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Chords For Banjo 5
String

Introduction:
Unlocking the
Melodic
Potential of
Your 5-String
Banjo

The 5-string banjo is an
instrument  steeped  in
A m e r i c a n  f o l k ,
bluegrass, and country
tradition.  Its  bright,
percussive  sound  can
be  both  rhythmic  and
melodic,  but  for  many
beginners, the mystery
of chords for banjo 5
s t r i n g  c a n  f e e l
daunting.  Unl ike  a

guitar, the banjo’s high-
pitched  drone  string
and  unique  tuning
create  a  specific  chord
vocabulary that is both
beautiful  and  highly
practical.  Whether  you
are  picking  out  your
first  "Cripple  Creek"  or
learning to accompany
a  fiddle  tune,
understanding  the
fundamental  chord
shapes is your gateway
to making music.

In  this  guide,  we  will
break down everything
you  need  to  know
about  chords  for
banjo 5 string — from
standard  open  chord



shapes in  G tuning to
movable  chord  forms,
common  progressions,
and  essential  tips  for
smooth  changes.  By
the end, you’ll  have a
solid foundation to start
p lay ing  songs  and
i m p r o v i s i n g  w i t h
confidence.

Understandin
g Banjo
Tuning and
the Chord
System

The standard tuning for
a 5-string banjo is open
G  tuning:  g  D  G  B  d
(from string 5 down to
string  1,  with  the  fifth
string being the highest
pitched). The lowercase
"g" indicates the short
fifth  string,  which  is
tuned to a high G. This
open  tuning  means

that  when  you  strum
the  ban jo  w i thout
fretting  any  strings,
you  are  playing  a  G
major  chord .  Th i s
tuning  is  the  starting
point for most chords
for banjo 5 string.

Because  of  this  open
tuning,  many  chord
shapes are built around
the G chord structure.
The  intervals  between
str ings  (G  to  D  is  a
perfect  fifth,  D  to  G  a
perfect fourth, G to B a
major  third,  B  to  D  a
minor  third)  create  a
voicing  that  is  bright
and  distinct.  Learning
c h o r d s  m e a n s
memorizing  finger
positions  that  alter
these  interva ls  to
p r o d u c e  o t h e r
harmonies.

Why Open G
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Tuning Matters
for Chords

Open  G  tuning  makes
certain  chord  shapes
v e r y  e a s y .  F o r
e x a m p l e ,  a  b a r r e
across all strings at the
fifth  fret  gives  you  a  C
major  chord.  This  is
because  the  intervals
are  consistent  across
the  fretboard.  When
you  learn  a  s ing le
shape, you can move it
up and down the neck
to play different chords.
This  concept  is  the
h e a r t  o f  m o v a b l e
chords  for  banjo  5
string.

Essential
Open Chord
Shapes for
the 5-String

Banjo

Before  d iv ing  into
movable  chords,  let’s
c o v e r  t h e  m o s t
common  open  chords.
These are played near
the nut (the top of the
neck) and often involve
open strings. They are
the bread and butter of
many banjo songs.

G Major Chord

This  is  your  starting
point .  In  standard
tuning, the open strings
themselves  form  a  G
major  chord.  Simply
strum  all  five  strings
w i t h o u t  f r e t t i n g
anything. That's it. The
G chord is  your  home
base.

C Major Chord

The  C  major  chord  in
o p e n  p o s i t i o n  i s
typically  played  by



frett ing  the  fourth
string (D string) at the
second  fret,  and  the
second string (B string)
at  the  first  fret.  Some
players  also  fret  the
first  string  at  the
second fret. A common
shape is:

String 5 (g): open
(G)
String 4 (D):
second fret (E,
but part of C
major)
String 3 (G): open
String 2 (B): first
fret (C)
String 1 (d): open
(D)

Strum all five strings.
This gives a bright C
major sound.

D Major Chord

The  D  major  chord  is
often played by fretting
the  first  string  (d)  at
the  second  fret,  the

second string (B) at the
third fret, and the third
string (G) at the second
fret.  Alternatively,
many  players  use  a
two-finger  shape:
second string, third fret
and  first  string,  second
fret.  The  fifth  string
s t a y s  o p e n .  T h i s
produces  a  ringing  D
major  with  the  high
drone.

