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MASTERING THE
ESSENTIAL
CHORDS FOR 5
STRING BANJO

Learning to play the
five string banjo is a
rewarding journey, and
one of the first major
milestones is
mastering its chords.
Whether you are drawn
to the rolling bluegrass
sounds of Earl Scruggs

or the melodic
fingerpicking styles of
folk music,

understanding how
chords are formed and
played on this unique
instrument is essential.

Unlike a guitar, the five
string banjo features a
short fifth drone string,
which gives it an
instantly recognizable
open and resonant
sound. This article will
guide you through
everything you need to
know about chords for
5 string banjo, from
basic open positions to
movable chord shapes
that will unlock the
entire fretboard. By the
end of this guide, you
will have the
foundational
knowledge to play
along with your
favorite songs and
begin creating your
own music.


https://everybodystreet.com/

Understa
nding the
Banjo's
Unique
Tuning

Before diving into
chord shapes, it is
crucial to understand
the standard tuning of
the five string banjo.
The most common
tuning, especially in
bluegrass, is open G
tuning: gDGBD. From
the fifth string (the
short one at the top) to
the first string (at the
bottom), the notes are
G, D, G, B, and D. This
open tuning means
that strumming all five
strings without fretting
any notes produces a G
major chord. This
characteristic shapes

how chords for 5 string
banjo are constructed
and played. The high
drone string, tuned to
G, rings out over many
chord shapes, adding a
signature shimmer.
Because of this, some
chords require careful
muting or avoidance of
the drone string, while
others incorporate it
beautifully.
Understanding this
tuning is your first step
toward fretboard
mastery.

The Most
Common
Open
Chords
for
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Beginner
S

For newcomers,
learning a handful of
open position chords is
the quickest way to
start playing songs.
These chords primarily
use the first few frets
and are the building
blocks of folk and
bluegrass music. Here
are the essential open
chord shapes every
banjo player should
know.

G Major CHORD

As mentioned, the
open G chord is the
easiest to play. Simply
strum the banjo
without fretting any
strings. However, to
solidify the sound and
add clarity, many
players lightly fret the
fourth string at the fifth
fret, but the basic open

chord is all you need to
start. The G chord is
the home key for
countless songs,
including classics like
"Cripple Creek" and
"Old Joe Clark."

C Major CHORD

The C chord is another
fundamental shape. To
play a C major chord,
place your ring (third)
finger on the first
string at the second
fret, your middle
(second) finger on the
second string at the
first fret, and your
index (first) finger on
the fourth string at the
second fret. Avoid
playing the fifth string
or mute it lightly with
the side of your hand.
The notes are C, E, and
G, creating a bright
and happy sound.

D Major CHORD

The D major chord



requires a simple two-
finger shape. Place
your index finger on
the second string at
the second fret and
your middle finger on
the first string at the
second fret. Strum
from the fourth string
down, keeping the fifth
string muted. This
chord adds a lift and is
often used as a
transition to G.

A MINOR CHORD

For a minor sound, the
A minor chord is
essential. Press your
ring finger on the first
string at the second
fret, your middle finger
on the second string at
the first fret, and your
index finger on the
third string at the
second fret. Again,
mute the fifth string. A
minor adds emotional
depth and is frequently
paired with the C
chord.

F Major CHORD
(BARRE SHAPE)

The F chord is slightly
more challenging but
very common. It is a
barre chord shape
played at the first fret.
Use your index finger
to press down all four
strings (first through
fourth) at the first fret.
Then, place your
middle finger on the
third string at the
second fret and your
ring finger on the first
string at the third fret.
This takes some
practice but is a great
introduction to
movable chord shapes.

Movable
Chord

Shapes:
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Unlocking

Fretboard

Once you are
comfortable with open
chords, the next step is
learning movable
chord shapes. These
are incredibly powerful
because they allow you
to play any major,
minor, or seventh
chord simply by sliding
the same hand shape
up and down the neck.
Since the banjo is
tuned in open G, these
shapes are built around
the intervals of the
strings. The most
common movable
shapes are based on
the barre chord and
the "D" shape.

THE BARRE OR F

SHAPE

The F shape described
above is the most
versatile movable
shape. If you slide the
entire shape up two
frets, you are now
playing a G major
chord. Up two more
frets (fourth fret), and
you have an A major
chord. The barre shape
works for all major
chords. Simply find the
root note on the fourth
string and place the
shape accordingly. For
example, to play a C
major using the F
shape, barre at the
third fret and form the
rest of the shape. This
is a fundamental tool
for playing in any key.

THE D SHAPE

Another essential
movable shape is
based on the open D
chord. This shape uses
the first, second, and



fourth strings. To play
a D shape, place your
ring finger on the
fourth string at the fifth
fret, your middle finger
on the second string at
the fourth fret, and
your index finger on
the first string at the
fourth fret. This
produces a D major
chord. Slide this entire
shape up two frets, and
you get an E major
chord. Up two more
frets, and it becomes
an F# major. The D
shape has a brighter,
more melodic quality
than the barre shape
and is excellent for
lead breaks and fill
licks.

THE G SHAPE

The open G shape itself
is also movable,
though it requires a
capo for practical use.
Without a capo, you
can use a partial G
shape by fretting the

fourth string at the fifth
fret and the second
string at the third fret,
but the full open G
sound is best achieved
using a capo. Many
bluegrass players use a
capo at the second fret
to play in the key of A,
at the fourth fret for
the key of B, and so on,
while still using open G
chord shapes.

