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THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF "A CASE
OF YOU": A
GUITARIST'S GUIDE
TO JONI
MITCHELL'S
CHORD
MASTERPIECE

F e w  s o n g s  i n  t h e
m o d e r n  s i n g e r -
songwr i ter  canon
p o s s e s s  t h e  r a w
emotional  gravity  and
h a r m o n i c
sophistication  of  Joni
Mitchell's  "A  Case  of
You." Released in 1971
on her landmark album
Blue,  this  track  has
b e c o m e  a  r i t e  o f
passage  for  guitarists

seeking to explore the
intersection  of  poetry,
melody,  and  complex
yet  accessible  chord
structures.  Learning
the  Joni  Mitchell  A
Case of You chords is
not simply a technical
exe r c i se ;  i t  i s  an
i n v i t a t i o n  t o
understand  how  a
masterful  artist  used
alternate  tunings  and
voicings  to  create  a
soundscape  that  feels
both intimate and vast.
In  this  comprehensive
guide,  we  will  unpack
the  song's  harmonic
DNA, explore its unique
tunings,  and  provide
actionable  t ips  for
playing it authentically.
Whether  you  are  a
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seasoned folk guitarist
or  a curious beginner,
d i v ing  i n to  these
chords  wil l  deepen
your  appreciation  for
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
beautifully  crafted
songs of the twentieth
century.

THE CONTEXT
BEHIND THE
CHORDS: "BLUE"
AND BEYOND

Before  we  place  our
fingers  on  the
fretboard, it is essential
to  understand  the
context  from  which
these chords emerged.
"A  Case  of  You"  was
written during a period
of  intense  personal
upheaval  for  Mitchell.
The album Blue, widely
regarded as a magnum
o p u s ,  c h r o n i c l e s
hear tb reak ,  se l f -
d i s c o v e r y ,  a n d
vulnerability. The song
itself is a meditation on
a  love  that  is  both

i n t o x i c a t i n g  a n d
painful—"I  could  drink
a case of you, darling,
and I would still be on
my feet."
Musically, Mitchell was
a pioneer of alternative
guitar  tunings.  She
often  detuned  her
gu i tar  to  produce
richer,  more  resonant
intervals that standard
tuning could not easily
replicate.  For  "A  Case
of  You,"  she  employs
an open D tuning (D A
D F# A D, low to high),
a l t h o u g h  m a n y
transcriptions  and
performances  have
adapted  it  to  other
t u n i n g s  o r  e v e n
standard tuning with a
capo.  Understanding
this  tuning  is  the  first
step  to  truly  grasping
the  Joni  Mitchell  A
Case of You chords.
The  open  D  tuning
gives the guitar a lush,
d r o n i n g  q u a l i t y ,
allowing  chord  shapes
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that  are  dist inct ly
different  from  typical
folk  patterns.

BREAKING DOWN
THE CHORD
SHAPES: VERSE
AND CHORUS

The  song's  harmonic
structure is deceptively
simple.  It  primarily
revolves around a few
key  chords,  but  the
vo ic ings  M i tche l l
chooses  a re  what
create  its  signature
emotional pull. In open
D  tuning,  the  chord
shapes  are  essentially
b a r r e  o r  s l i d e
configurations  that
leverage  the  open
strings.  Let's  examine
the core progression.

The Verse
Progressi

on
The verse traditionally
begins with a variation
of  the D major  chord.
In open D tuning, the D
chord is simply all  six
strings  played  open.
This  is  the  "home"
c h o r d ,  p u r e  a n d
ringing.  From  there,
the progression moves
to  a  G  major  shape,
which  is  achieved  by
barring the fifth fret (or
sometimes  the  fourth
fret  depending on the
p a r t i c u l a r
arrangement).  The
transition  from  the
open D to the G shape
c r e a t e s  a  l i f t i n g
motion,  reflecting  the
lyrical  journey  from
i n t r o s p e c t i o n  t o
outward expression.

D major (open):
000000 (play all
strings open)
G major: 5 5 5 5
5 5 (barre at the
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fifth fret) or
sometimes a
partial shape at
the fourth fret.
Many players use
a simplified
version: 5 5 5 5 4
4.
A major: Barre
at the seventh
fret (7 7 7 7 7 7)
or a two-finger
shape: 7 7 7 7 9
9.

