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Power Chords

Power Chords are used extensively in rock n’ roll music.  As with musical tools, they are good 
thing to have in the tool box.

The power chord consists of only two notes, the root note, and the fifth note of the scale. 
Therefore, power chords are typically charted as written C5, E5, etc. The power chord does NOT 
contain the third note of the scale so it does not communicate a major OR minor feel to the 
listener.  Power chords can be used anywhere a major OR minor chord is called for, if the use of 
the power chord fits the situation.   

While they only contain two notes, they are typically played as three note chords consisting of 
the root, the fifth, although they could also be played as two note double stops::

G5 C5 G5 C5
G C G C
D G D G

G C

Repeating the root gives the power chord a ‘fuller’ sound, than just playing the two notes of root 
and fifth.  While power chords can be played in any position, it is the power chords in the lower 
registers (i.e. played on the E,A & D, or the A,D & G strings) that really communicate the 
‘power’ feeling.  

G5 and C5 double stop and power chord shapes are as follows:

The double stops should be played using the first and third fingers, full power chords should be 
played using first, third and fourth fingers.

Learning where the power chords are requires knowing the notes on the fretboard with the root 
note being the bottom note of the power chord.  When playing power chords on the E, A & D 
strings or the A, D & G strings the same shape is used.  Because of this, when changing chords a 
good technique is to keep the ‘shape’ stiff in your left hand, adjusting slightly as you move up 
and down the neck to compensate for the changing distance between frets.
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One also needs to be careful to just let the fretted notes ring out.  One technique is to arch your 
fretting hand slightly to dampen the first string next to “floor side” of the power chord if it is 
inadvertently struck.  For instance, dampen the G string for power chords on the on the E,A & D 
strings, the B string for power chords played on the A,D & G strings.  For this trio of strings you 
can also dampen the low E string with the side of your thumb if necessary.

With practice you should be able to play only the fretted strings but it can take time if you have 
never done it.  As with all new tools, practice it slowly until you get it.

The song Holiday be Green Day is an excellent example of a song built primarily on power 
chords:

Holiday - Green Day
Intro

F5 Db5 Ab5 Eb5
// // // // x5

Verses 1,2,3,4
F5 Db5 Ab5 Eb5 F5 Db5 Ab5 C5
// // // // // // // //
F5 Db5 Ab5 Eb5 C5 C5 C5 C5
// // // // // // // //

Choruses 1,2
F5 F5 Db5 Db5 Ab5 Ab5 Eb5 Eb5
// // // // // // // //
F5 F5 Db5 Db5 Ab5 Ab5 C5 C5
// // // // // // // //

This song is also a good example of switching the same shape between two groups of strings 
with the F5 spanning the E, A & D strings starting at first fret and the Db5 spanning the A, D & 
G strings starting at the fourth fret.   Likewise the Ab5 spans the E, A & D strings beginning at 
the fourth fret and the Eb5 spans the A, D & G strings beginning at the sixth fret.

When sliding the “5” shapes up the same set of strings you have two choices.  One is to dampen 
the chord by slightly lifting your fretting hand off the strings as you slide.  The other is to hear 
the slide (up or down) by applying just enough pressure with your fretting hand to let the slide be 
heard, but slight light enough to slide the shape on the fretboard.

Incorporating palm muting into power chord playing is also a very effective method to give the 
chords a percussive sound.   So…. Go forth.  Have fun.  Rock on.

Enjoy !
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