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HOW TO PLAY
"BACK AT ONE"
CHORDS WITHOUT
A CAPO: A
COMPLETE GUITAR
GUIDE

Few songs capture the
timeless  essence  of
R&B romance quite like
Brian McKnight's "Back
at  One."  Released  in
1999 ,  th i s  ba l l ad
qu ick ly  became  a
wedding  stap le ,  a
karaoke favorite, and a
go-to  serenade  for
aspiring romantics. For
guitarists,  the  song
presents  a  wonderful
challenge:  the  original

recording is played in a
specific  key  that  often
leads players to reach
for a capo. But what if
you  do  not  have  one
handy, or simply prefer
the fuller, richer sound
o f  o p e n  c h o r d s ?
Learning to play "Back
at One" chords without
a  capo  i s  not  on ly
possible; it can actually
make  you  a  better,
more  versatile  player.
This guide will walk you
through everything you
n e e d  t o  k n o w  t o
master  this  classic
without relying on any
clamps or accessories.
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Understa
nding the
Original
Key and
Why a
Capo Is
Commonl

y Used
B r i a n  M c K n i g h t
originally  performed
"Back  at  One"  in  the
key of D-flat major. For
guitarists,  D-flat  is  a
challenging key to play
in using standard open
chord  shapes  because
it  requires  extensive
barre chords. The most
common  open  chord
voicings (like C,  G,  D,
A, and E) simply do not

align  with  the  D-flat
tonality.  Because  of
th i s ,  many  gu i ta r
teachers  and  online
tabs suggest placing a
capo  on  the  first  fret
and  playing  chords  in
the much friendlier key
o f  C .  W h i l e  t h i s
a p p r o a c h  w o r k s
b e a u t i f u l l y  a n d
preserves  the  song's
b r i g h t ,  r e s o n a n t
quality,  it  is  not  the
only option.
When  you  play  "Back
at One" without a capo,
you  are  essentially
transposing  the  chord
shapes  down  by  one
half  step.  This  means
you will  be using real
D-flat  chord  voicings,
which  often  involve
barre  chord  shapes.
While  this  demands  a
bit  more  finger
strength and dexterity,
it  provides  a  deeper,
s o m e t i m e s  m o r e
resonant tone that can
sound  fu l ler  when
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p l a y e d  o n  a
d r e a d n o u g h t  o r
a c o u s t i c  g u i t a r .
Additionally,  playing
without  a  capo allows
you  to  use  the  fu l l
length of the fretboard
and  explore  different
i n v e r s i o n s  a n d
embellishments  that  a
capo might restrict.

The
Primary
Chord
Shapes
You Will
Need
To play "Back at One"
without a capo, you will
need  to  familiarize
yourself  with  a  few
essential  barre  chord
shapes. The good news

i s  t h a t  t h e  c h o r d
progression in the song
i s  r e p e t i t i v e  a n d
predictable,  so  once
you master the shapes,
you will be able to play
the  entire  song  with
confidence.  Here  are
the primary chords you
will use in the key of D-
flat:

D-FLAT MAJOR (DB)
This  is  the root  chord
o f  t h e  s o n g  a n d
appears frequently. To
play  a  standard  Db
barre chord, place your
index  finger  across  all
six  strings  at  the  4th
fret.  Then, form an A-
shape  with  your  ring,
p inky,  and  middle
fingers on the 6th, 5th,
and  4th  frets  of  the
3rd ,  2nd ,  and  1s t
strings  respectively.  If
t h i s  s h a p e  i s  t o o
challenging,  you  can
simplify it by playing a
four-string  version:
barre  the  top  four
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strings at the 4th fret
and  use  your  r ing
finger  to  press  the  6th
fret on the 3rd string.
Th i s  i s  a  common
voicing  for  rhythm
guitar.

A-FLAT MAJOR (AB)
The Ab chord  acts  as
the  four  chord  (IV)  in
this  progression.  You
can play this as a barre
chord  on  the  4th  fret
us ing  an  E-shape.
Barre your index finger
across all six strings at
the 4th fret, then form
an E major shape with
your  ring  and  pinky
fingers  on  the  6th  and
5th frets of the 5th and
4 t h  s t r i n g s .
Alternatively,  you  can
play an Ab chord at the
6th  fret  using  an  A-
shape,  which  can  be
easier for some players
to  transition  to  from
the Db chord.

