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UNLOCKING THE
MAGIC OF JONI
MITCHELL'S "BIG
YELLOW TAXI"
CHORDS

Few songs in the folk-
rock  canon  are  as
instantly  recognizable
and  deeply  loved  as
Joni  Mitchell 's  "Big
Yellow Taxi."  Released
in 1970 on her album
Ladies  of  the  Canyon,
t h e  t r a c k  i s  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
comb in ing  soc ia l
commentary  w i th
deceptively simple, yet
sophisticated,  chord
s t r u c t u r e s .  F o r
g u i t a r i s t s  a n d

songwriters  al ike,
understanding the Joni
Mitchell Big Yellow Taxi
chords is not just about
p l ay ing  a  c l a s s i c
t u n e — i t ' s  a b o u t
stepping into the mind
of  one  o f  the  20th
century's  greatest
musical  innovators.
The  song's  famous
opening  lines,  "They
paved  paradise  and
put up a parking lot,"
ring  as  true  today  as
they  did  over  five
decades  ago,  and  the
chords that carry those
lyrics  are  a  beautiful
blend  of  folk  tradition
a n d  h a r m o n i c
exploration.
Many  beginner  and
intermediate  guitarists

https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/


2

2 Joni Mitchell Big Yellow Taxi Chords2024-10-10

are drawn to this song
because  i t  sounds
complex  yet  remains
accessible with a bit of
practice.  The  secret
lies not in the difficulty
o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l
chords ,  but  in  the
unique  tuning  Joni
Mitchell  used.  This
article will break down
t h e  e x a c t  c h o r d
shapes, the tuning you
n e e d ,  a n d  t h e
s t r u m m i n g  a n d
fingerpicking  patterns
that bring the song to
life. By the end, you'll
be  able  to  play  the
song authentically and
understand  why  these
chords are so special.

The
Essential
Tuning:

Open D
(or Open
Dsus4?)
Before we dive into the
Joni Mitchell Big Yellow
Taxi  chords,  we  must
address  the  tuning.
Joni  Mitchell  famously
used a variety of open
and alternative tunings
throughout her career.
For  "Big  Yellow  Taxi,"
she  primarily  used  an
open D tuning, though
some  variations  exist.
The  standard  open  D
tuning from low to high
is: D, A, D, F#, A, D.
H o w e v e r ,  m a n y
transcriptions  and
tutorials note that Joni
often played it in open
Dsus4, which replaces
the F# with a G in the
fourth  string.  That
tuning is: D, A, D, G,
A, D. The Dsus4 tuning
g i v e s  t h e  s o n g  a
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s l i g h t l y  m o r e
suspended,  folk-tinged
quality  that  matches
the  airy,  bittersweet
feel  of  the  lyrics.
For the most accurate
r e n d i t i o n ,  w e
recommend  the  open
Dsus4 tuning. It makes
the  song ' s  i con i c
opening  riff—a
d e s c e n d i n g  b a s s
line—fall  naturally
under  your  fingers.  If
you're not comfortable
retuning, you can play
the  song  in  standard
tuning  us ing  capo
positions  and  barre
chords,  but the magic
of  the  open strings  is
lost.  For  the purposes
of  this  article,  we will
focus  on  the  open
Dsus4  tuning.

Breaking

Down the
Primary
Chord
Shapes
Once  you  are  in  the
open Dsus4 tuning (D-
A-D-G-A-D), the chords
become  remarkably
simple.  The  song  is
built around three main
chord shapes that you
play by barring across
the  strings  with  your
index  finger  or  using
simple finger positions.
Let's list them:

G (or G major):
In open Dsus4, a
G major chord is
played by barring
the 5th fret with
your index
finger. That's it.
The open strings
resonate to
create the full G
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sound. Your
finger touches all
six strings at the
5th fret. This
shape gives you
the G chord that
anchors the
verse.
A (or A major):
To play the A
chord, simply
move the same
barre shape up
two frets to the
7th fret. Index
finger barre
across all strings
at the 7th fret.
This is the A
chord used in the
chorus and
verses.
D (or D major):
The D chord is
the open position
itself! In open
Dsus4,
strumming all six
strings open
produces a
Dsus4 chord, but
for a straight D

major, you need
to adjust. The
easiest way to
get a D major is
to simply play
the open strings
but lift your barre
finger
completely, or
use a two-finger
shape at the 2nd
fret to get the
major third.
Actually, the
most common D
in this song is
played by placing
your index finger
across the 2nd
fret (barre) or
using a partial
barre. But many
players simply
use the open
strings and avoid
the 3rd string (G)
to keep it
sounding major.
For simplicity,
use the 2nd fret
barre to get a
clean D major.
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Alternatively, you
can play a D
chord by fretting
the 3rd string (G
string) at the 2nd
fret with your
middle finger,
and the 1st
string (high D) at
the 2nd fret with
your ring finger,
letting the other
strings ring open.
That gives you a
D major with an
open A and D
bass.

