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UNLOCKING THE GENIUS OF BOB DYLAN: YOUR GUIDE TO THE TANGLED UP IN
BLUE GUITAR TAB

There are songs that define an era, and then there are songs that seem to exist outside of time. Bob
Dylan’s "Tangled Up In Blue" falls  firmly into the latter category.  Released in 1975 on the seminal
album Blood on the Tracks, this track is a masterclass in storytelling, lyrical ambiguity, and raw
emotional resonance. For guitarists, however, the song represents something equally special: a
challenging yet deeply rewarding piece of music to learn. The Tangled Up In Blue guitar tab is
more  than  just  a  set  of  notes;  it  is  a  roadmap  through  Dylan's  intricate  fingerpicking  patterns,
unconventional chord changes, and the subtle dynamics that make this song a timeless classic. This
article will serve as your comprehensive guide to understanding, learning, and mastering this iconic
track, whether you are a seasoned player or an ambitious intermediate looking to expand your
repertoire.

THE ENDURING ALLURE OF "TANGLED UP IN BLUE"

Before diving into the mechanics of the guitar tab, it is essential to appreciate the context of the
song. "Tangled Up In Blue" is widely regarded as one of Dylan's greatest compositions. It tells a
fragmented,  non-linear  story  of  a  relationship  from  its  hopeful  beginnings  to  its  bitter  end,
constantly shifting perspectives and timelines. This narrative genius is mirrored in the music. The
guitar work is not merely accompaniment; it is a character in the story, conveying restlessness,
melancholy, and fleeting moments of joy.
What makes the Tangled Up In Blue guitar tab so sought after is its perfect blend of simplicity
and complexity. On the surface, the chord progression seems straightforward. However, Dylan’s
execution—his  unique  rhythmic  feel,  his  hammer-ons,  pull-offs,  and  the  constant  bass  note
movement—creates  a  sophisticated  sound  that  is  notoriously  difficult  to  replicate  perfectly.  It  is  a
song  that  rewards  patience  and  attention  to  detail,  offering  a  profound  lesson  in  acoustic  guitar
technique for anyone willing to dig in.

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE OF THE TAB: CHORDS AND TUNING

One of  the  first  things  any  guitarist  discovers  when  searching  for  a  reliable  Tangled Up In  Blue
guitar tab is that the song is played in a non-standard tuning. This is the key to unlocking its
distinct sound.

The Open Tuning: Dropped D or
Something Else?
While many early transcriptions suggest standard tuning, Dylan himself has played the song in
various tunings over the years. The most common and authentic version for the 1975 recording uses
Open D tuning (D-A-D-F#-A-D), though some performers use a capo on the 5th fret with a modified
G shape. For the purposes of this guide, we will  focus on the most frequently tabbed version:
standard tuning with a capo on the 2nd fret, or simply playing it in the key of G.
However, the most accurate Tangled Up In Blue guitar tab for the studio version often involves
tuning the guitar to D-A-D-F#-A-D (Open D) and placing a capo on the 2nd fret, effectively playing
in Open E. This creates a bright, chiming quality that is essential to the recording. For beginners, it is
perfectly acceptable to learn the chord shapes in standard tuning with a capo, understanding that
the voicings will slightly differ from Dylan’s.

Essential Chord Shapes
Regardless of the tuning you choose, the song revolves around a few core chord shapes. The
primary progression in the verses is a linear, almost modal movement. A typical Tangled Up In
Blue guitar tab will show these as variations of G, C, D, and Em, but with added nuances.

The G Chord: Often played as a standard open G, but Dylan frequently embellishes it with a
hammer-on from the open B string to the C note on the 1st fret.
The Cadd9 or C Major: The transition from G to C is crucial. Many tabs indicate a Cadd9
(x32030) for a fuller, more jangly sound.
The D/F#: This is a critical passing chord. Instead of a standard D, the tab will often call for a
D/F# (2x023x), creating a moving bass line that is the heartbeat of the song.
The Em: A standard Em (022000) provides the melancholic undertone, particularly in the
chorus.

Mastering these shapes fluidly, especially the transition into and out of the D/F#, is the first major
milestone in learning the song.

DECONSTRUCTING THE RHYTHM AND PICKING PATTERN

The true genius of the Tangled Up In Blue guitar tab lies not in the chords themselves, but in the
rhythmic  fingerpicking  pattern.  Dylan  uses  a  modified  Travis  picking  style,  where  the  thumb
maintains a steady, alternating bass line on the lower strings while the index and middle fingers pick
out a melody on the treble strings.

The Bass Note Foundation
The thumb work is surprisingly consistent. For the G chord, the thumb alternates between the 6th
string (G) and the 4th string (D). For the Cadd9, it moves to the 5th string (C) and the 4th string (D).
The challenge comes with the D/F#, where the thumb must hit the 4th string (D) and then jump to
the 6th string (F#) on the second fret.  This creates the signature "walking" bass effect that drives
the verse forward.

