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THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF THE
JOHN LENNON
IMAGINE CHORD
PROGRESSION

F e w  s o n g s  i n  t h e
history  of  popular
music  have  achieved
t h e  u n i v e r s a l
r e c o g n i t i o n  a n d
emotional resonance of
J o h n  L e n n o n ' s
"Imagine." Released in
1971,  the  track  has
become an anthem for
peace, a call for unity,
a n d  a  s t a p l e  o f
c o u n t l e s s  p i a n o
benches  and  guitar
stands  around  the
world. While the song's

l y r i c a l  v i s i o n  i s
undeniably  powerful,
the musical foundation
upon which it  rests  is
just as compelling. The
John Lennon Imagine
chord progression  is
a  m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
s i m p l i c i t y ,
demonstrating  that
profound  beauty  does
not  require  technical
c o m p l e x i t y .  F o r
aspiring musicians and
seasoned  songwriters
alike,  understanding
this progression is like
unlocking a secret door
t o  t i m e l e s s
composition.  It  is  a
sequence  of  chords
t h a t  f e e l s  b o t h
i n e v i t a b l e  a n d
revolutionary, a perfect
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marriage  of  musical
theory and raw human
emotion.
What makes the John
Lennon  Imagine
chord progression so
capt iva t ing  i s  i t s
d e c e p t i v e
straightforwardness.  It
does not rely on jarring
m o d u l a t i o n s  o r
c o m p l e x  j a z z
extensions  to  convey
its message. Instead, it
uses  a  gentle,  almost
c o n v e r s a t i o n a l
harmonic  language
that mirrors the song's
p lea  for  a  s impler
world. The progression
is  primarily  built  on a
few fundamental major
chords,  yet  the  way
they are arranged and
voiced creates a sense
of  gent le  fo rward
mot ion  and  open-
ended  possibility.  The
famous  opening  piano
riff,  played  by  Lennon
himself  on a Steinway
g r a n d  p i a n o ,

introduces the listener
to  a  world  of  musical
space  and  c lar i ty,
inviting them to lean in
and listen closely.

DECONSTRUCTING
THE CORE
PROGRESSION

At its  heart,  the John
Lennon  Imagine
chord progression  is
an exercise in elegant
restraint.  The  song  is
written in the key of C
major,  a  key  that  is
naturally  open  and
bright  on  both  piano
and  guitar.  The  core
progression that forms
the verse is a cycle of
three chords: C, F, and
G .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e
specific  voicings  and
the order in which they
are  played  are  what
g i v e  t h e  s o n g  i t s
unique  character.  The
verse primarily follows
a  pattern  where  a  C
major chord is followed
by  an  F  major  chord,
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but with a crucial twist:
the  F  chord  is  often
played  as  an  Fmaj7,
which adds a sense of
l o n g i n g  a n d
sophistication.  The
progress ion  then
resolves  briefly  to  a  G
chord before returning
to C.
Let's  break  down  the
specific  movement.
The  song  famously
begins  on  a  C  major
chord,  held  for  four
beats. It then moves to
a G/B chord (G major
with a B in the bass),
which  creates  a  fluid
bass line moving from
C up to B, then to A on
the next chord. This is
not  a  simple  block-
chord progression; it is
a  carefully  crafted
harmonic journey.  The
full  verse  progression
can be seen as C | G/B
| Am | Am/G | Dm/F |
Fmaj7 | C/E | Dm7 | C.
For the uninitiated, this
looks complex, but the

emotional  takeaway is
o n e  o f  s m o o t h ,
c o n v e r s a t i o n a l
movement.  The  bass
line  descends  gently
f r o m  C  t o  B  t o  A ,
creat ing  a  natural
sense  of  gravity  and
ease, before the Fmaj7
c h o r d  o p e n s  t h e
harmony  up  l ike  a
window.

The
Iconic
Piano
Intro: A
Lesson in
Voicing
The  most  instantly
recognizable  element
of  the  John  Lennon
I m a g i n e  c h o r d
progression  is  the
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piano introduction. This
intro is not just a series
o f  c h o r d s ;  i t  i s  a
complete  musica l
statement.  Lennon
plays a ringing C major
c h o r d ,  l e t t i n g  i t
sustain. He then plays
a single G note in the
bass,  followed by a C
major chord in a higher
octave.  This  call-and-
response  between  the
low bass note and the
higher,  fuller  chord
creates  a  sense  of
anticipation.  The  intro
establishes the key and
the  mood  before  the
first verse even begins.
This technique of using
a  simple,  open  chord
and a single bass note
is a powerful lesson in
dynamics and space. It
tells the listener to be
quiet,  to  l isten,  to
imagine. The choice of
voicing—avoiding  the
third  of  the  chord  in
t h e  h i g h e s t
register—gives  the

