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THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF “OLD
MAN” AND ITS
GUITAR TAB

There  are  songs  that
define an era, and then
there  are  songs  that
seem to  exist  outside
of  time  entirely.  Neil
Young’s  “Old  Man,”
from  his  iconic  1972
album Harvest,  is  one
such  t rack .  I t  i s  a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
u n d e r s t a t e d
storytelling,  a  quiet
reflection  on  aging,
loneliness,  and  the
universal  search  for
c o n n e c t i o n .  F o r
decades,  guitarists  of

all  skill  levels  have
been  drawn  to  i t s
gentle  melody  and
poignant  lyrics.  While
the  song  appears
simple on the surface,
the  Old  Man  Nei l
Young  guitar  tab
reveals a subtlety and
nuance that make it a
rewarding  piece  to
learn and master. This
article  will  serve  as
your  comprehensive
g u i d e  t o
understanding, playing,
and  truly  feeling  this
classic  tune.  We  will
break down the chord
structures,  the  iconic
fingerpicking  pattern,
and the unique tuning
that gives the song its
s igna tu re  sound .
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Whether  you  are  a
beginner  picking up a
guitar for the first time
or  an  exper ienced
player looking to add a
timeless piece to your
repertoire,  exploring
the  intricacies  of  the
Old Man Neil Young
guitar tab is a journey
well worth taking.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF “OLD
MAN”

Before  diving  into  the
technical  aspects  of
the  guitar  tab,  it  is
essential to understand
the  song's  heart.  Neil
Young wrote “Old Man”
whi le  l iv ing  on  his
ranch  in  Northern
California.  The  song
was  insp i red  by  a
conversation  with  the
ranch’s  caretaker,  a
man  much  older  than
Y o u n g ,  w h o
commented  on  the
similarities  between
their lives despite their

age  difference.  The
lyrics,  “Old  man,  look
at my life, I’m a lot like
you  were,”  capture  a
moment  of  profound
empathy  and  sel f -
reflection.  This
emotional core is what
makes  the  song  so
powerful, and it is what
any  guitarist  should
keep  in  mind  while
p lay ing .  The  best
renditions  of  the  “Old
Man” guitar tab are not
j u s t  t e c h n i c a l l y
accurate; they are felt.
The  gentle,  almost
conversational  vocal
melody  is  mirrored
perfectly by the guitar,
which  acts  as  both  a
rhythmic and harmonic
f o u n d a t i o n .
Understanding  this
connection  between
the  lyrical  theme  and
the  i ns t rumenta l
arrangement  is  the
first step to playing the
song correctly.
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THE ESSENTIAL
TUNING: THE
SECRET TO THE
SOUND

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
common  mistakes
guitarists  make  when
approaching  the  Old
Man  Ne i l  Young
guitar tab is playing it
in  standard  tuning.
W h i l e  y o u  c a n
technical ly  p lay  a
version of the song this
way, you will miss the
rich,  resonant  quality
t h a t  m a k e s  t h e
recording  so  special.
Neil  Young  famously
tunes his guitar down a
full step. The tuning is
D G C F A D (from low
to high string). This is
often  referred  to  as
" D o u b l e  D r o p  D "
though it is actually a
full  step  down  from
standard (E A D G B E)
with  the  6th  str ing
dropped  another  step
to  D.  Wait,  let's  be

precise for the tab. For
“Old Man,”  the tuning
is consistently D-G-C-F-
A-D. This shifting down
o f  a l l  s i x  s t r i n g s
accompl ishes  two
things.  First,  it  lowers
the overall pitch of the
gui tar ,  g iv ing  the
chords a warmer, more
mellow sound. Second,
it  subtly  changes  the
tension of  the strings,
making  the  specific
fingerpicking  pattern
used in the song easier
to  execute  and  more
resonant.  When  you
search for an accurate
Old Man Neil Young
guitar  tab,  the  very
first line should instruct
you to tune your guitar
to  this  configuration.
Skipping  this  step  is
like  trying  to  paint  a
masterpiece  using  the
wrong  co lors .  The
e s s e n t i a l  s o n i c
character of the song is
lost.
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How to
Tune
Your
Guitar for
“Old
Man”

Start with your1.
Low E string
(6th string):
Tune it down a
whole step to D.
You can use a
tuner or
reference a D
note on another
instrument.
Next, the A2.
string (5th
string): Tune it
down a whole
step to G.
Then, the D3.
string (4th

string): Tune it
down a whole
step to C.
Now, the G4.
string (3rd
string): Tune it
down a whole
step to F.
After that, the5.
B string (2nd
string): Tune it
down a whole
step to A.
Finally, the6.
high E string
(1st string):
Tune it down a
whole step to D.