These  three  chords
form the  backbone  of
the  verses.  However,
Mitchell  often  adds
s u b t l e
embellishments—ham
mer-ons,  pull-offs,  and
slides—that  give  the
progression  a  fluid,
conversational feel. For
example,  she  might
slide from the D open
to  a  G  shape  on  the
fifth fret during the line
"Oh,  I  could  drink  a
case of you."

The
Chorus
and Its
Emotional
Lift
The  chorus  introduces
a shift in tonal center.
The lyrics "I would still
be  on  my  feet"  are
underp inned  by  a
move  toward  the  IV
chord (G) and then to a
B  minor  voicing.  In
open  D  tuning,  a  B
minor chord can be a
c h a l l e n g e .  O n e
common  shape  is  to
barre  at  the  second
f r e t  a n d  u s e  t h e
s e c o n d  a n d  t h i r d
fingers  to  create  the
minor  third  interval.
Alternatively,  players
often stay in the same
hand  posi t ion  and
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simply  modify  the  G
shape  slightly.  The
emotional  impact  of
the chorus comes from
this  slight  harmonic
instability—the B minor
fee ls  unreso lved,
mirroring  the  song's
lyrical tension between
devotion and pain.

Verse: D → G →1.
A
Chorus: D → G →2.
Bm → A (or
variations)

It is important to note
that  Mitchell's  own
performances  vary;
she  sometimes  omits
the  Bm in  favor  of  a
sustained G or a more
complex  voicing.  The
beauty of learning Joni
Mitchell  A  Case  of
You  chords  is  that
there  i s  no  s ing le
"correct" version. Many
guitarists  adapt  the
progression  to  their
o w n  s t y l e  w h i l e
respecting  the  core

harmonic  movement.

ALTERNATE
TUNINGS AND
CAPO OPTIONS
FOR STANDARD
TUNING

Not everyone wants to
re-tune their  guitar  to
open D, especially in a
l ive  sett ing  where
switching songs quickly
i s  n e c e s s a r y .
Fortunately, "A Case of
You" can be played in
standard tuning with a
capo  placed  at  the
second fret. When you
capo at the second fret
and  use  the  same
chord shapes from the
key of  D (standard D,
G ,  A ,  B m ) ,  y o u
effectively  transpose
the song into the key
of E, which is easier for
m a n y  g u i t a r i s t s .
However,  the  open-
string  resonance  is
lost,  and  the  chord
qua l i t i e s  change
slightly.  To  preserve
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the  song's  essence,
some  guitarists  use  a
drop D tuning (D A D G
B E) which allows for a
similar  droning  low  D
string  while  keeping
the top strings mostly
standard.
For  those  determined
to  master  the  original
tuning, the rewards are
immense. The open D
tuning  gives  every
chord  a  shimmering,
a l m o s t  h a r p - l i k e
quality.  The  interplay
between  the  open
strings  and  fretted
notes  creates  r ich
o v e r t o n e s  t h a t
standard tuning cannot
replicate.  When  you
strum  a  D  major  in
open tuning,  the  note
rings with an ethereal
sustain  that  perfectly
complements Mitchell's
ethereal vocal delivery.

STRUMMING AND
FINGERPICKING

PATTERNS

Understanding  the
chord  shapes  is  only
half the battle. To truly
capture the spirit of "A
Case of You," you must
a l so  cons ider  the
rhythm and technique.
Mitchell's playing style
i s  a  h y b r i d  o f
fingerpicking  and
gentle strumming. She
often  uses  her  thumb
to  hit  the  bass  notes
(the low D string) while
her  index  and  middle
fingers pluck the treble
strings  in  a  pattern
t h a t  s u g g e s t s  a
heartbeat.

A Basic
Fingerpic
king
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Pattern
Try this pattern, which
is  a  common  starting
p o i n t  f o r  m a n y
guitarists  tackling  this
song. Place your thumb
on  the  low  D  string
(open) and your fingers
on  the  second,  third,
and  fourth  strings  (A,
D, F#). The pattern is:

Thumb (bass D) –
Index (G string) –
Middle (A string)
– Index (G string)
Then move to
the G chord
shape and
repeat.
Add occasional
hammer-ons on
the B string
(second string)
for
ornamentation.

This  pattern,  while
simple,  allows  you  to
focus on the emotional
dynamic  of  the  chord

c h a n g e s .  A s  y o u
b e c o m e  m o r e
comfortable,  you  can
i n t r o d u c e  m o r e
complex patterns, such
as Travis picking with a
syncopated  bass  line.
Many  tutorials  online
demonstrate  specific
patterns  used  in  the
original  recording.
However,  do  not  feel
constrained—improvisa
t ion  i s  par t  o f  the
song's charm.