There is also a Bm (B
minor)  chord  in  the
bridge  (the  "late  last
night" section). In open
D s u s 4 ,  a  B m  i s
achieved  by  barring
the  4th  fret.  That  is,
index barre at the 4th
fret  across  all  strings.
This  gives  a  beautiful
m ino r  sound  tha t
contrasts  with  the
bright major chords.
So,  in  summary,  the

Joni Mitchell Big Yellow
Taxi  chords  in  open
Dsus4 are mostly barre
chords at the 5th (G),
7th  (A),  2nd  (D),  and
4th  (Bm)  frets.  That's
remarkably  efficient
and allows for smooth
transitions.

The Verse
and
Chorus
Progressi
on
The  song  structure  is
straightforward.  The
i con i c  ve r se  tha t
begins  "They  paved
paradise and put up a
parking  lot"  follows  a
progression: G - D - A
-  D .  The  G  chord  is
p l a y e d  f o r  a  f e w
measures, then D, then
A, then back to D. The
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timing is essential. Joni
uses  a  syncopated
fingerpicking  pattern,
but the chord changes
a r e  s l o w  a n d
deliberate. Let's map it
out:

Start on G (5th1.
fret barre). Strum
or pick a pattern
that emphasizes
the bass
movement.
Change to D (2nd2.
fret barre or
open shape).
This chord lasts
about one
measure.
Change to A (7th3.
fret barre). This
chord might last
one or two
measures
depending on the
lyric.
Return to D.4.

The  chorus  is  similar
b u t  w i t h  a  s l i g h t
variation:  "Don't  it
always seem to go that

you  don't  know  what
you've  got  ' t i l  i t 's
gone." The chords here
are the same: G - D -
A - D.  Yes,  the verse
and  chorus  use  the
exact  same  chords!
That  is  a  hallmark  of
J o n i  M i t c h e l l ' s
writing—she  creates
emotional  dynamics
through  her  vocal
delivery  and  picking
intensity  rather  than
changing the harmonic
structure.  The  chorus
o f t e n  f e e l s  m o r e
emphatic  because she
plays the G chord with
a  harder  attack  and
sings higher.

The
Bridge:
Where
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the Magic
Happens
The  br idge  of  "Big
Yellow Taxi" introduces
the  Bm  chord  and  a
new pattern. The lyrics
go:  "Late  last  night,  I
heard the screen door
slam / And a big yellow
taxi took away my old
man." The progression
shifts to: Bm - A - G -
D. So you barre at the
4th  fret  (Bm),  then
move up to the 7th (A),
then down to  the  5th
(G), then resolve to the
2nd (D). This creates a
descending  bass  line
that  perfectly  mirrors
the sense of loss in the
lyrics. It's a classic folk
progression and one of
the  most  satisfying
parts  of  the  song  to
play.

Strummin
g and
Fingerpic
king
Techniqu
es
Now that you know the
Joni Mitchell Big Yellow
Taxi  chords,  the  next
step  is  capturing  her
unique  rhythmic  feel.
Joni  rare ly  strums
straightforwardly.  She
u s e s  a  h y b r i d  o f
fingerpicking  and
gentle  strumming.  A
common  pattern  for
the  verse  is  a  Travis
picking  style,  where
your  thumb plays  the
bass strings  (D,  A,  D)
on the beat, and your
index  and  midd le
fingers pluck the treble
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strings (G, A, D) off the
beat.  The  pattern  is:
Thumb  -  Index  -
Thumb  -  Middle  (or
similar). Practice slowly
on the G chord first.
Another hallmark is the
"chuck"  or  percussive
strum. She often mutes
the strings slightly with
h e r  p a l m  w h i l e
strumming to create a
rhythmic  scratch.  This
adds  a  fo lk -b lues
texture. For the chorus,
you  can  use  a  more
open  strum:  down,
down-up,  down-up
while letting the chords
ring.  Experiment  with
dynamics—play  the
verses  softly  and  the
chorus  w i th  more
energy.