F Major Chord

The  F  major  is  a  bit
trickier  because  you
need  to  barre  the  first
two strings. A common
open F shape involves
frett ing  the  fourth
string  (D)  at  the  third
fret, the third string (G)
at the second fret, and
using  a  partial  barre
across  the  first  and
second  strings  at  the
first fret (or just fretting
them individually). The
fifth  string  is  not
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usually  played  in  this
chord.

E Minor and A
Minor Chords

M i n o r  c h o r d s  a r e
common  in  folk  and
bluegrass.  E  minor  is
simple:  just  fret  the
fourth string (D) at the
second fret  and strum
all  strings  except  the
fifth?  Actually,  many
players  omit  the  fifth
string or fret  it  at  the
second fret. A common
E  minor  shape:  fourth
string second fret, third
string  open,  second
string  open,  first  string
open. That gives an Em
sound. A minor is often
played  as  a  barre  at
the second fret (like an
A shape shifted).

Movable

Chord
Shapes: The
Power of the
5-String
Banjo

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
valuable  skills  for  any
b a n j o  p l a y e r  i s
mastering the movable
c h o r d .  T h e s e  a r e
shapes  that  maintain
their finger pattern and
can  be  s l id  up  and
d o w n  t h e  n e c k  t o
produce  different
chords.  In  standard  G
tuning, there are three
primary movable chord
shapes that correspond
to  the  C ,  G ,  and  D
positions  (often  called
the  "CAGED"  system
for  banjo).

The "F" Shape



(Barre Chord)

This is the barre chord
shape at various frets.
Place  your  index  finger
across all five strings at
a given fret,  and then
form  the  chord  with
your  other  fingers.  For
example, a barre at the
fifth  fret  gives  you  a  C
major  chord  (because
the  open  G  tun ing
moves  up  5  frets).  At
the  second  fret,  you
get an A major; at the
seventh fret, a D major,
and so on. This is one
of  the  most  versatile
chords  for  banjo  5
str ing  because  i t
includes the fifth string.

The "D" Shape
(Two-Finger
Shape)

A n o t h e r  c o m m o n
movable shape is the D
chord  shape,  often

played with two fingers.
The  shape  consists  of
fretting  the  first  string
(d) at a fret, the second
string (B) at the same
fret?  Actually,  the  D
s h a p e  o n  b a n j o
typically uses the third
string  (G)  fretted  at
some fret,  the  second
string at a higher fret,
and  the  first  string  at
the  same  fret  as  the
s e c o n d ?  L e t ' s  b e
precise: For a movable
D  shape,  fret  the  first
string  at  the  second
fret  (relative  to  the
root), the second string
at  the  third  fret,  and
the third string at  the
second  fret.  Then  you
can  slide  this  pattern
u p  a n d  d o w n .  F o r
instance,  placing  the
root on the third string
(G) at  the second fret
gives you an A chord?
No.  Actually,  the  D
shape  root  is  on  the
fourth string? This gets
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confusing.

Better  to  describe  the
standard  movable
barre chord and the "C"
shape (which is similar
to guitar's C shape). A
simpler  approach:  the
two-finger  chord
often used in  old-time
music.  For  a  G chord,
just strum open. For C,
place  finger  on  second
fret of second string (B
string)  and  first  fret  of
first  string?  That's  not
movable.

Let's simplify: the most
essent ia l  movable
shape for  beginners is
the  barre  chord.  Capo
the  banjo  at  the  fifth
fret  and  play  open  G
shape  –  you  get  C.  If
you barre at the second
fret, you get A. This is
the  "F"  shape,  named
after  the  chord  shape
when you barre at the
first  fret?  Actually,  the

shape  at  the  first  fret
(index barre across all
strings,  middle  finger
on  third  string  second
fret,  ring  finger  on
fourth  st r ing?  Not
necessary  for  basic).
For  clar ity,  we  wi l l
focus  on  the  barre
chord  as  the  main
movable  shape,  and
mention the "G" shape
(which  is  just  open
strings)  moved  with  a
capo.

Using a Capo to
Change Keys

Many banjo players use
a capo to change keys
while keeping the same
open  chord  shapes.
This is not technically a
"movable chord shape"
but  it  produces  the
same  effect.  For
example, place a capo
on the second fret and
play  open G shapes –
you are now playing in



A .  T h i s  i s  a  h u g e
shortcut  for  learning
chords  for  banjo  5
string  in  different
keys.

