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THE ENDURING ALLURE OF
TOMMY SHAW’S “COUNT ON
YOU”: A LYRICAL AND MUSICAL
DEEP DIVE

There are certain songs that feel like old
friends.  They  arrive  with  a  familiar
warmth,  a  melody  you  hum  without
thinking,  and  a  sentiment  that  settles
deep into your bones. For fans of Tommy

Shaw,  the  legendary  guitarist  and
vocalist best known for his iconic work
with  Styx  and  the  supergroup  Damn
Yankees, one such track is the heartfelt
“Count On You.” This song, a standout
piece  from his  solo  catalog,  resonates
with a  sincerity  that  has allowed it  to
endure  long  after  its  release.  For
guitarists  and  music  lovers  alike,
exploring the Count On You Tommy
Shaw  lyrics  and  guitar  chords  is
more than just a technical exercise; it’s a
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journey  into  the  heart  of  a  master
songwriter’s  craft.  This  article  unpacks
the  layers  of  this  beautiful  song,
providing  a  thorough  analysis  of  its
lyrical depth, its chordal structure, and
the performance techniques that bring it
to life.

THE CONTEXT: TOMMY SHAW’S
SOLO JOURNEY

Before  diving  into  the  specifics  of  the
Count  On You Tommy Shaw lyrics
and guitar chords,  it  is  important to
understand  the  context  in  which  the
song was created. Following the massive
arena rock success of Styx in the late
1970s  and  early  1980s,  Tommy Shaw
embarked on a solo career that allowed
him to explore a more intimate, roots-
oriented side of  his  songwriting.  While

his work with Styx was characterized by
soaring  harmonies  and  theatrical
progressive rock arrangements, his solo
work often leaned into a more organic,
singer-songwriter sensibility. “Count On
You”  is  a  perfect  example  of  this.  It
strips  back  the  production  gloss  and
places  the  focus  squarely  on  the
songwriting.
This  track,  included  on  his  acclaimed
solo album Ambition (1987), showcases
a maturity and vulnerability that is often
harder to achieve within the framework
of a larger band dynamic. The song is
built on a foundation of acoustic guitar
and  earnest  vocal  delivery,  relying  on
the strength of its melody and the truth
of  its  lyrics  rather  than  flashy
instrumentation. This makes the study of
the  Count  On  You  Tommy  Shaw
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lyrics  and guitar  chords  particularly
rewarding for musicians who appreciate
songcraft  over  mere  technical  display.
The song feels timeless, a testament to
Shaw’s ability to communicate universal
emotions  through  simple,  powerful
musical  frameworks.

DECONSTRUCTING THE LYRICAL
LANDSCAPE

The  lyrics  of  “Count  On  You”  are  a
powerful  declaration  of  unwavering
dependability  and  steadfast  love.  The
title  itself  is  the  thesis  statement,  a
repeated  pledge  that  forms  the
backbone of the song’s emotional core.
When you examine the Count On You
Tommy  Shaw  lyrics  and  guitar
chords together, you begin to see how
the music reinforces the lyrical message.

The  verses  paint  a  picture  of  life’s
inevitable  struggles  and  uncertainties.
Shaw  sings  about  the  changing  world
and  the  challenges  that  can  shake  a
person’s foundation. The lyric “In a world
that’s changing fast, some things never
change”  immediately  grounds  the
listener.  It  acknowledges  the  chaos  of
external  circumstances  while  pointing
toward  the  internal  sanctuary  of  a
reliable  relationship.  This  is  a  classic
songwriting trope, but Shaw executes it
with such genuine conviction that it feels
fresh  and  personal.  The  listener  is
invited  to  reflect  on  their  own
relationships,  wondering  who they  can
truly count on.
The chorus is where the song’s power is
unleashed. The simple, direct repetition
of “You can count on me” serves as an
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anchor. It’s a promise, a comfort, and a
challenge  all  in  one.  Shaw’s  vocal
delivery  here  is  crucial;  he  doesn’t
oversing  or  embellish.  He  sings  the
words as if they are a sacred vow. The
lyrics  are  not  flowery  or  metaphorical;
they  are  brutally  honest  and  direct.
“When your back’s against the wall, and
you’re about to fall,  you can count on
me.” This kind of specificity in the Count
On  You  Tommy  Shaw  lyrics  and
guitar chords is what elevates the song
from  a  generic  love  song  to  a  specific,
relatable  statement  of  loyalty.  The
bridge  often  introduces  a  momentary
tension  or  reflection  before  resolving
back  into  the  comforting  familiarity  of
the chorus, mirroring the ebb and flow of
trust in a real, human connection.