E-FLAT MINOR
(EBM)
T h i s  c h o r d  a d d s
emotional depth to the
bridge  and  pre-chorus
sections.  The  most
common voicing is  an
Ebm  barre  chord  on
the 6th fret  using the
Em shape.  Barre  your
index  finger  across  all
six  strings  at  the  6th
fret,  and  form  an  E
minor shape with your
ring and middle fingers
on the 8th fret of the
5th  and  4th  strings.
This  chord  can  feel
awkward at  first,  but  it
i s  e s s e n t i a l  f o r
capturing  the  song's
heartfelt  mood.

G-FLAT MAJOR (GB)
Occasionally,  you  will
encounter a Gb chord,
which  is  simply  the
sharp  version  of  F#.
You can play this as a
barre chord on the 2nd
fret  using an E-shape,
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or on the 4th fret using
an  A-shape.  The  2nd
fret  barre  is  of ten
easiest,  as  it  is  very
c l o s e  t o  t h e  n u t .
Practice  transitioning
between  Gb,  Db,  and
Ab  to  bui ld  muscle
memory.

Step-by-
Step
Chord
Progressi
on for
"Back at
One"
Without a

Capo
Now that you know the
i n d i v i d u a l  c h o r d
shapes,  let  us look at
how  they  fit  into  the
song's  structure.  The
entire  song  revolves
a r o u n d  a  s i m p l e ,
repeating  progression
in  the  verses  and  a
slightly  different
pattern  in  the  chorus.
Below is  the  standard
c h o r d  s e q u e n c e
w i t h o u t  a  c a p o .
Remember  that  the
t iming  is  s low  and
soulful,  so you do not
need  to  rush  your
chord  changes.

VERSE
PROGRESSION

The  verses  follow  a
classic I-vi-IV-V pattern
in the key of Db. Here
is how it breaks down:

Db (4 measures)
– This establishes
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the key and sets
the romantic
mood.
Bbm7 (2
measures) – The
relative minor
chord. You can
play Bbm7 as a
barre chord on
the 6th fret using
the Am7 shape.
If the full barre is
too difficult, play
Bbm as a barre
and leave out the
7th.
Gb (2 measures)
– This chord lifts
the progression
and adds
brightness.
Ab (2 measures)
– This resolves
back toward the
root chord.
Often, the Ab is
held for two full
measures before
returning to Db.

This  four-chord  loop
repeats throughout the
v e r s e s .  F o c u s  o n

making your transitions
smooth,  especially
f rom  Bbm7  to  Gb ,
which can be a stretch
for the fingers.

CHORUS
PROGRESSION

The  chorus  introduces
a  slightly  different
sequence  that  builds
emotional  intensity.
The  chords  are:

Db (2 measures)
– Starting strong
on the root.
Gb (2 measures)
– Moving to the
four chord.
Ab (2 measures)
– The five chord
creates tension.
Bbm7 (2
measures) – The
minor chord adds
a touch of
melancholy.
Gb (1 measure) –
A quick return to
the four chord.
Ab (1 measure) –
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Building up to
the resolution.
Db (2 measures)
– Resolving back
to the tonic.

Pay special attention to
t h e  f a s t e r  c h o r d
changes in the last four
bars  of  the  chorus.
Practice  playing  along
w i t h  t h e  o r i g i n a l
recording to lock in the
timing.

Tips for
Making
Barre
Chords
Easier
Without a

Capo
Playing without a capo
means  you  will  rely
h e a v i l y  o n  b a r r e
chords .  Fo r  many
guitarists, barre chords
a r e  a  s o u r c e  o f
frustration.  However,
w i t h  a  f e w
adjustments,  you  can
play them cleanly and
comfortably.  Here  are
some practical tips:

CHECK YOUR
THUMB POSITION

Your thumb should be
centered  on  the  back
of  the  guitar  neck,
roughly  opposite  your
index finger. Do not let
your thumb creep over
the top of the neck, as
th i s  reduces  g r ip
strength.  Keep  your
thumb  relaxed  and
apply  even  pressure
across  the  fretboard.
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USE THE EDGE OF
YOUR INDEX FINGER

When barring, roll your
index  finger  slightly
onto  its  outer  edge
(the  side  facing  the
headstock).  This  bony
edge is harder than the
fleshy  pad  of  your
finger,  allowing  you  to
press the strings down
with  less  force.  This
small  adjustment  can
make  D-flat  and  A-flat
barre  chords  much
easier  to  sustain.

LIGHTEN YOUR GRIP

M a n y  b e g i n n e r s
squeeze  the  neck  too
hard,  which  leads  to
hand  f a t i gue  and
buzzing  strings.  You
only  need  enough
pressure  to  make  the
strings  ring  cleanly.
Practice  pressing  just
until  the  notes  sound
c l ea r ,  t hen  r e l ax
slightly.  Over  time,
your hand will build the

necessary  strength
without  excessive
tension.

