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LEFT HANDED MANDOLIN CHORDS

First: As you already saw in Meet Your
Instrument (page 90), and  Get Started
(page 93), the mandolin is like a fiddle
with frets so expect to gain insight into the
mandolin by studying the information on
the fiddle (page 121) and visa versa.

Chords: Most songs have just three
chords: 1, 4, and 5. With the four chords
here you can play all the “1-4-5” songs in
two keys, G and D. Being able to play in at
least two keys allows you to sing most
songs ‘rather comfortably’ regardless of
their tonal range or your vocal range.

Strumming and ‘Chopping’: Study the Basic Strum chart to the
left (and compare it to the strum chart for the guitar). First, pick
the downbeat, 1, then strum the Upbeat, and then pick the next
downbeat, 2, and so on... when playing alone and singing. When
you’re jamming, the ‘chop’ is preferable. For ‘chopping’ you strum
the Upbeat only, and dampen the strings as soon as you sound
them, just like the banjo and Dobro ‘chop’. Read pages 110 & 116!
The other players supply the down beats. For 3/4 time (waltz time)
you strum two Upbeats for each downbeat, as shown for the guitar.

More Chords and the “Capo Principle”: The chords on the chart below, plus the ones above,
are all you need to know to play most songs in several keys (i.e., G, D, C, A, and E). Take a moment
and compare these chord charts. Do you see how E is simply the D chord ‘up the neck’ two frets?
Now, just slide E up one more fret to play the F chord.

Likewise, can you see how A (above) is just G up two frets?
Similarly, the B chord (left) is two frets up from A. The
capo does the same thing as your index finger is doing
here, allowing you to change the pitch to match your vocal
range, yet maintain the same finger positions. So use a
banjo capo for awhile if you like. See page 98, The Capo.

Minor Chords: Minor chords are made by flatting the 3rd
tone of the chord. Chords E and B are useful examples.
Carefully compare these chords with the fingering for ‘Dm’
and ‘Gm’ positions (below) respectively. To produce the
minor, you move the finger which makes the 3rd tone down
the neck one fret. Note: If sliding the ring finger down is

awkward, use the middle finger instead. These two positions are “closed minor chords” with which
you can play any minor chord. Referring to Fig.2 on the next page, place
your index finger on the root tone (i.e.,1 tone) of the chord you want to
play. Note: All the chords on this page are presented according to View
#1 of The Nitty Gritty on Chords and Double Stops, page 122. Studying
this before too long may clear up some of the confusion, if any, about
chords.

Closed Chords: “Closed G” and “Closed D” chords shown on the next
page and the  ‘Dm’ and ‘Gm’ chord (right) allow you to play every chord
in every key using only a few finger positions. Wonderful!
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The ring finger in “Closed G” and “Closed D” presses the “root” (1st) tone of the chord. It
determines the actual chord being played (i.e., View #1. page 122). For ‘Dm’ and ‘Gm’, the position
of the index finger determines the actual chord played. Alas, using the pinky in the complete closed
chord patterns below can take a few years to master. In the meantime, just use the other three fingers
and only lightly rest the pinky on ‘its’ string to dampen its sound. Also, as an intermediate step, try
out the alternate “Barred” positions on page 133. 

Moving around the finger board to play the chords you want using only these “Closed” positions is 
simple once you sense how it works in principle. The 1,4,5 chords follow a consistent pattern shown
by the arrows in Fig.1. This is the same process the upright bass follows (see Fig.2, page 106), except
that here you move right from the 1 chord to play the 4 chord... and so on. Studying the bass, page
106-108 may help you understand the principle better.

Initially, play a few two chord songs like
‘Tom Dooley’ using just the “Closed G”
(Fig.3). For example, to play a 1 chord
in the key of B, (i.e., the B chord), place
your ring finger on the ninth fret of the
D string. To play the 5 chord simply
shift your whole hand ‘left’ as Fig.1
shows.  Important!:  ‘left’ is toward the
thinner strings; ‘right’ is toward the
thicker strings;  ‘down’ is toward the
nut, ‘up’ is toward the bridge.

The “Closed G” pattern, with the ring
finger on the G string works well for
keys C-F. For keys G-C, use the D string.
You can play most anything using the
“Closed G”. The “Closed D” allows you
to use the A string to play the 1 chord. 

Did you notice, in Fig.1, the two places
you can play the 4 and 5 chord?
Actually, as Fig.1 suggests, you can play
any chord you wish by sliding up, down,
left or right using only two “Closed”
chord positions (Fig. 3 and 4) and three

or four fingers. Now, the quickest way to master this is to play around, explore and experiment!
Note: Generally, “Closed G” uses the G and D strings; “Closed D” uses the D and A strings. When you
use your pinky finger, the “Closed G” uses only the D string, and the “Closed D” uses only the A
string.  Of course you can play these any way you like, as long as you just strum the stings you are
pressing. Now to summarize...

If you’re using the “G” position on the D string for the 1 chord, then...
For the 4 chord: slide “D” ‘down’ two frets, or shift the “G” position ‘right’ (to thicker strings).
For the 5 chord: use “D” (ring finger stays on the same fret), or shift ”G” ‘right’ and ‘up’ two frets.
For the 6m chord: use ‘Dm’ (index finger stays on the same fret, but shifts to the right).

If you’re using the “G” position on the G string for the 1 chord, then...
For the 4 chord: shift “G” ‘left’ (over to the thinner strings) and ‘down’ two frets.
For the 5 chord: shift “G” ‘left’ (ring finger stays on the same fret).
For the 6m chord: use ‘Gm’ (index finger stays on the same fret).

If you’re using the “D” position on the A string for the 1 chord, then...
For the 4 chord: use “G” (ring finger stays on same fret).
For the 5 chord: slide “G” ‘up’ (toward the bridge) two frets.
For the 6m chord: use ‘Gm’. Index finger slides ‘up’ two frets.

If your using the “D” position of the D string for the 1 chord, then... well... fiddle around and see!
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APPENDIX 3: Mandolin Chords Supplement


