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UNLOCKING THE SOUND: A
COMPLETE GUIDE TO OPEN G
CHORDS AND SCALES

For guitarists seeking a fresh palette of
sonic  colors,  exploring  alternative
tunings  is  one  of  the  most  rewarding
adventures.  Among  the  most  beloved
and  historically  significant  is  Open  G
tuning. By simply lowering the pitch of
your  sixth,  fifth,  and  first  strings,  the
guitar transforms into a resonant, chord-
friendly  instrument  that  has  powered
legendary  blues,  folk,  and rock  music.
Understanding  Open  G  chords  and
scales  is  the  key  to  unlocking  this
t u n i n g ' s  f u l l  p o t e n t i a l .  T h i s
comprehensive  guide  will  walk  you
through  the  fundamentals,  from  basic
chord shapes to scale patterns, practical
fingerings, and creative applications.

What is Open G
Tuning?
Open G tuning  is  a  distinctive  altered
tuning where strumming all  six strings
without fretting any notes produces a G
major chord. The standard tuning (E-A-D-
G-B-E) is modified as follows:

String 6 (low E): Tuned down to
D
String 5 (A): Tuned down to G
String 4 (D): Remains D
String 3 (G): Remains G
String 2 (B): Remains B

String 1 (high E): Tuned down to
D

The  resulting  tuning  is  D-G-D-G-B-D,
forming a G major chord (G-B-D) when
played  open.  This  resonant,  ringing
quality  makes  it  a  favorite  for  slide
guitarists—think of iconic players like Ry
Cooder,  Duane  Allman,  and  Keith
Richards,  who  used  Open  G  to  craft
timeless riffs and chunky rhythms.

Essential Open G
Chords and Their
Fingerings
While  the  open  strings  give  you  a  G
chord  for  free,  other  chords  are  built
using  simple  barre  or  partial  barre
shapes. Because the tuning removes the
standard  interval  pattern,  traditional
chord shapes from standard tuning no
longer work. However, learning a handful
of movable shapes will allow you to play
any  major,  minor,  or  seventh  chord
across the fretboard.

MAJOR CHORDS IN OPEN G
The  basic  major  chord  shape  uses  a
barre  across  all  six  strings  at  a  given
fret. For example:

G major (open): Strum all strings
open.
A major: Barre the 2nd fret with
your index finger across all strings.
C major: Barre the 5th fret (note:
this also works as a C chord
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shape).
D major: Barre the 7th fret.

You can also play major chords using a
three-string  voicing  on  the  top  three
strings (D-G-B) where the index bars the
desired root. For instance, a C major can
be  played  by  barring  the  5th  fret  of
strings 1-3, or by fretting the 5th fret of
the 2nd string (B string) and the 7th fret
of the 1st string (D) to get a C major
triad.

MINOR CHORDS IN OPEN G
M i n o r  c h o r d s  r e q u i r e  a  s l i g h t
modification to the major shape. To play
Em (E minor), fret the 2nd fret of the 4th
string  (D)  with  your  middle  finger,  and
strum all strings—the open D, G, B, and
high  D  create  a  minor  quality.  For  a
movable minor shape,  barre across all
strings  with  your  index  finger,  then  add
your  ring  finger  on  the  4th  string  two
frets above the barre.  Example:  Am is
played  by  barring  the  5th  fret  and
pressing the 7th fret of the 4th string.

SEVENTH CHORDS

Dominan t  seven th  cho rds  a re
particularly  easy  in  Open  G.  The  G7
chord is simply strummed open with the
addition of fretting the 3rd fret of the 1st
string (the high D string). For movable
seventh chords, use a barre and lift the
1st string (or do not barre the 1st string)
so  it  remains  open—this  gives  a  7th
sound.  Alternatively,  you can barre  all
six and then add the 2nd string (B) two
frets above the barre on the 3rd string.

Scales in Open

G: Where to
Place Your
Fingers
Once  you  have  a  handle  on  chords,
scales become the next logical step for
so lo ing,  wr i t ing  melod ies ,  and
improvisation.  Because  the  tuning
changes  the  fretboard's  intervals,
standard  scale  patterns  must  be
relearned.  However,  many  sl ide
guitarists use a single scale shape—the
major pentatonic—that works beautifully
across all keys by simply moving it up
and down the neck.

THE MAJOR PENTATONIC SCALE IN
OPEN G
The G major pentatonic scale (G-A-B-D-
E)  is  great  for  starting.  In  Open  G,  a
straightforward box pattern covers frets
0-3. Here's a typical fingering (numbered
by string from low to high):

6th string (D): Open (D), then
2nd fret (E)
5th string (G): Open (G), then
2nd fret (A)
4th string (D): Open (D), then
2nd fret (E)
3rd string (G): Open (G), then
2nd fret (A)
2nd string (B): Open (B), then
3rd fret (D)
1st string (D): Open (D), then
2nd fret (E)

To play major pentatonic in other keys,
simply  shift  this  entire  pattern  up the
neck. For example, moving it up to the
2nd fret gives A major pentatonic (note:
you'll start with the 6th string at the 2nd
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fret,  but  the  open  strings  will  clash
unless you mute them or use a slide).