COMMON
CHALLENGES AND
HOW TO
OVERCOME THEM

Even  exper ienced
guitarists  encounter
difficulties  with  the
Joni Mitchell A Case
of You chords. One of
the  most  common
challenges is the barre
chords in open tuning.
The  G  and  A  shapes
require  a  firm  barre
across  all  six  strings,
which can be fatiguing.



8

8 Joni Mitchell A Case Of You
Chords

2024-09-18

Here are a few tips:

Use light
strings: Lighter
gauge strings
(e.g., .011s)
reduce finger
tension and
make barre
chords easier.
Adjust your
thumb
position: Place
your thumb
behind the neck,
roughly opposite
your index
finger, to apply
even pressure.
Partial barre
options: You
can sometimes
omit the low D
string or the high
D string in the G
chord for a less
cumbersome
shape. For
example, play
only the top five
strings (5 5 5 5
4).
Practice the

transition
slowly: The
jump from an
open D to a barre
G at the fifth fret
can be jarring.
Isolate that
movement and
practice it until it
becomes fluid.

Another  challenge  is
m a i n t a i n i n g  t h e
droning  quality  of  the
open strings. When you
barre  a  chord,  you
mute the open strings
t h a t  s h o u l d  r i n g
sympathetically.  To
counteract  this,  avoid
gripping  the  neck  too
tightly.  Let  your barre
be  light  enough  that
the  open  high  strings
continue  to  vibrate.
This  is  a  subtle  skill
that distinguishes good
renditions  from  great
ones.

EXPLORING
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VARIATIONS AND
COVER VERSIONS

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
fascinating  aspects  of
"A Case of You" is how
different  artists  have
reinterpreted its chord
s t ruc ture .  P r ince
famously  covered  the
song  with  a  soulful,
e l e c t r i c  g u i t a r
arrangement,  while
Diana  Krall  gave  it  a
jazz-influenced
t r e a t m e n t .  E a c h
vers ion  a l ters  the
chords slightly—adding
sevenths,  ninths,  or
substituting  minor
chords for major ones.
S t u d y i n g  t h e s e
variations  can  deepen
your  understanding  of
the  song's  harmonic
possibilities.
As  you  progress,  try
experimenting  with
your  own  variations.
For  instance,  replace
the  A  major  chord  in
the  verse  with  an  A

sus4 or A7 for a slightly
different  flavor.  The
chord  D  is  the  tonal
c e n t e r ,  s o  a n y
departure from G or A
can  be  used  as  an
e x p r e s s i v e  t o o l .
Remember,  Mitchell
herself  was  known  to
improvise  the  chords
from one performance
to the next, so do not
be afraid to make the
song your own.

RESOURCES FOR
FURTHER
LEARNING

To  fully  master  the
Joni Mitchell A Case
o f  Y o u  c h o r d s ,
consider  using  the
following resources:

Video tutorials:1.
Search for
lessons on
YouTube that
break down the
fingerpicking
pattern and
chord shapes in
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slow motion.
Tab books: The2.
official songbook
for Blue includes
accurate
transcriptions of
her guitar parts.
Online forums:3.
Communities like
Ultimate Guitar
or Reddit's
r/guitar have
threads
dedicated to
Mitchell's tunings
and chord
voicings.
Listen deeply:4.
Spend time with
the original
recording. Notice
how Mitchell's
voice interacts
with the guitar.
The chords are
not just
background—the
y are a duet with
her voice.

CONCLUSION:

MORE THAN JUST A
SONG

Learn ing  the  Joni
Mitchell  A  Case  of
You  chords  is  more
than  acquiring  a  new
p i e c e  f o r  y o u r
repertoire.  It  is  an
education  in  musical
storytelling.  The  open
tuning,  the  subt le
c h o r d  s h i f t s ,  t h e
fingerpicking
patterns—all  of  these
elements  combine  to
create  a  work  of  art
t h a t  f e e l s  l i k e  a
whispered  secret .
Whether  you  play  it
alone in your room or
p e r f o r m  i t  f o r  a n
audience,  you  will  find
t h a t  t h e  c h o r d s
themselves  carry  the
weight  of  the  lyric.
They  a re  no t  j u s t
chords; they are a case
of emotion, ready to be
poured out with every
strum.  So  take  your
time, tune your guitar,
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and  le t  the  mus ic
speak.  The  journey  is

as  beautiful  as  the
destination.


