he infused it
with  the  warmth  of  his  iconic  nylon-
string guitar, Trigger. His voice, cracked
and  tender,  carries  the  weight  of
years—as  if  he  has  spent  a  lifetime
wondering about  lovers,  rainbows,  and
the meaning of it all. This version slows
the tempo slightly, allowing each chord
to breathe.  The arrangement  leans on
Nelson’s characteristic picking patterns,
which blend country, folk, and a touch of
Western swing. For guitarists, this means
the chord shapes are approachable, but
the  magic  lies  in  the  rhythm and the
touch. If you have ever wanted to learn
Willie  Nelson  Rainbow  Connection
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guitar  chords ,  you  are  in  good
company—countless players have been
drawn to the song’s gentle complexity
and emotional depth.

Breaking Down
the Chord
Progression: Key
of A Major
Willie  Nelson’s  version  of  Rainbow
Connection is most commonly played in
t h e  k e y  o f  A  m a j o r .  T h i s  i s  a
comfortable  key  for  both  singing  and
guitar  playing,  especially  if  you  are
accustomed to open chords. The chord
progression  is  straightforward  but
contains a few lovely twists that give the
song its  wistful  character.  Here  is  the
basic  chord  set  you  will  need  for  the
verses and chorus:

A major – The tonic chord, the
home base.
D major – The subdominant,
adding brightness.
E major – The dominant, creating
tension and release.
F#m – The relative minor,
injecting melancholy.
Bm – The supertonic minor, adding
color.
G#dim or G#m7b5 – A passing
chord used in Willie’s version for
extra texture.
A7 – A bluesy touch that Nelson
often uses.

If  you are following standard Rainbow
Connection  guitar  chords  tabs,  you
will notice that the song follows a classic
folk-pop structure. The verse begins on A

major  and  moves  through  D  and  E,
before dipping into F#m and Bm. The
chorus  lifts  into  a  brighter  sequence,
often  starting  with  D  and  A,  then
resolving back to E and A. Willie Nelson’s
version adds subtle passing chords and
occasional  seventh  chords,  which  give
the  progression  a  s l ight ly  more
sophisticated,  jazzy  feel.  For  example,
where a simple version might hold an A
for two bars, Willie might slide into an A7
or  even  an  A6,  creating  a  gentle
syncopation that is entirely his own.

Chord Shapes
and Fingerings
for Willie
Nelson’s Style
To capture the authentic sound of Willie
Nelson  Rainbow  Connection  guitar
chords, you need to pay attention to the
voicings.  Willie  Nelson  is  famous  for
using a nylon-string classical guitar, and
his fingerpicking technique is relaxed but
precise.  He often uses open strings to
create a ringing, resonant tone. Here are
some  specific  chord  shapes  that  work
beautifully for this song in the key of A:
A major (open position): X02220. This
is the standard shape, but Willie often
adds  a  subtle  hammer-on  or  pull-off  on
the B  string  (second fret  to  open)  for
movement.
D  major  (open  position):  XX0232.
Willie sometimes plays this as a Dmaj7
(XX0222)  for  a  dreamier  sound,
especia l ly  on  the  l ine  “ra inbow
connection.”
E  major  (open  position):  022100.
Again,  he  might  embellish  with  an  E7
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(020100) or an E6 (022120) for a swing
feel.
F#m (barre or partial): 244222 is the
full barre, but Willie often uses a simpler
shape  like  2X422X,  leaving  the  low  E
string open or muted. This creates a less
cluttered sound.
Bm (barre  or  open):  X24432  is  the
standard barre, but he sometimes uses a
Bm7 (X24232) for a softer effect.
G#dim  (passing  chord):  4X23XX  or
4564XX.  This  chord  appears  briefly  and
adds tension before returning to A. It is a
hallmark of Willie’s arrangement.
If  you  are  looking  for  easy  guitar
chords  Rainbow  Connection  Willie
Ne lson ,  y o u  c a n  s i m p l i f y  t h e
progression by omitting the diminished
chord  and  the  seventh  extensions.
However,  those small  details  are what
give Willie’s version its unique character.
For intermediate players, practicing the
transition from A to F#m to Bm to E is
essential,  as  that  sequence  appears
multiple  times  throughout  the  song.