O n c e  y o u  h a v e
finished,  your  strings
s h o u l d  s o u n d
noticeably  looser.  Do
not be alarmed if they
feel a bit floppy; this is
n o r m a l .  T h i s
alternative  tuning  is
what  gives  the  Old
Man  Ne i l  Young
guitar tab its distinct,
o p e n - s o u n d i n g
character. It allows for
the  beautiful,  ringing
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chords  that  weave
through  the  entire
song.

BREAKING DOWN
THE CHORD
PROGRESSION

With your guitar now in
D G C F A D tuning, the
chord  shapes  a re
s u r p r i s i n g l y
approachable.  The
beauty of the Old Man
Neil  Young  guitar
tab lies in its simplicity
and the space between
the  notes.  The  main
progression is built  on
a  f e w  o p e n  c h o r d
shapes that are played
wi th  a  cons i s tent
fingerpicking  pattern.
The  key  chords  you
need to learn are:

D Chord
(Shape): In this
tuning, a
standard D chord
shape (x x 0 2 3
2) is no longer a
D chord. The "D"

chord in the tab
is actually played
as a simple open
chord. Place your
index finger on
the 2nd fret of
the G string
(which is now
tuned to F), your
middle finger on
the 2nd fret of
the high E string
(now tuned to D),
and your ring
finger on the 3rd
fret of the B
string (now
tuned to A).
Strum all six
strings. This
shape produces
a rich, resonant
D major chord.
A Chord
(Shape): Use a
standard A major
shape, but
shifted. Place
your index finger
on the 2nd fret of
the D string
(tuned to C),
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your middle
finger on the 2nd
fret of the G
string (tuned to
F), and your ring
finger on the 2nd
fret of the B
string (tuned to
A). Again, you
can strum all six
strings for a full
sound. This gives
you an A major
chord.
G Chord
(Shape): This is
a bit more
unique. Place
your index finger
on the 2nd fret of
the A string
(tuned to G),
your middle
finger on the 2nd
fret of the high E
string (tuned to
D), and your ring
finger on the 3rd
fret of the low E
string (tuned to
D). Strum all six
strings. This

shape is
essentially a G
major chord with
a low D drone
note. This is a
signature sound
of the Old Man
Neil Young
guitar tab.

These three chords—D,
A,  and  G—form  the
harmonic  backbone  of
the  entire  song.  The
verses  and  choruses
alternate  between
t h e m ,  c r e a t i n g  a
gentle,  pastoral  feel.
When you look at any
reliable Old Man Neil
Young  guitar  tab,
you  wi l l  see  these
three shapes repeated
throughout  the  entire
song.

THE SIGNATURE
FINGERPICKING
PATTERN

The rhythmic engine of
t h e  s o n g  i s  a
consistent,  rol l ing
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fingerpicking  pattern.
This is where the true
character  of  the  Old
Man  Ne i l  Young
guitar tab shines. The
pattern  is  steady  and
hypnotic, acting as the
heartbeat of the song.
It is usually played with
the thumb handling the
bass  notes  (the  6th,
5th,  and  4th  strings)
and the index, middle,
and  ring  fingers
handling  the  treble
strings  (the  3rd,  2nd,
and  1st  str ings).  A
common  pattern  that
works for the D and A
chords  i s :  Thumb
(bass  note),  Index
(3rd  string),  Middle
(2nd  string),  Index
(3rd  string) .  This
produces  a  “boom-
c h i c k - c h i c k - c h i c k ”
rhythm.  For  the  G
chord, the pattern may
shift  slightly,  but  the
underly ing  rol l ing
motion  remains  the
same.  The  key  is  to

keep  it  relaxed  and
cons i s ten t .  Many
tablature  versions  of
the  Old  Man  Nei l
Young  guitar  tab
provide  the  specific
plucking order for each
chord,  but  the  most
important factor is the
feel.  It  should  sound
l i k e  a  g e n t l e
conversation  between
the  bass  and  treble
strings.  Practice  this
pattern slowly, without
changing  chords,  until
i t  becomes  muscle
memory.  Then,  and
only  then,  should  you
start adding the chord
changes. The simplicity
o f  t h e  p a t t e r n  i s
deceptive;  its  power
c o m e s  f r o m  i t s
unwavering, meditative
quality.