Thematic
Resonance:
Loyalty and
Reliability
The central theme of the song is, without
question,  loyalty.  In  an  age  where
relationships can often feel transactional
or  fleeting,  “Count  On  You”  stands  as  a
tribute  to  the  kind  of  love  that  is
unconditional. This is not about romantic
infatuation; it  is  about a deeper,  more
profound partnership. It is the promise of
someone who will  be there not just in
the  good  times,  but  specifically  in  the
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moments of crisis. This thematic weight
is carried equally by the lyrics and the
music.
Furthermore,  the  song  explores  the
theme of reliability as a form of strength.
In  many  rock  contexts,  strength  is
assoc ia ted  w i th  aggress ion  or
dominance.  Here,  Shaw  redefines
strength  as  the  quiet  power  of  being
present.  The  lyrics  suggest  that  true
fortitude is found in the ability to be a
steady,  supportive  presence  for
someone else. This makes the Count On
You Tommy Shaw lyrics and guitar
chords a source of inspiration not just
for  guitar  players,  but  for  anyone
seeking a model of emotional integrity.
The song becomes a touchstone for what
it means to show up for another person,
making  it  a  favorite  for  weddings,

anniversaries, and moments of personal
commemoration.

DECODING THE GUITAR CHORDS:
THE MUSICAL FOUNDATION

Now,  let’s  turn  our  attention  to  the
architecture of the song. For guitarists,
learning  the  Count  On  You  Tommy
Shaw lyrics and guitar chords  is  a
masterclass in using the instrument to
serve the song. The chord progression is
deceptively  simple,  yet  incredibly
effective.  Shaw  often  favours  open,
ringing chords that  allow the notes  to
sustain and blend together,  creating a
warm, resonant soundscape.
The song is typically played in standard
tuning and revolves around a core set of
major  and  minor  chords  that  are  the
bedrock of classic rock and folk music.
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The verse often moves between a tonic
chord,  a  subdominant,  and  a  relative
minor .  For  example ,  a  common
interpretation places the song in the key
of G Major, utilizing chords like G, C, D,
and  Em.  This  is  a  classic  I-IV-V-vi
p rogress ion  that  has  been  the
foundation of countless hits because of
its natural, pleasing resolution. However,
Shaw’s  genius  l ies  in  the  subtle
embell ishments  he  adds.

Chord Voicings: Rather than just
playing barre chords, open
voicings are key. A G major played
with the third finger on the high E
string, or a Cadd9 shape, adds a
delicate, shimmering quality to the
sound.
Suspended Chords: You will

often find a well-placed sus2 or
sus4 chord. These chords create
gentle tension, delaying the
resolution and adding a sense of
longing that perfectly matches the
lyrical sentiment. For instance,
moving from a D to a Dsus4 and
back creates a beautiful pull.
Bass Runs: The low E and A
strings are not just for strumming.
Shaw incorporates simple bass
runs that walk up or down to the
next chord, adding motion and a
sense of forward momentum to
the rhythm.
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Strumming
Patterns and

Dynamics
The rhythm is just as important as the
chords themselves. The Count On You
Tommy  Shaw  lyrics  and  guitar
chords are brought to life by a dynamic
strumming pattern that  shifts  between
the verses and the chorus. The verses
are typically played with a softer, more
delicate  fingerstyle  pattern  or  a  light,
syncopated strum. This allows the lyrics
to  breathe  and  the  story  to  be  told
without  interference.  Listen  closely  to
how Shaw uses the silence between the
notes as much as the notes themselves.

Verse Technique: A Travis-1.
picking pattern or a simple bass-
note-pluck-strum pattern is
common. The emphasis is on the
bass note (the root of the chord)
followed by a gentle brush of the
higher strings.
Chorus Build: As the chorus hits,2.
the strumming becomes more full
and energetic. The right hand
moves from a delicate touch to a
confident, driving strum. This is
where the song opens up. The
chord changes become the vehicle
for the emotional peak of the lyrics
“You can count on me.”
Dynamic Control: One of the3.
most important lessons from
studying this song is dynamic
range. The quiet verses and the
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louder choruses create a sense of
journey. A common mistake for
beginner guitarists is to play the
entire song at one volume.
Emulating Shaw’s dynamics is
crucial to capturing the song’s true

spirit.

PERFORMANCE TIPS FOR
CAPTURING THE SHAW
SIGNATURE SOUND

To truly do justice to the


