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DISCOVERING THE MAGIC OF MARRAKESH EXPRESS
CHORDS

There are songs that define an era, and then there are songs that
transport you to another place entirely. The Crosby, Stills & Nash
classic "Marrakesh Express" does both. Released in 1969 on their
self-titled  debut  album,  this  sun-drenched  folk-rock  anthem
captures the romance, adventure, and cultural curiosity of a train
journey through Morocco. For guitarists and music enthusiasts
alike,  learning  the  Marrakesh  Express  chords  is  a  rite  of
passage.  The  song  offers  a  beautiful  blend  of  open  voicings,
accessible chord changes, and a groove that feels both relaxed
and propulsive. Whether you are a beginner looking for your next
campfire staple or  an experienced player seeking to understand
the harmonic nuances of late-60s folk rock, this guide will walk
you through everything you need to know to play and appreciate
this timeless track.
Written by Graham Nash, the song was inspired by a real train
ride  he  took  from  Marrakesh  to  Casablanca.  The  music  reflects
the sensory overload of that journey the colours, the sounds, the

people, and the overwhelming sense of freedom. The Marrakesh
Express chords are deceptively simple, yet they create a rich
harmonic landscape that supports the song's famous three-part
harmonies.  In  this  article,  we  will  break  down  the  chord
progression, discuss the strumming patterns, explore the song
structure,  and  offer  tips  for  capturing  the  authentic  sound.  We
will  also  touch  on  the  historical  context  and  why  this  song
remains a favourite for guitarists of all levels.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF MARRAKESH EXPRESS

Before diving into the fretboard, it is worth understanding the
cultural moment that birthed this song. The late 1960s were a
time of exploration, both inner and outer. Travel to North Africa
was becoming more accessible to Western musicians, and the
exoticism of Morocco held a particular allure. Graham Nash wrote
"Marrakesh  Express"  after  his  own  trip,  capturing  the  vivid
imagery of the journey: the mint tea, the djellabas, the kasbahs,
and the sense of communal travel. The song was an immediate
hit, reaching number 28 on the Billboard Hot 100 and becoming a
staple of FM rock radio.
The  Marrakesh  Express  chords  reflect  the  song's  hybrid
identity.  It  is  rooted  in  American  folk-rock  but  incorporates
influences  from  world  music,  particularly  the  rhythmic  feel  of
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North African travel. The train rhythm is mimicked in the guitar
work, with a steady, chugging pattern that suggests movement.
Understanding this context helps you approach the chords not
just as static shapes, but as part of a larger narrative. When you
play the Marrakesh Express chords, you are telling a story of
journey, discovery, and the joy of the open road.

BASIC CHORDS AND PROGRESSION OVERVIEW

At  its  core,  "Marrakesh Express"  is  built  around a  handful  of
chords that any guitarist with basic open chord knowledge can
master. The song is played in the key of G major, but it uses a
capo on the third fret to achieve its characteristic bright, jangly
sound. With the capo at the third fret, the chord shapes you play
are actually in the key of B-flat,  but the fingerings remain those
of G, C, D, and A minor. This is a classic folk trick: use a capo to
transpose while keeping the easy, familiar shapes.
Here are the primary chord shapes you will need (with capo at
the third fret):

G major (320003) the home chord, giving the song its
bright, open quality
C major (x32010) the subdominant, providing a gentle lift
D major (xx0232) the dominant, creating tension and
resolution
A minor (x02210) the relative minor, adding a touch of
melancholy
E minor (022000) used sparingly for colour

The main progression moves between these chords in a pattern

that feels natural and singable. The Marrakesh Express chords
follow a verse-chorus structure that is easy to memorise, making
it an excellent song for beginners to practice chord transitions.
The secret to the song's appeal lies not in complexity, but in the
precise timing and rhythm with which these chords are played.

The Verse Progression
The verses of "Marrakesh Express" are built around a repeating
cycle that alternates between G and C, with strategic use of D
and A minor to add interest. The basic verse pattern goes like
this:
G – C – G – C – G – C – D – G
This simple back-and-forth between G and C creates a hypnotic,
travel-like feel. The D chord near the end of the pattern provides
a lift that pushes back to the tonic G. It is a satisfying resolution
that mirrors the arrival at a new destination. When you practice
the Marrakesh Express chords,  pay special attention to the
transition from C to D, as this is where many beginners stumble.
Keep your fingers close to the fretboard and use the side of your
index finger to mute the sixth string when playing the D chord.