CONSIDER
ALTERNATE
VOICINGS

You  do  not  have  to
play  ful l  six-str ing
barre chords for every
chord .  Fo r  the  Db
chord,  try playing just
the  top  four  strings:
barre the 4th fret with
your  index  finger  on
the  1st  through  4th
strings,  and  use  your
ring finger to press the
6th  fret  on  the  3rd
string.  This  four-note
voicing sounds full and
is much easier to play
in the context of a slow
ballad.

How to
Practice
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the
Transition
s

Smoothly
Mastering  "Back  at
One"  without  a  capo
requ i res  f ocused
pract ice  on  chord
changes.  The  most
challenging  transitions
are from Db to Bbm7,
and from Bbm7 to Gb.
H e r e  i s  a  s i m p l e
practice routine to help
you get there:

Slow down the1.
tempo: Use a
metronome set
to 60 BPM. Play
each chord for
four beats. Focus
on moving your
fingers
simultaneously,
not one at a
time.

Isolate the2.
difficult pairs:
Spend five
minutes just
going back and
forth between Db
and Bbm7. Then
spend five
minutes on
Bbm7 to Gb. Do
not rush.
Use anchor3.
fingers: Notice
which fingers
stay in the same
relative position
between chords.
For example,
your ring and
pinky fingers
often stay close
together when
moving from an
A-shape barre to
an E-shape
barre. Use these
anchors to guide
your hand.
Practice4.
without
strumming:
Simply place
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your fingers on
the chord shapes
without
strumming. Lift
them off, then
place them back.
This builds
muscle memory
without the
distraction of
rhythm.

Adding
Dynamics
and
Emotion
to Your
Performa
nce
Beyond just playing the
correct  "Back at  One"
chords without a capo,
y o u  w a n t  y o u r

performance to feel as
soulful as the original.
Dynamics  are  crucial
here. In the verses, use
a  gentle,  fingerstyle
picking  pattern  or  a
soft strumming motion
near the neck.  As the
c h o r u s  b u i l d s ,
gradually increase your
strumming  intensity
and move your picking
hand  c loser  to  the
bridge  for  a  brighter
tone. You can also add
subtle embellishments,
such  as  hammer-ons
and  pull-offs  on  the
B b m 7  c h o r d ,  o r  a
gentle slide into the Db
chord  from  the  2nd
f re t .  These  sma l l
touches  transform  a
mechanical  rendition
into  an  emot iona l
performance.

Common
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Mistakes
to Avoid
When
Playing
Without a

Capo
Even  exper ienced
guitarists  can  fall  into
traps  when  playing
barre-heavy  songs.
H e r e  a r e  a  f e w
mistakes to watch out
for:

Buzzing
strings: If you
hear buzzing,
check that your
index finger is
pressing all the
strings evenly.
You may need to
adjust the angle
of your finger or

move your
thumb.
Muted notes:
Make sure your
other fingers are
not accidentally
touching
adjacent strings.
Lift your
fingertips slightly
so they arch over
the strings they
are not supposed
to press.
Rushing the
changes: It is
easy to speed up
when you feel
nervous about a
chord change.
Use a
metronome and
stick to a slow,
steady tempo
until you feel
confident.
Gripping too
hard: This
causes fatigue
and can lead to
cramping. Take
breaks every
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10–15 minutes to
shake out your
hand.

Final
Thoughts
on
Playing
"Back at
One"
Without a
Capo
Learning to play "Back
at One" chords without
a capo is a rewarding
challenge  that  wil l
strengthen  your  barre
chord  techn ique ,
i m p r o v e  y o u r
understanding  of  key
transposition, and give

you greater freedom as
a  guitarist.  While  the
capo route is certainly
easier, playing without
one  a l l ows  you  to
access  the  full  tonal
p a l e t t e  o f  y o u r
i n s t r u m e n t  a n d
d e v e l o p  a  m o r e
intimate  connection
with the song. The Db,
Ab,  Bbm7,  and  Gb
c h o r d s  m a y  f e e l
foreign at first, but with
consistent  practice,
they  w i l l  become
f a m i l i a r  a n d
comfortable.
Remember  that  the
heart of this song is its
sincerity and emotional
warmth.  Technical
perfection matters less
than  conveying  the
feel ing  behind  the
music.  So  take  your
t ime,  pract ice  the
transitions,  and  soon
you will be able to play
this classic ballad with
confidence  and  soul.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
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serenading a loved one
or  simply  enjoying  a
quiet evening with your

guitar, playing "Back at
One" without a capo is
a  s k i l l  w o r t h
developing.


