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INTRODUCTION: THE TIMELESS APPEAL OF CSNY’S
MARRAKESH EXPRESS

Few songs capture the free-spirited essence of the late 1960s
quite like “Marrakesh Express” by Crosby, Stills & Nash (often
affectionately  abbreviated  as  CSNY).  Written  by  Graham  Nash,
this track is a masterclass in blending folk sensibilities with pop-
rock  accessibility.  For  guitarists  and  keyboard  players  alike,
understanding the Csny Marrakesh Express Chords is not just
about learning a sequence of notes—it is about unlocking a piece
of music history. The song’s open-tuning-like sound, its bright
major  chords,  and  its  driving  rhythm make  it  a  joy  to  play,
whether you are a beginner looking for an upbeat tune or an
experienced musician seeking to explore the harmonic subtleties
of the era. In this article, we will take a deep dive into the chord
structure, the playing techniques, and the musical context that
makes this song a perennial favorite. We will also explore how
Nash’s  unique  chord  choices  give  “Marrakesh  Express”  its
unmistakable, sun-drenched character.

THE MAGIC BEHIND THE MAJOR CHORDS

At  its  core,  “Marrakesh  Express”  is  built  around  a  relatively
simple set of major chords. Yet, it is Graham Nash’s treatment of
these  chords  that  transforms  them  into  something  entirely
special.  The  song  is  primarily  in  the  key  of  D  major,  but  it
incorporates surprising shifts that keep the listener engaged. The
verse, for instance, moves from a D major chord to a G major
chord, and then rises to an A major chord before resolving back.
This I–IV–V progression is a staple of Western music, but Nash
adds a twist by using a D/G transition that feels like a gentle lift,
mimicking the motion of a train—the very subject of the lyrics.
One of  the  most  important  aspects  of  the  Csny Marrakesh
Express Chords is the use of the E minor 7 (Em7) during the
pre-chorus  sections.  This  chord  introduces  a  subtle,  pensive
quality that contrasts beautifully with the brighter major chords.
The Em7 acts as a pivot, setting up the emotional shift as Nash
sings  about  the  journey  and  the  people  he  observes.  For
guitarists,  the  Em7  shape  is  easy  to  finger  and  adds  a  layer  of
texture that is essential for capturing the song’s authentic feel.
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Breaking Down the Verse
Chord Progression
The verse of “Marrakesh Express” is where the magic begins. It
follows  a  pattern  that  is  both  straightforward  and  cleverly
arranged.  Here  is  the  typical  verse  progression  laid  out  in  a
simple structure:

D major – The root chord, establishing the key and the
joyful, open sound.
G major – The IV chord, adding brightness and a sense of
forward motion.
A major – The V chord, creating tension that drives back to
the D.
D major – Resolution and return to the home key.

What  makes  this  progression  so  effective  is  the  rhythmic
emphasis. Nash and his bandmates often hit the D chord on the
downbeat and then strum the G and A with a syncopated, almost
galloping rhythm. This mirrors the sound of a train rolling along
the tracks—a technique that was later admired by many singer-
songwriters.  When you play these Csny Marrakesh Express
Chords on an acoustic guitar, you can almost hear the engine
chugging along.

The Pre-Chorus and the
Em7 Pivot
As the verse builds, the song transitions into a pre-chorus that
employs the Em7 chord. This is a crucial moment. The Em7 (often
played with the low E string ringing open) creates a dreamy,
floating sensation. The progression typically moves like this:

Em7 – The mood shifts slightly, becoming more1.
introspective.
A major – Tension returns, pulling the ear back to the2.
tonic.
D major – The resolution feels earned and satisfying.3.

This pivot is a hallmark of Graham Nash’s writing style. He often
uses  minor  seventh  chords  to  add  emotional  depth  without
darkening the mood too much. For anyone learning the Csny
Marrakesh Express Chords, mastering the transition from D to
Em7  and  back  to  A  is  essential.  It  is  a  smooth,  finger-friendly
change  that  rewards  clean  execution.

BRIDGE AND DYNAMIC SHIFTS

The  bridge  of  “Marrakesh  Express”  introduces  a  harmonic
departure that elevates the song. Here, Nash moves away from
the D major center and explores the relative minor, B minor (Bm).
This section is shorter but packs a punch. The chords often used
in the bridge include:
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B minor (Bm) – The relative minor, creating a darker,
more contemplative atmosphere.
G major – A return to the brighter IV chord, but now feeling
more poignant.
A major – Building tension again.
D major – Resolving back to the main theme.

This brief foray into the minor key gives the song a sense of
depth.  It  is  as  if  the  narrator  is  reflecting  on  the  more  complex
emotions behind the joyful journey. For musicians, the Bm chord
can be a bit more challenging than the open chords used earlier,
but it is well worth the effort. The bridge is a reminder that Csny
Marrakesh Express Chords are not just about playing the right
notes—they are about conveying a story.

RHYTHM AND STRUMMING PATTERNS

Chords  alone  do  not  make  a  song;  the  rhythm  is  equally
important.  “Marrakesh  Express”  has  a  distinctive,  upbeat
strumming pattern that mimics the rocking motion of a train.
Guitarists often use a combination of downstrokes and upstrokes
with a steady eighth-note feel, but with accents on the off-beats.
A common pattern is:

Down, down-up, up-down, down-up (repeated)

This  pattern  gives  the  song  its  characteristic  bounce.  The
emphasis on the “and” of each beat creates a syncopated effect
that is both infectious and challenging to master. When you apply
this pattern to the Csny Marrakesh Express Chords, the song
comes alive.  It  is  recommended to start  slowly and gradually

increase the tempo, as the original recording has a brisk, lively
pace.
For  those  who  prefer  fingerpicking,  a  Travis-picking  style  works
wonderfully. You can pluck the bass note of each chord with your
thumb and then brush  the  higher  strings  with  your  fingers.  This
approach  highlights  the  intricate  harmonies  that  CSNY  were
famous for. Whether you strum or pick, the key is to maintain a
steady, driving pulse.