Essential
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Playing
Tips for

the Tab
Focus on
Dynamics: Neil
Young is a
master of
dynamics. The
verses are
generally softer,
while the chorus
has a slight lift.
Do not play
every note at the
same volume.
Let the music
breathe. A good
Old Man Neil
Young guitar
tab will often
indicate dynamic
changes.
Listen to the
Original
Recording: No
amount of
written tab can

replace the
nuance of the
recording. Listen
to the song on a
good pair of
headphones and
listen to the way
Neil’s guitar
interacts with his
voice. The guitar
is not just a
backing track; it
is a partner in
the conversation.
Pay Attention
to the Bass
Notes: The
thumb is the
engine. The
choice of which
bass note to
pluck (the root of
the chord or the
fifth) is crucial.
The tab will
guide you, but
your ear is the
best judge. The
alternating bass
notes are what
give the song its
forward
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momentum.
Don't Rush: The
song is slow.
Very slow. Most
beginners rush
through it. Force
yourself to play it
at a slower
tempo than you
think you need
to. The beauty is
in the space
between the
notes. A
metronome can
be helpful, but
learning to feel
the internal pulse
of the song is
even better.

THE SOLO: A
LESSON IN
MELODIC
SIMPLICITY

The guitar solo in “Old
Man”  i s  a  pe r fec t
example  of  "less  is
m o r e . "  I t  i s  n o t  a
flashy,  technical
display. Instead, it is a

s i m p l e ,  m e l o d i c
statement  that  could
almost  be  sung.  The
solo primarily uses the
D  major  pentatonic
scale,  played  high  up
the neck on the B and
high  E  strings.  When
you  find  a  complete
Old Man Neil Young
guitar  tab,  the  solo
s e c t i o n  w i l l  l o o k
sparse. It consists of a
few bent  notes  and a
gentle  run  down  the
s c a l e .  T h e  m o s t
challenging part is not
t h e  s p e e d  o r  t h e
complexity,  but  the
phrasing.  Neil  Young's
vocal-like  bends  and
the  pauses  between
notes  are  what  give
the  solo  its  emotional
weight.  Practice  the
solo  by  singing  it  first.
I f  you  can  sing  the
melody, you can play it
on  the  guitar.  This  is
t h e  e s s e n c e  o f
connecting  with  the
music.  The  solo  is  a
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perfect counterpoint to
the  steady,  repetitive
fingerpicking pattern of
the verses, providing a
moment of release and
reflection.

COMMON
MISTAKES AND
HOW TO AVOID
THEM

When learning the Old
Man  Ne i l  Young
guitar  tab ,  many
guitarists fall into a few
common  traps.  The
first  and  most
significant  is  playing in
standard  tuning.  As
m e n t i o n e d ,  t h i s
fundamentally changes
the sound and feel  of
the  song.  The  second
mistake is  playing the
c h o r d s  t o o
p e r c u s s i v e l y .  I n
standard  tuning,  a
sharp attack can sound
g o o d ,  b u t  i n  t h e
lowered tuning of  this
song, a gentle, almost
l a n g u i d  t o u c h  i s

required. Think of it as
coaxing the sound out
of  the  guitar  rather
than forcing it. A third
mistake  is  neglecting
the thumb. The picking
pattern should be fluid,
and the thumb should
maintain  a  steady,
a l m o s t  h y p n o t i c
rhythm.  Many  players
try to make the pattern
too  complex,  adding
extra  fingerings  or
fancy rolls. Stick to the
basic  pattern.  The
fourth common error is
not  listening  to  the
original  song  enough.
The  written  Old  Man
Neil  Young  guitar
tab is a map, but the
r e c o r d i n g  i s  t h e
territory.  The  subtle
bends ,  the  s l i gh t
rubato  (pushing  and
pulling the tempo), and
the  overall  feel  can
only be internalized by
listening. Finally, many
players  give  up  too
quickly  because  the
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l o w  t u n i n g  f e e l s
strange.  Give  it  time.
Spend ten minutes just
playing  open  strings
and chords in the new
t u n i n g  t o  g e t
comfortable  with  the
looser tension and the
new sonic possibilities.

THE LYRICAL AND
EMOTIONAL
CONNECTION

Ultimately,  the  best
reason to learn the Old
Man  Ne i l  Young
g u i t a r  t a b  i s  t o
connect with the song
on a deeper level. This
i s  a  s o n g  a b o u t
empathy, memory, and
the passage of time. As
you  play  the  chords
and  finger  the  notes,
think  about  the  story

y o u  a r e  t e l l i n g .
I m a g i n e  t h e
conversation  between
the  younger  Neil  and
the  old  caretaker.  Let
the  emotion  of  the
lyrics  influence  your
touch  on  the  strings.
When you play the line
"Old man,  look at  my
life,"  let  your  pick  or
fingers  be  a  little
softer. When you reach
the chorus, "Love lost,
such a cost," let a little
more weight come into
y o u r  s t r u m .  T h e
technical  aspects  of
the  tab  are  just  the
scaffolding.  The  real
structure  is  built  from
t h e  m e a n i n g  y o u
project into the music.
The  Old  Man  Neil
Young  guitar  tab