sound  an  ethereal,
a lmost  hymn- l i ke
quality.
When you listen to the
int ro  c lose ly ,  you
notice the use of a C/G
chord (C major with a
G in the bass). This is a
key component of  the
John Lennon Imagine
chord progression. It
is a chord with no third
in  the  bass,  which
makes it feel open and
ambiguous. It is neither
fully  happy  nor  fully
s a d ;  i t  i s  s i m p l y
present.  This  use  of
suspended  and  open
voicings  throughout
the song contributes to
its  timeless,  universal
appeal.  It  avoids  the
specific emotional color
of a minor chord or the
forced  resolution  of  a
dominant  seventh,
creating  a  harmonic
space that feels like a
blank  canvas  for  the
listener's  own  hopes
and  dreams.
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WHY THIS
PROGRESSION
WORKS SO
EFFECTIVELY

From  a  music  theory
perspective,  the  John
Lennon  Imagine
chord progression  is
a  brilliant  example  of
using diatonic harmony
in  a  non-rigid  way.
Diatonic  chords  are
chords  that  naturally
occur  within  a  given
key. In C major, these
are  C,  Dm,  Em,  F,  G,
Am, and Bdim. Lennon
uses these chords, but
h e  a v o i d s  t h e
expected,  c l ichéd
progressions.  Instead
of the common I-IV-V-I
(C-F-G-C)  which  can
sound like a repetitive
loop, he uses a I-vi-IV-V
progression (C-Am-F-G)
b u t  w i t h  c l e v e r
inversions.  The use of
passing  chords  and
inversions—like  the
G / B  a n d  t h e

A m / G — c r e a t e s  a
gentle, cascading bass
line  that  makes  the
harmony feel as if it is
flowing  downhill  with
grace.
Another  reason  the
progress ion  i s  so
effective  is  its  use  of
the  Fmaj7  chord.  The
F m a j 7  ( F - A - C - E )
c o n t a i n s  a  m a j o r
seventh  interval  (E  to
F ) ,  w h i c h  h a s  a
shimmering,  slightly
unresolved  quality.
This chord acts as the
emotional  peak of  the
verse,  providing  a
sense of lift  and hope
be fo re  t he  mus i c
gently descends again.
The  movement  from
the Fmaj7 back to the
C/E (C major with an E
in the bass) creates a
sense  of  harmonic
completeness.  It  feels
like a deep breath. The
John Lennon Imagine
chord progression  is
not  about  surprising
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t h e  l i s t e n e r  w i t h
dissonant clashes; it is
about  rewarding  them
with  gentle,  logical
resolutions  that  feel
deeply satisfying on a
subconscious level.

The Role
of the
Bridge
(Middle
Eight)
T h e  b r i d g e  o f
"Imagine,"  beginning
with the line "Imagine
no  possess ions , "
introduces a slight shift
in the progression that
adds  dramatic  weight.
H e r e ,  L e n n o n
modulates  briefly  to
the key of A minor, the
relative  minor  of  C
major .  The  chords
move to an Fmaj7 | G |

C | C/E | Fmaj7 | G | C |
C / B b  |  F  |  G .  T h e
inclusion  of  the  C/Bb
chord (C major with a
Bb  in  the  bass)  is  a
brilliant touch. The Bb
note  is  outside  the
s tandard  C  ma jo r
scale;  it  is  a  "flat
seven"  borrowed from
the parallel  minor key
(C minor). This sudden,
subtle  chromatic  shift
creates  a  moment  of
tension  and  longing
t h a t  p e r f e c t l y
underscores the lyrical
shift  towards  a  more
challenging ideal.  It  is
a small, almost hidden
detail that elevates the
entire  song  from  a
s imple  bal lad  to  a
pro found  mus ica l
statement.
This  borrowing  from
the  minor  key  is  a
classic  songwriting
trick used to add depth
without  complexity.
The  John  Lennon
I m a g i n e  c h o r d
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progression  in  the
bridge shows Lennon's
intuitive understanding
of how to use harmonic
c o l o r  t o  p a i n t  a n
emotional picture. The
C/Bb chord feels like a
moment  of  doubt  or
questioning,  which
makes  the  return  to
the  br ight,  open  C
major chord in the final
v e r s e  f e e l  l i k e  a
reaffirmation  of  hope.
I t  i s  t h i s  j o u r n e y
through  l ight  and
shadow,  all  within  a
v e r y  s t r u c t u r e d
harmonic  framework,
that makes the song so
enduring.