VOICING AND INVERSIONS: MAKING THE CHORDS
SHINE

One of the secrets to the unique sound of the Csny Marrakesh
Express Chords lies in the voicings. Crosby, Stills & Nash were
masters of vocal harmony, but their instrumental arrangements
were equally sophisticated. On the recorded version, the guitar
parts often use open chord voicings with added high strings. For
example, when playing a D major, many guitarists will include the
open B and high E strings, creating a ringing, resonant sound.
Similarly, the G major is often played with the open B string,
adding a shimmering quality.
Piano  players  can  replicate  this  effect  by  using  inversions  that
keep common tones between chords. A D major chord in root
position, followed by a G major chord in second inversion, creates
smooth voice leading. This attention to voicing is what separates
a simple rendition from a professional-sounding one. If you are
transcribing  the  song  for  a  solo  instrument,  consider
experimenting  with  different  chord  shapes  to  find  the  ones  that
ring out most clearly.
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Capo Placement and
Alternative Tunings
Many guitarists find it easier to play “Marrakesh Express” with a
capo on the 2nd fret. This allows them to use open chord shapes
like C, F, and G, which can be more comfortable for some players.
With the capo on the 2nd fret, the chord shapes correspond to
the following actual chords:

C shape = D major
F shape = G major
G shape = A major

This is a popular method for beginners, as the open C and G
shapes  are  among  the  first  chords  most  guitarists  learn.
However, Nash himself often played the song in standard tuning
without a capo, using the D, G, and A shapes directly. Either
approach is valid, and you should choose the one that feels most
natural for your hands.
Some players also experiment with alternate tunings to get a
richer sound. Tuning the guitar to open D (D-A-D-F#-A-D) can
yield a droning, resonant tone that complements the song’s folk-
rock vibe. While not essential, this can be a fun way to explore
new sonic textures while playing the Csny Marrakesh Express
Chords.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND MUSICAL INFLUENCE

“Marrakesh Express” was released in 1969 on the debut album
Crosby, Stills & Nash. The song became an instant hit, reaching
the top 30 on the Billboard Hot 100. At the time, America was
deeply embroiled in the Vietnam War,  and the counterculture
movement  was  seeking  escape,  peace,  and  exploration.  The
song’s  lyrics,  inspired  by  Graham  Nash’s  train  journey  from
Marrakesh to Casablanca, captured a sense of wanderlust and
cultural curiosity.
Musically,  the  song  was  a  departure  from  the  heavier,
psychedelic sounds that dominated the late 1960s. Instead, it
offered a bright, acoustic-driven sound that looked forward to the
singer-songwriter  boom  of  the  1970s.  The  Csny  Marrakesh
Express  Chords  became  a  template  for  aspiring  folk-rock
musicians. Bands from the Eagles to America would later adopt
similar chord progressions and vocal harmonies.
The  song  also  showcased  CSNY’s  ability  to  blend  political
consciousness with personal storytelling. While the lyrics describe
a literal journey, they also hint at a broader search for meaning
and connection. This duality is reflected in the chord progression
itself—cheerful  on  the  surface,  yet  with  moments  of
introspection.

COMMON MISTAKES AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

When learning the Csny Marrakesh Express Chords, there are
a few pitfalls to watch out for. One common mistake is rushing
the  chord  changes.  Because  the  song  is  upbeat,  there  is  a
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temptation  to  play  faster  than  your  fingers  can  comfortably
move.  This  results  in  sloppy  transitions  and  missed  notes.
Instead, practice each change slowly, ensuring that all  strings
ring clearly before increasing your speed.
Another  mistake is  neglecting the dynamics.  The song has a
natural  ebb  and  flow,  with  louder,  more  intense  sections  in  the
chorus and quieter moments in the verses. If you play every part
with the same volume, the song can become monotonous. Pay
attention  to  the  recording  and  notice  how  the  strumming
intensity  varies.  A  lighter  touch  on  the  verses  and  a  more
vigorous attack on the choruses will make your rendition much
more compelling.
Finally,  do not  overlook the rests.  Silence is  as  important  as
sound in this song. Leaving a brief gap between phrases creates
anticipation and makes the chords that follow more impactful.
This is especially true in the transition from the bridge back to the

verse.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING JOY OF PLAYING
MARRAKESH EXPRESS

Learning the Csny Marrakesh Express Chords is more than a
technical exercise—it is an invitation to step into the shoes of one
of rock’s most gifted songwriters. The song’s bright major chords,
its pivot to Em7, and its driving rhythm all  come together to
create  a  piece  that  is  both  timeless  and  endlessly  playable.
Whether you are strumming alone on your porch or performing
with a band, this song never fails to bring a smile to the faces of
those  who  hear  it.  By  understanding  the  chord  choices,  the
voicings, and the rhythmic nuances, you can capture not just the
notes but the spirit of the music. So pick up your guitar, find your
capo, and let the track roll on. The journey is as delightful as the
destination.


