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INTRODUCTION

One  of  the  most  beloved  modern
Christmas carols, "Mary, Did You Know?"
has captured the hearts of millions with
its  poignant  lyrics  and  hauntingly
beautiful  melody.  Whether  you  are  a
beginner  pianist  looking  to  play  for  a
church service or an intermediate player
wanting to add emotional depth to your
performance,  understanding  the  piano
chords  for  Mary  Did  You  Know  is
essential.  This  article  provides  a
thorough  breakdown  of  the  chord
progressions,  voicing  options,  and
performance  tips  that  will  help  you
master this piece on the piano. We will
explore the song’s harmonic structure in
the key of C major (the most common
key  for  worship  settings)  and  offer
practical  advice  for  players  at  every
level.

OVERVIEW OF THE SONG

Written  by  Mark  Lowry  and  Buddy
Greene, "Mary, Did You Know?" poses a
series  of  reflective  questions  to  the
mother  of  Jesus.  The  song is  typically
performed in a slow, worshipful  tempo
(around 70 BPM) and is set in a major
key,  giving  it  a  sense  of  wonder  and
reverence.  While  many  recordings  use
different  keys—such  as  D-flat  or  B-
flat—the  piano  chords  for  Mary  Did
You Know are most easily taught in the

key of C major, which uses only natural
chords and is accessible to beginners.
Before diving into the chords, it helps to
understand the song’s structure:

Verse 1 & 2: 8 bars each,
following a consistent pattern.
Chorus: 8 bars, with a slight lift in
dynamics.
Bridge: 4 bars that modulate or
add tension before the final
chorus.
Tag (optional): A repeated
phrase at the end for emotional
effect.

BASIC CHORDS IN THE KEY OF C
MAJOR

The  foundational  piano  chords  for
Mary Did You Know  in the key of C
major are:

C (C – E – G) – Tonic
G (G – B – D) – Dominant
Am (A – C – E) – Relative minor
F (F – A – C) – Subdominant
Dm (D – F – A) – Supertonic (used
sparingly)
G7 (G – B – D – F) – Dominant
seventh (for tension)

Occasionally, you may see an Em (E – G
– B) in some arrangements. For a pure,
simple version, stick with the five chords
above .  I f  you  a re  p lay ing  fo r  a
congregation or accompanying a singer,
these are all you need.
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VERSE CHORD PROGRESSION

The verses follow a gentle, predictable
pattern.  Here is  the chord progression
for  the  first  verse  (8  bars),  written  in
plain  chord  names:

C – G/B – Am – C/G1.
F – C/E – Dm – G2.
C – G/B – Am – Em/G3.
F – G – C – (hold)4.

Note: Slash chords like G/B mean play a
G major chord but with B as the lowest
note. This creates a smoother bass line.
If you are a beginner, you can ignore the
slash notes and simply play the chord in
root  position.  However,  learning  these
inversions will make your playing sound
much more professional.
For  example,  instead of  C (C-E-G) you
can play C/G (C-E-G but with G in the left
hand bass) or C/E (E in the bass). The
essential  piano chords for Mary Did
You Know  remain the same—only the
bass note changes.

Verse 2 Variation
The  second  verse  uses  the  identical
progression, though some pianists add a
passing chord such as a Gsus4 on the
last beat of bar 7 to create anticipation
for the chorus. The sus4 chord (G – C –
D) resolves back to G major.

CHORUS CHORD PROGRESSION

The chorus  lifts  the  emotional  energy.
Here is the typical progression (8 bars):

F – G – Em – Am1.
F – G – C – (hold)2.
F – G – Em – Am3.
F – G – C – (hold)4.
F – G – Em – A75.
Dm – G – C – C/B6.

Am – G – F – C/E7.
Dm – G – C – (hold)8.

The A7 chord (A – C# – E – G) in bar 5 is
a  secondary  dominant  leading  to  Dm.
This  adds beautiful  color.  If  you are a
beginner, you can substitute A7 with A
minor  (Am)  but  you  will  lose  some
harmonic  interest.  The  overall  piano
chords for Mary Did You Know in the
chorus create a classic I–IV–V–vi pattern
in much of the section.

BRIDGE SECTION

The bridge (often sung as "The blind will
see, the deaf will  hear…") is only four
bars long. It typically modulates or uses
chords from the relative minor to build
intensity. One common arrangement in
C major:

Bb – F/A – Bb – G/B1.
C – Dm – Gsus4 – G2.