HOW TO PLAY THE
PROGRESSION ON
PIANO AND
GUITAR

For  those  looking  to
learn the John Lennon
I m a g i n e  c h o r d
progression, the good
n e w s  i s  t h a t  i t  i s
accessible to players of

almost  any  level.  On
the piano, the key is to
focus  on  the  smooth
voice  leading.  The
chords are played in a
c lose ,  m id - range
voicing. The right hand
often  plays  the  chord
in  its  root  position,
while  the  left  hand
plays  the  bass  note
that  defines  the
inversion. For example,
for the G/B chord, the
left hand plays B, while
the right hand plays a
s tandard  G  ma jo r
chord.  Practicing  the
s l o w ,  d e l i b e r a t e
movement  between
these  positions  is  the
key  to  capturing  the
song's meditative feel.

For Piano
Beginners: Start
with just the
basic block
chords: C, F, and
G. Play them in a
slow, steady
rhythm. Focus on
making each



8

8 John Lennon Imagine Chord
Progression

2024-02-23

chord ring
clearly. Once you
have that, try
adding the Fmaj7
by lifting your
thumb from the F
chord to play the
E note.
For Guitar
Players: The
song is famously
played in the key
of C, using open
chords. The
standard
progression uses
a C chord
(x32010), a G/B
(x20003 or
320003 with a B
in the bass), an
Am (x02210),
and an Fmaj7
(xx3210). The
key is to let each
chord ring fully
before moving to
the next. A capo
is not necessary.
Focus on
Dynamics: The
magic of this

progression is in
the touch. Play
softly, with a
gentle legato
(smooth)
connection
between chords.
The song
breathes
because of the
space Lennon
left between the
phrases.

THE LEGACY
AND
INFLUENCE
OF THE
PROGRESSIO
N

T h e  J o h n
L e n n o n
Imagine  chord
progression has
influenced
c o u n t l e s s
songwriters  and
musicians.  Its
combination  of
d i a t o n i c
simplicity  with
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s o p h i s t i c a t e d
v o i c i n g  h a s
b e c o m e  a
template  for  the
"power  ballad"
a n d  t h e
"anthemic  folk
song."  The  idea
that  a  song  can
be  harmonically
s i m p l e  y e t
e m o t i o n a l l y
pro found  i s  a
l e s s o n  t h a t
a r t i s t s  f r o m
Coldplay to U2 to
A d e l e  h a v e
clearly  taken  to
h e a r t .  T h e
specific  use  of
the  Fmaj7  as  a
color  chord  has
become a staple
of  modern  pop
music. While the
song  itself  is  a
u n i q u e
masterpiece,  the
h a r m o n i c
language it  uses
has become part
o f  t he  g l oba l

m u s i c a l
vocabulary.
B e y o n d  i t s
t e c h n i c a l
influence,  the
progression  is  a
testament to the
power of musical
restraint.  In  an
e r a  o f
i n c r e a s i n g l y
c o m p l e x
production  and
s o n g w r i t i n g ,
"Imagine" stands
as  a  reminder
that less is often
more.  The  John
L e n n o n
Imagine  chord
p r o g r e s s i o n
does  not  show
off;  it  serves  the
song. It creates a
c o n t a i n e r
spacious  enough
f o r  L e n n o n ' s
p o w e r f u l ,
vulnerable  vocal
performance and
his utopian lyrics.
The  chords  do
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not distract; they
support.  This  is
the ultimate goal
o f  a n y  g r e a t
c h o r d
progression:  to
be  so  perfectly
su i ted  to  the
melody and lyrics
that it feels as if
i t  has  a lways
existed,  l ike  a
natural  law  of
m u s i c .  T h e
h a r m o n y  o f
"Imagine"  is  not
just  a  collection
of notes; it is an
inv i t a t i on  t o
dream.

CONCLUSION:
A SIMPLE
SEQUENCE, A
PROFOUND
EFFECT

In  the  end,  the
John  Lennon
Imagine  chord
progression is a
b e a u t i f u l
paradox.  It  is  a

s e q u e n c e  o f
chords  that  is
both  incredibly
simple  to  learn
and  infinitely
profound  in  its
e m o t i o n a l
impact.  I t  is  a
lesson  in  the
power  of  space,
the  art  of  voice
leading,  and the
courage to  write
s i m p l y  a n d
honestly. For any
musician, from a
c o m p l e t e
b e g i n n e r
strumming  their
first  open  chords
to  a  seasoned
p r o f e s s i o n a l
l o o k i n g  f o r
i n s p i r a t i o n ,
study ing  th is
progression  is  a
r e w a r d i n g
experience.  It  is
a  reminder  that
the  greatest  art
o f t e n  c o m e s
from  the  most
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h u m b l e
beginnings.  The
single piano note
that  opens  the
song, followed by
t h a t  g e n t l e ,
cascading  chord,

i s  n o t  j u s t  a
musical moment;
it  is  a  doorway
in to  a  be t te r
world, a world we
are all invited to
imagine.