The Chorus Progression
The  chorus  opens  up  a  bit  more,  using  a  broader  harmonic
palette. The chorus pattern is:
C – G – C – G – A minor – D – G
The introduction of A minor is the emotional heart of the chorus.
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It adds a bittersweet quality that contrasts with the otherwise
sunniness  of  the  verse.  When  played  in  sequence,  the
Marrakesh Express chords create a sense of movement that
never feels rushed. The chorus is where the signature Crosby,
Stills & Nash harmonies truly shine, and the chord changes are
designed to support those vocal lines. The A minor chord acts as
a pivot, allowing the melody to dip and rise in a way that feels
deeply satisfying.

STRUMMING PATTERNS AND RHYTHM

Knowing the Marrakesh Express chords is only half the battle.
The rhythm is what makes the song come alive. The track has a
distinctive train-like groove, with a steady eighth-note pulse that
mimics the sound of wheels on tracks. The strumming pattern is
a mix of downstrokes and upstrokes, with accents on the second
and fourth beats to create a loping, swung feel.
A good starting pattern is:
Down, down-up, up-down-up
This pattern, played at a moderate tempo of about 100 beats per
minute, gives you the chugging feel of the original recording. The
key is to keep your strumming hand relaxed and let the rhythm
breathe.  The  Marrakesh  Express  chords  should  ring  out
clearly,  but  the  rhythm  should  never  feel  stiff.  Think  of  it  as  a
gentle sway rather than a rigid march. Once you feel comfortable
with the basic pattern, experiment with adding light palm muting
on the downstrokes  to  emulate  the percussive quality  of  the
original track.

Fingerpicking Options
For more advanced players,  "Marrakesh Express" can also be
fingerpicked.  The  original  recording  features  a  combination  of
strumming and picked arpeggios. A Travis-style picking pattern
works  well,  where  your  thumb  alternates  between  the  bass
strings (the root  note of  each chord)  while  your  fingers  pick  out
the treble strings. Try this pattern on the G chord:
Thumb on the sixth string, then index on the third string, thumb
on  the  fifth  string,  middle  on  the  second  string,  thumb  on  the
fourth string, ring on the first string, and so on. When you change
chords, keep the thumb alternating on the new root note. This
approach to the Marrakesh Express chords  adds a layer of
sophistication and allows the chords to ring out more fully.

SONG STRUCTURE AND DYNAMICS

Understanding  the  structure  of  the  song  is  crucial  for  any
performance. The Marrakesh Express chords are arranged in a
classic verse-chorus form, with an intro, a bridge, and an outro.
Here is the full roadmap:

Intro: A short instrumental passage based on the G and C1.
chords, establishing the rhythm and feel
Verse 1: The opening lines, "Looking at the world through2.
the sunset in your eyes," sung over the G-C-D progression
Chorus: The famous "Marrakesh Express" refrain, with A3.
minor adding colour
Verse 2: Continuing the travel narrative with new imagery4.
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Chorus: Repeat, often with added vocal intensity5.
Bridge: A short section that modulates or shifts the6.
harmonic focus, often using E minor or a brief pause
Guitar solo: A simple melodic solo played over the verse7.
chords
Outro: A fade-out with repeating chord cycles and layered8.
vocals

Dynamics are important here. The Marrakesh Express chords
should be played with a lighter touch during the verses, allowing
the vocals to take centre stage. As the song builds toward the
chorus, you can increase your strumming intensity and open up
the sound.  The bridge often  drops  back  to  a  softer  dynamic
before the final push. This ebb and flow is what makes the song
so engaging to listen to and play.

TIPS FOR PLAYING MARRAKESH EXPRESS CHORDS

Whether you are playing solo or with a band, here are some
practical  tips  to  help  you  master  the  Marrakesh  Express
chords:

Use a capo on the third fret. This is non-negotiable if
you want to match the original key and timbre. The open
strings ring out more brightly, and the chord shapes are
easier to play.
Keep your wrist loose. The rhythm is relaxed and swung.
If you tense up, the groove will suffer. Let your strumming

hand bounce naturally.
Practice chord transitions slowly. The switch between
G and C is straightforward, but going from C to D and back
again can be tricky. Use a metronome and start at a slow
tempo.
Listen to the original recording. There is no substitute
for ear training. Listen to how the Marrakesh Express
chords are placed in the mix, and try to replicate the feel.
Notice the space between the chords and the way the
guitars interlock.
Sing along. The song becomes easier to play when you
internalise the melody. The Marrakesh Express chords
support the vocal line naturally, so if you can hum the tune,
you will know instinctively when to change chords.

Common Mistakes to Avoid
Even experienced players can trip up on certain aspects of this
song.  Here are a few pitfalls  to  watch for  when learning the
Marrakesh Express chords:

Strumming too hard. The song has a gentle, loping
quality. Heavy strumming will make it sound aggressive.
Use a light touch.
Playing too fast. The train rhythm should feel like a
relaxed ride, not a race. Keep your tempo steady and
moderate.