Strumming and
Picking Patterns:
The Willie Nelson
Touch
One of the most distinctive elements of
Willie  Nelson’s  guitar  playing  is  his
rhy thm.  He  ra re l y  s t rums  i n  a
straightforward,  down-up  fashion.
Instead, he uses a hybrid of fingerpicking
and  light  brushing,  often  emphasizing
the bass notes with his thumb while his
fingers  dance  across  the  treble  strings.
For  Rainbow  Connection  guitar

chords  Willie  Nelson,  the  rhythm
should  feel  like  a  gentle,  swaying
waltz—the  song  is  in  3/4  time,  which
gives  it  a  lullaby  quality.  However,
Willie’s version is not a strict waltz; he
often  stretches  the  rhythm,  holding
certain  chords  longer  and  accelerating
slightly on others.
Here is  a basic  picking pattern to try:
thumb (bass note of the chord), index (G
string),  middle  (B  string),  ring  (high  E
string),  then  reverse.  This  is  a  classic
Travis picking pattern, but adapted for
3/4. For the A chord, you would pick the
A string  (5th  string)  with  your  thumb,
then the G, B, and high E strings with
your  fingers.  On  the  next  beat,  you
might pick the D string (4th string) with
your  thumb,  then  the  treble  strings
again. This creates a rolling, arpeggiated
sound that is perfect for the song. As you
become more comfortable, you can add
embellishments—a  hammer-on  here,  a
pull-off  there—to  mimic  Willie’s
spontaneous  style.
If you are a beginner, do not worry about
complex  fingerpicking  right  away.  You
can  simply  strum  the  chords  with  a
gentle downward motion on each beat,
or use a simple pattern like down-down-
down (one strum per beat). The key is to
play with feeling and to let the chords
ring.  Willie  Nelson’s  magic  is  not  in
speed  or  technical  flash;  it  is  in  the
space  between  the  notes.

Lyrical and
Musical Analysis:
Why This Song
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Resonates
The  enduring  appeal  of  Rainbow
Connection lies in its lyrics, which pose
profound  questions  with  childlike
wonder. “Why are there so many songs
about  rainbows?”  asks  the  singer,
immediately inviting the listener into a
space  of  curiosity.  Willie  Nelson’s
delivery transforms this question into a
gentle, world-weary rumination. He does
not sing it as a performance; he sings it
as  a  con fess ion .  The  Rainbow
Connection  guitar  chords  Willie
N e l s o n  e m p l o y s  m i r r o r  t h i s
vulnerability—the  chords  rise  and  fall
like a breath, never forcing the emotion
but allowing it to emerge naturally.
From a  music  theory  perspective,  the
chord progression in the key of A is a
study in balance. The movement from A
to D to E is the classic I-IV-V progression,
which is the backbone of countless folk
and country songs. But the inclusion of
F#m (vi)  and  Bm (ii)  adds  a  layer  of
bittersweetness.  The  F#m  chord,  in
particular, feels like a question mark—it
resolves beautifully  to  Bm, which then
leads to E and back to A. Willie Nelson
often  extends  these  moments,  holding
the F#m for an extra beat or inserting a
passing  chord  like  G#dim to  create  a
gentle  harmonic  surprise.  This  is
reminiscent  of  jazz-influenced  country
players  like  Django  Reinhardt,  but
filtered  through  a  Texas  sensibility.
For  guitarists,  understanding  this
harmonic  language  can  deepen  your
appreciation of the song. It is not just a
sequence  of  chords;  it  is  a  narrative.
Each  chord  change  corresponds  to  a
lyrical idea. When Willie sings “rainbow
connection,” he often lands on a D or A
with a slight bend or vibrato, as if the

word  itself  is  something  precious.
Capturing  this  in  your  own  playing
requires listening closely to his recording
and noticing the subtle timing shifts.

Tips for
Mastering Willie
Nelson’s Version
I f  you  are  committed  to  learning
Rainbow  Connection  guitar  chords
Willie  Nelson  style,  here  are  some
practical  tips  to  help  you sound more
authentic:

Use a nylon-string guitar if1.
possible. Willie Nelson’s signature
sound comes from his classical
guitar, Trigger. The softer, rounder
tone of nylon strings suits the
song’s gentle mood. If you have a
steel-string acoustic, try using a
lighter touch or even a fingerpick.
Focus on the bass notes.2.
Willie’s thumb is incredibly
independent. Practice alternating
the bass note of each chord while
your fingers play the melody or
arpeggios. For example, on an A
chord, alternate between the A
string (5th fret) and the D string
(4th string) as your bass.
Add seventh chords sparingly.3.
In the original Willie Nelson
recording, you can hear occasional
A7, D7, and E7 chords. These add
a bluesy, country flavor. Try using
an A7 (X02020) instead of A at the
end of a phrase for a more
authentic sound.
Listen to the recording4.
repeatedly. No tab or chord chart
can fully capture Willie’s timing
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and phrasing. Listen to how he
lingers on certain words and
speeds up slightly on others. His
rhythm is elastic but always
grounded.
Sing while you play. Rainbow5.
Connection is a vocal-driven song.
Even if you are not a confident
singer, humming the melody while
you play will help you internalize
the phrasing and understand
where the chord changes fall.
Experiment with dynamics.6.
Willie Nelson is a master of
dynamics. He plays some verses
very softly, almost a whisper, and

then builds to a fuller sound in the
chorus. Try varying your picking
intensity to create emotional
contrast.

Common
Variations and
Alternate Chord
Voicings
There are many ways to play Rainbow
Connection guitar