THE BLUES SCALE IN OPEN G
The blues scale (major pentatonic + flat
3rd,  flat 5th)  is  iconic in Open G tuning.
The G blues scale adds C (flat third) and
D  sharp  /  E  flat  (flat  fifth).  A  common
fingering  uses  the  2nd  fret  of  the  5th
string (A), then slide up to the 3rd fret (B
flat)  for  the  bluesy  note.  Practice
bending the 2nd string (B) at the 3rd fret
up a half step for a classic cry.

FULL MAJOR AND MINOR SCALES

For the full G major scale (G-A-B-C-D-E-
F#-G),  you  can  use  a  three-note-per-
string pattern. One useful shape starts
on the 6th string (D) at the 2nd fret (E),
then 4th fret (F#), 5th fret (G). Continue
on the 5th string: open (G), 2nd fret (A),
4th fret (B). On the 4th string: open (D),
2nd fret (E),  4th fret (F#).  And so on.
This pattern requires careful muting and
is best mastered slowly.
The G natural minor scale (G-A-Bb-C-D-
Eb-F-G)  uses  flatted  thirds  and  sixths.  A
simple box shape involves the 6th string:
3rd fret (F), 5th fret (G); 5th string: 3rd
fret (Bb), 5th fret (C); 4th string: 3rd fret
(Eb), 5th fret (F); and continue.

Practical Tips for
Playing in Open
G
Transit ioning  to  any  new  tuning
demands  patience  and  fresh  muscle
memory. Here are practical strategies to
integrate Open G chords and scales
into your playing:

Start with the open chord:1.
Spend time just strumming the
open strings. Let the resonance
sink in. Notice how the low D and
high D create a drone effect.
Practice barre chords: Your2.
index finger will need strength to
barre all six strings cleanly. Use a
lighter gauge string set if needed,
and practice pressing evenly.
Incorporate a slide: Open G is3.
famously slide-friendly. A glass or
metal slide on your pinky or ring
finger lets you glide between
chords easily. Keep the slide
parallel to the frets and avoid
touching the strings behind it.
Mute unwanted strings: When4.
playing partial chord shapes or
scales, your fretting hand must
mute the open strings that don't
belong to the chord or scale. Use
your index fingertip to deaden
strings beneath it.
Learn songs in Open G: Classics5.
like Honky Tonk Women (Keith
Richards), Walk on the Wild Side
(Lou Reed), Open G tuning blues
by Robert Johnson, and many
Delta blues tunes use this tuning.
Analyzing these will reinforce
chord progressions and scale
usage.

Common Chord
Progressions in
Open G
Because every open string rings, certain
progressions sound especially powerful.
The I-IV-V progression in the key of  G
uses G (open), C (5th fret barre), and D
(7th fret barre).  For a bluesy feel,  use
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dominant  seventh  versions:  G7  (open
with 1st string at 3rd fret), C7 (5th fret
with  1st  string  open?  Actually  C7  is
played by barring 5th fret and releasing
the  1st  string—or  using  a  two-finger
shape).
Another common move is the I-VIm-IV-V
in G: G (open), Em (2nd fret of 4th string
only),  C  (5th  fret  barre),  D  (7th  fret
barre). The open strings add a shimmer
to  the  minor  chord.  Experiment  with
adding the 7th to each chord for a jazzy
or bluesy edge.

Scales and
Chords: Working
Together
The real beauty of understanding Open
G chords and scales is how seamlessly
they interconnect. The pentatonic boxes
often  align  with  chord  shapes.  For
instance,  the  G  major  chord  (open)
contains G, B, D—all notes from the G
major pentatonic. When soloing over a G
chord, you can emphasize those notes.
Over a C chord (barre 5th fret),  move
your pentatonic pattern to the 5th fret
and focus on C, E, G.
Practice moving between a chord and its
corresponding pentatonic scale position.
Start with G: strum the open chord, then
play the G major  pentatonic  box from
frets 0-2. Then shift to C chord (5th fret
barre) and play the C major pentatonic
shape (starting at  5th fret  on the 6th
string). This connection builds fretboard
fluency and improvisation confidence.

Creative

Applications and
Advanced
Concepts
Beyond basic chords and scales, Open G
invites experimentation with open-string
drones,  double  stops,  and  s l ide
harmonics. Try picking two strings at a
time  while  sl iding—the  resulting
intervals often sound strikingly beautiful.
You can also use a capo to transpose
Open G to other keys (e.g., capo at the
2nd fret gives open A).
Another advanced tip: learn the CAGED
system adapted for Open G. The C shape
in  Open  G  (with  the  root  on  the  5th
string)  differs  from  standard  tuning  but
is still a movable pattern. Similarly, the
A, G, E, and D shapes can be found by
visualizing the fretboard intervals.  This
system helps you navigate the neck for
both chords and scales.

Conclusion
Mastering Open G chords and scales
opens a door to a rich tradition of guitar
music—from Delta blues to classic rock
and  beyond.  The  tuning's  inherent
resonance  and  simplicity  make  it
approachable  for  beginners,  yet  deep
enough for advanced players to explore
for a lifetime. By learning the basic chord
shapes, practicing the major and blues
scale  patterns,  and  integrating  slide
techniques,  you  will  not  only  expand
your technical skills but also develop a
unique musical voice. Remember to be
patient with your ear and