The Bb chord (B♭ – D – F) introduces a
flat seventh, which is borrowed from the
C minor scale. This is a classic pop/rock
move  called  a  "flat  VII"  chord.  For  a
simpler version, you can skip the Bb and
stay  on  F  and  C,  but  the  emotional
impact will  be reduced. If  you want to
play the song faithfully, learning the Bb
chord is highly recommended as part of
the piano chords for Mary Did You
Know.

LEFT HAND VOICINGS

While  the  right  hand  plays  the  chord
shapes, the left hand can do much more
than  just  play  root  notes.  Use  these
techniques  to  make  your  performance
fuller:

Single bass note: Play the root of
the chord (e.g., C for C major) on
beat one, then rest.
Octaves: Double the root an
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octave lower for a richer sound.
Broken octaves: Alternate
between root and fifth (e.g., C – G
– C) to keep motion.
Arpeggiated patterns: Roll the
chord upward (e.g., C – E – G – C)
to imitate a harp-like effect.

These left-hand patterns work with every
chord in the song. As you practice piano
chords for Mary Did You Know,  try
each  pattern  separately  before
combining  them.

RIGHT HAND CHORD INVERSIONS

Chord  inversions  keep  the  melody
smooth and avoid large jumps. For this
song,  the  melody  often  outlines  the
chord  tones.  Here  are  recommended
inversions  for  the  verse  chords  in  the
key of C:

C major: Root position (C-E-G) or
first inversion (E-G-C)
G major: First inversion (B-D-G) or
second inversion (D-G-B)
A minor: Root (A-C-E) or first
inversion (C-E-A)
F major: Second inversion (C-F-A)
works well when coming from C

By using inversions, your right hand will
s tay  c lose  to  midd le  C ,  mak ing
transitions easier. This is a key skill when
learning  piano chords for  Mary Did
You Know because the melody moves
stepwise much of the time.

COMMON EMBELLISHMENTS

To  add  depth  without  changing  the
harmony,  incorporate  these  simple
embellishments:

Suspended chords: Replace the
third with a second or fourth. For
example, Csus2 (C-D-G) or Gsus4
(G-C-D). Use them on long held

notes.
Added 9th: Play a Cmaj9 (C-E-G-
D) or Fmaj9 (F-A-C-G). The 9th
adds warmth.
Walking bass lines: Use
chromatic passing tones between
chord roots. For instance, between
C and Am, play G in the bass (C –
G – A).
Syncopation: Play chords on
beats 2 and 4 instead of all four
beats to create a gentle swing feel.

These techniques are especially effective
in  the  chorus  and  br idge.  Many
professional recordings of piano chords
for Mary Did You Know  use at least
one of these embellishments throughout.

TIPS FOR BEGINNERS

If you are just starting out, follow these
steps to master the piano chords for
Mary Did You Know:

Learn each chord in root position1.
first. Practice switching between C,
G, Am, F, and Dm until you can do
it without looking.
Play the verse using only block2.
chords (both hands together) at a
slow tempo. Count out loud.
Once comfortable, use the left3.
hand for single bass notes and the
right hand for chords. Keep it
simple.
Add the melody (if you are playing4.
alone) by playing the top note of
each chord with your right hand
thumb or pinky.
Gradually increase speed to the5.
original tempo (around 70 BPM).
Use a metronome.

Focus  on  one  section  per  practice
session.  Many  learners  find  the  verse
easiest and the bridge most challenging
due to the Bb chord. Be patient.
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TIPS FOR INTERMEDIATE
PLAYERS

If  you  already know the  basic  chords,
you can elevate your performance with
these strategies:

Arpeggiate the left hand in a
broken pattern (e.g., root, fifth,
octave, third) throughout the
verse.
Use chord substitutions:
Replace the Dm with Dm7 (D-F-A-
C) or the G with G7 (G-B-D-F) for a
bluesy touch.
Add passing chords: Between F
and G, insert an F#dim7 (F#-A-C-
Eb) for a chromatic walk.
Change the key: Try transposing
the piano chords for Mary Did
You Know into D major or Eb
major to match a singer’s range.

This will deepen your
understanding of harmony.
Play the melody with your
right hand while using closed
voicing chords in the left hand
(e.g., root and third in the left,
melody in right).

PERFORMANCE AND WORSHIP
CONTEXT

This  song  is  frequently  performed  in
churches during Advent and Christmas.
A few practical considerations:

Pace: Let the chords ring; do not
chop them short. Use the sustain
pedal sparingly to avoid
muddiness.
Dynamic arc: Verses are soft
(piano), chorus is louder (mezzo-
forte), bridge can build to forte,
then drop back for the final verse.