Understa
nding
Seventh
Chords

Seventh chords add
tension and a sense of
movement to music.
On the banjo, the
dominant seventh
chord is crucial for
creating the classic
bluegrass sound. The
most common is the

6 Chords For 5 String Banjo

2025-09-09



Chords For 5 String Banjo 7

D7 chord. To play D7,
place your index finger
on the first string at
the second fret and
your middle finger on
the second string at
the second fret. This is
identical to the D major
shape but includes the

flatted seventh
interval. Another
essential seventh

chord is the G7 shape,
which is often played
by fretting the first
string at the second
fret, the second string
at the first fret, and the
fourth string at the
second fret.

How 10 USE
SEVENTH CHORDS

Seventh chords
typically resolve to a
chord a fourth higher.
For example, a G7
chord naturally pulls
toward a C chord. This
tension and release is
the heart of harmonic
progression in

bluegrass, blues, and
jazz. Practicing moving
from G7 to C, or from
D7 to G, will help you
internalize this sound.
You can also use
movable seventh chord
shapes. The most
common is the barre
seventh shape, which
is based on the F
shape but with one
finger lifted. Slide this
shape up the neck for
any dominant seventh
chord.

Common
Chord
Progressi
ons for
Practice

To apply what you
have learned, here are
several chord
progressions that



frequently appear in
songs played on the
banjo. Practice
switching between
these chords smoothly
and cleanly.

e G-C-D7-G:
This is the classic
three-chord
progression in
the key of G.
Thousands of
songs use this
pattern,
including "Will
the Circle Be
Unbroken" and
"Banjo Signal."

eC-F-G7-C:A
standard
progression in
the key of C. This
is great for
practicing the F
chord and
moving between
CandF.

eG-Em-Am -
D7: A minor key
progression that
adds emotional
depth. Many folk

and country
songs use this
cycle.

eD-G-A7-D: A
bright
progression in
the key of D. This
is excellent for
practicing the D
chord and the A7
barre shape.

e G-G7-C-D7:
A common
bluegrass
turnaround that
uses the seventh
chord to create
motion.

Tips for
Smooth

Chord
Changes

Changing chords
smoothly is one of the
biggest hurdles for
beginners. Here are
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some practical
exercises to improve
your transitions. First,
practice the economy
of motion. Keep your
fingers close to the
fretboard and lift them
only as high as
necessary. Second,
practice changing
between two chords
repeatedly. For
example, go from G to
C and back again for
one minute straight.
Third, use a
metronome. Start
slowly and gradually
increase the tempo.
Fourth, visualize the
next chord shape
before you play it. This
mental preparation
greatly speeds up
physical response.
Finally, practice chord
inversions. Inversions
are different ways of
playing the same chord
on the fretboard, which
can make transitions
smoother and add

variety to your playing.

UNDERSTANDING
CHORD INVERSIONS
ON THE BANjO

An inversion simply
means playing the
notes of a chord in a
different order. For
example, a G major
chord is G, B, D.
Instead of playing the
root G on the fourth
string, you might play
a G chord with the B
note as the lowest
voice. This is called a
first inversion.
Inversions are valuable
because they allow you
to play chords in
different areas of the
neck, which can be
more efficient when
moving from one chord
to another. They also
create unique voicings
that add musical
interest. A common
inversion on banjo is
the C chord played as a



barre at the fifth fret.
This gives you a C
chord with a different
tonal quality than the
open C shape.

The Role
of the
Drone
String in
Chord
Shapes

The fifth, high G string
is what gives the banjo
its characteristic
sound. However, it
does not always fit
harmonically with
every chord. For some
chords, such as G
major and C major, the
high G fits perfectly.
For other chords, like D
major or A minor, the

10

high G creates a
dissonance that needs
to be muted. Learning
to mute the fifth string
with the side of your
picking hand is a
fundamental skill. For
example, when playing
a D chord, rest the side
of your hand gently on
the fifth string to
silence it. For a C
chord, you can also
mute the fifth string.
For a G chord, let it
ring openly. Mastering
this muting technique
is what separates a
clean sound from a
muddy one.

Advanced
Chord
Techniqu
es

Once you have
mastered the basics,
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you can explore more
advanced chord
techniques. These
include diminished
chords, augmented
chords, and sus chords.
Diminished chords
(dim) are often used as
passing chords to
create tension.
Augmented chords (+)
have a bright,
unsettling sound. Sus
chords (suspended)
replace the third of the
chord with either a
second or a fourth,
creating a floating,
unresolved sound.
These chord types are
more common in jazz,
classical, and
progressive bluegrass.
Another advanced
technique is using
chord arpeggios.
Instead of strumming a
chord, you pick the
notes individually in a
pattern. This is the
basis of banjo rolls and
is fundamental to

11

bluegrass style.

CHORD
SUBSTITUTIONS

Chord substitution is
the art of replacing a
standard chord with
another chord that

shares similar
harmonic function. For
example, you can

substitute an Em for a
G major in certain
progressions, or a Dm
for an F major. This
technique adds variety
and sophistication to

your playing.
Understanding the
theory behind

substitutions comes
with experience, but
experimenting with
different voicings is a
great way to start. For
instance, try playing an
Am7 instead of a plain
A minor. The addition
of the seventh note
adds a subtle color that
can make a simple
progression sound



Using a
Capo to
Simplify
Chord

Playing

The capo is an
essential tool for banjo
players. It clamps
across the fretboard,
effectively raising the
pitch of the instrument.
This allows you to play
open chord shapes in
different  keys. For
example, if you put a
capo on the second
fret, your open G chord
shape now sounds like
an A chord. This is

extremely useful for
playing with singers
who need a higher or
lower key. A capo also
allows you to use
familiar open chord
shapes in positions
where barre chords
would otherwise be
required. Many
bluegrass players keep
a capo permanently
clamped on the second
fret when playing in
the key of A. This is a

common technique
that simplifies chord
playing while

preserving the open,
ringing tone of the
banjo.

Conclusio
n

Mastering chords for
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