Tips for
Authentic

ity
Use a capo? Joni
did not use a
capo for this
song in the
original
recording. She
played it in the
key of G using
the open Dsus4
tuning. But if you
want to sing in a
lower key, you
can transpose
the shapes.
However, the
open tuning is
essential for the
chiming quality.
Listen to the
original
recording. The
best way to learn
the feel is to
listen carefully to
how Joni phrases
the chords. She
often holds
chords longer
than expected,
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creating space.
Focus on the
bass line. In the
verses, the bass
notes move from
the low D (open)
to the G root,
etc. The thumb
pattern should
be consistent.
Practice the
transition from
Bm to A. That
shift can be
tricky because
you move from
the 4th fret barre
to the 7th. Keep
your index finger
flat and slide.

Why This
Song's
Chord

Structure
Is So
Effective
The  simplicity  of  the
Joni Mitchell Big Yellow
T a x i  c h o r d s  i s
deceptive.  By  using
only four chords (G, D,
A,  Bm), she creates a
framework  that  allows
her  poetic  lyrics  to
shine. The open tuning
gives  the  gu i tar  a
shimmering,  harp-like
r e s o n a n c e  t h a t
supports  her  ethereal
vocal  melodies.  The
chord  progression  is
essentially a I - IV - V
(in the key of G: G is I,
C would be IV but she
uses D and A which are
V and II? Actually in G
major,  the  chords  are
G (I), C (IV), D (V). But
here she uses G, D, A,
which is more like I - V
- II. This gives the song
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a  slightly  unresolved,
forward-moving energy
tha t  matches  the
theme of things being
taken  away.  The  Bm
(vi) in the bridge adds
a melancholy touch.
M a n y  s i n g e r -
songwriters  study  this
piece  to  understand
h o w  t o  c r e a t e
emotional  impact  with
minimal  harmonic
materials.  The  chord
changes  are  never
abrupt;  they  flow
natural ly  with  the
breath  of  the  lyrics.
The  repeated  use  of
the D chord as a home
base gives the listener
a  sense  of  comfort,
while  the  shifts  to  G
and  A  create  tension
and release.

Common

Mistakes
to Avoid

Playing in1.
standard
tuning. You can
do it, but the
song loses its
characteristic
open-string
resonance. The
magic is in the
open Dsus4
tuning.
Rushing the2.
chord changes.
Joni's timing is
languid and
reflective. Let
the chords
breathe.
Neglecting the3.
dynamics. The
song tells a
story. Play the
verses lightly
and the chorus
with more force,
especially on the
line "don't it
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always seem to
go."
Forgetting the4.
strumming
pattern. A
straight up-down
strum will sound
too rigid.
Incorporate
fingerpicking and
muting.

Final
Thoughts
on
Playing
"Big
Yellow
Taxi"
Mastering  the  Joni
Mitchell Big Yellow Taxi
chords  is  a  rewarding
j o u r n e y  f o r  a n y

guitarist.  It  not  only
teaches you a timeless
s o n g  b u t  a l s o
introduces  you  to  the
power  of  alternative
tunings and minimalist
chord  progressions.
Joni  Mitchell's  genius
lies  in  her  ability  to
m a k e  c o m p l e x
emotions feel effortless
through her music. By
learning this song, you
gain  insight  into  her
creative  process  and
add  a  beloved  classic
to your repertoire.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
performing  around  a
campfire  or  recording
in  your  home  studio,
p lay ing  th i s  song
connects  you  to  a
p i e c e  o f  m u s i c a l
history.  Spend  time
exploring  the  open
Dsus4 tuning,  practice
the  transitions,  and
most importantly,  sing
along.  The chords  are
just  the  vehicle—the
soul  of  the song is  in
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the  story  it  tells  and
the  feeling  it  evokes.
So  tune  your  guitar,
place  your  fingers  on
the  5th  fret,  and  let
parad ise  r ing  out
t h r o u g h  y o u r
fingertips.
Conclusion
In  summary,  the  Joni

Mitchell Big Yellow Taxi
chords  are  relatively
simple  to  learn  once
you embrace the open
Dsus4  tuning  and  the
f o u r  m a i n  b a r r e
shapes.  The  magic
c o m e s  f r o m  t h e
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  a
u n i q u e  t u n i n g ,  a
minimal  chord  set,