Common
Chord
Progressions
for Banjo

O n c e  y o u  h a v e  a
handful of open chords
and  the  barre  shape,
you can play thousands
of  songs.  Here  are  a
few  classic  bluegrass
and  folk  progressions
using the G, C, and D
chords (I,  IV,  V in  the
key of G).

G - C - G - D7 -
G (the standard
12-bar blues
progression in G,
common in "Will
the Circle Be
Unbroken")

C - F - G7 - C
(another common
progression
found in "Cripple
Creek" and "Old
Joe Clark")
G - Em - C - D7
(a popular minor
progression used
in many folk
songs)
A - D - E7 (when
you capo at
second fret, this
becomes G - C -
D7)

Practice  transitioning
smoothly  between
these  chords  for
banjo 5 string. Use a
metronome  and  start
slow. The banjo’s drone
string  (fifth  string)  will
sustain, so ensure you
a r e  n o t  m u t i n g  i t
unintentionally.
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How to
Practice
Banjo Chords

Effectively

Learning chords is  not
just  about  memorizing
finger  positions;  it's
about  building  muscle
memory  and  fluid
transitions.  Here  are
practical  tips:

Start with Two-
Finger Chords

If  you are  a  complete
beginner, focus on the
simplest  open  chord
shapes :  G  ( s t rum
open),  C  (two  fingers),
and  D  (two  or  three
fingers).  These  require
minimal  f ret -hand
movement and let you
focus on rhythm.

Use a Chord Chart

Visual  references  are
invaluable.  Create  a
chord  chart  with  the
most  common chords
for banjo 5 string: G,
C, D, A, E minor, F, and
B flat (often played as a
barre). Tape it to your
wall or keep it on your
tablet.

Practice Chord
Changes with a
Metronome

Set  metronome  to  60
BPM. Strum a G chord
for  four  beats,  then
change  to  C  for  four
beats ,  then  back .
Gradually  increase
speed.  This  bui lds
accuracy.

Incorporate Roll
Patterns

Banjo  playing  often
involves  fingerpicking



rolls  (like  forward  roll,
backward  roll).  Apply
t h e s e  r o l l s  w h i l e
holding  down  chord
shapes.  The  chord
remains constant while
your  right  hand  does
the  picking.  This  is
crucial  for  bluegrass
backup.

Triads and
Inversions:
Advanced
Chord
Concepts

O n c e  y o u  a r e
comfortable  with basic
chords, explore triads –
three-note  chords  that
can  be  played  on  the
ban jo ’ s  top  th ree
strings (or strings 1-3).
These are movable and
f o r m  t h e  b a s i s  o f
melodic  fills.  For
example,  a  G  major

triad on strings 1-3 can
be  played  at  the  4th
fret  (B,  D,  G) or  open
(G,  B,  D).  Learning
these  inversions  will
help you play backup in
different  positions  on
the  neck.

Another  advanced
concept  is  the  use  of
s e v e n t h  c h o r d s ,
especially  dominant
seventh  (D7,  G7,  C7).
These  add  a  bluesy
flavor and are essential
for  many  bluegrass
songs.  The  D7  chord
c a n  b e  p l a y e d  b y
fretting  the  first  string
(d) at the second fret,
second  string  at  first
fret,  third  string open,
fourth  string  open  (or
second  fret  of  fourth
string  for  different
voicing).
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Common
Pitfalls and
How to Avoid

Them

Many  newcomers  to
chords  for  banjo  5
string  struggle  with
buzzing strings, unclear
sound,  or  achy  fingers.
Here are fixes:

Buzzing: Ensure
your fingers are
pressing down
directly behind
the fret wire, not
on top of it. Also,
check that you
are using
adequate
pressure.

Muted fifth
string: The fifth
string is higher
and easier to
miss. Make sure
your fretting
hand doesn't
touch it. If your
finger
accidentally
touches the
drone string,
adjust your
thumb position.
Hand fatigue:
The banjo neck is
thin, but chords
require
stretching. Do
hand stretches
before playing.
Take breaks.
Confusion
between