The Treble Melody
Once  the  bass  is  solid,  the  fingers  are  tasked  with  picking  patterns  on  the  top  three  strings.  A
reliable  Tangled  Up  In  Blue  guitar  tab  will  break  this  down  into  specific  patterns.  A  common

variation is a "pinch" pattern where the thumb and a finger pluck simultaneously,  followed by two
quick  notes.  Another  is  a  rolling  arpeggio:  thumb,  index,  middle,  thumb.  The  specific  pattern
changes subtly between verses and the chorus, but the underlying principle remains the same: a
fluid, conversational interplay between the bass and melody.
Practice Tip: Start by isolating the thumb pattern. Play it for two minutes straight until it becomes
automatic.  Only then add the fingerpicking pattern.  If  the tab feels overwhelming,  slow it  down to
50% tempo. Accuracy at a slow speed is far more valuable than sloppiness at full speed.

BREAKING DOWN THE SONG STRUCTURE

Understanding the song's architecture is crucial. A standard Tangled Up In Blue guitar tab will
organize  the song into  distinct  sections.  The song does  not  follow a  strict  verse-chorus-verse
structure in the traditional pop sense. Instead, it unfolds like a series of vignettes.

The Verse Progression
The verse is the core of the song. It typically follows a progression like: G - Cadd9 - D/F# - G, but
this is where the tab gets interesting. Dylan often adds a Dsus4 or a D on the way back to the G,
creating a slight harmonic tension. The phrasing is highly irregular; Dylan does not hold a chord for a
set  number  of  beats.  He  extends  a  chord  to  emphasize  a  specific  lyric  ("She  was  standing  in  the
doorway...") and cuts another short. A good tab will try to approximate these durations, but the best
advice is to listen to the recording and feel the phrasing.

The Chorus/Refrain
The "Tangled up in blue" line acts as a refrain. Here, the progression shifts. A typical tab for the
refrain looks like this: G - Cadd9 - G - D/F# - Em - Cadd9 - G. The inclusion of the Em chord is
what  gives  the  chorus  its  distinct  emotional  lift.  The  picking  pattern  here  often  simplifies  slightly,
becoming a more straightforward strum or a relaxed arpeggio to give the vocal line more space.

The Instrumental Bridge
There is a beautiful instrumental break (often after the second verse). This is a highlight for any
guitarist. The Tangled Up In Blue guitar tab for this section usually shows a series of descending
bass lines and melodic fills. It often moves through chords like G - C - G - D - G - C - G - D, but with
lead fills on the high strings. This is where you can hear Dylan’s folk-blues guitar vocabulary clearly.
He uses short, pentatonic-based runs to connect the chord changes. Learning these fills is the most
advanced part of the song.

ADVANCED TECHNIQUES AND NUANCES IN THE TAB

To move from playing the notes to actually sounding like the song, you must pay attention to the
subtleties. An advanced Tangled Up In Blue guitar tab will include notations for these.

Hammer-Ons and Pull-Offs
The song is full of these legato techniques. The most famous is the hammer-on from the open G
string to the A note on the 2nd fret within the G chord shape. This gives the guitar a crying, vocal
quality. Pull-offs are also common, particularly from the 2nd fret on the B string back to the open B.

Dynamics and Feel
No  tab  can  perfectly  convey  the  dynamics.  Dylan  plays  the  verses  with  a  quiet,  fingerpicked
intimacy, often dropping his volume for the more personal lines. As the song progresses into the
chorus or the instrumental break, he digs in harder, creating a natural crescendo. When learning
from a Tangled Up In Blue guitar tab, treat it as a suggestion of the rhythm. Feel free to slow
down, speed up, or hold a chord a little longer to match your own interpretation of the lyric.

COMMON CHALLENGES AND HOW TO OVERCOME THEM

Guitarists of all levels hit walls when learning this song. Here are the most common issues found in
any Tangled Up In Blue guitar tab session.

The Bass Walk: The D/F# chord transition is the #1 challenge. Solution: Practice just the1.
bass line: D (4th string, open) → F# (6th string, 2nd fret) → G (6th string, 3rd fret). Do this for
ten minutes a day.
Stretching: The fingerpicking pattern can require awkward stretches, especially when holding2.
a chord shape and picking the high strings. Solution: Keep your fretting hand relaxed. If your
wrist hurts, you are holding too much tension.
Syncopation: The bass and melody do not always hit at the same time. Solution: Clap the3.
rhythm before you play it. Count "1-and-2-and-3-and-4-and" and identify which syllable the
bass hits and which the treble hits.
Singing and Playing: This is the ultimate test. Dylan’s phrasing is notoriously loose.4.
Solution: First, be able to play the guitar part perfectly without singing. Then, hum the
melody while playing. Finally, try speaking the lyrics in rhythm before singing them.

FINDING THE BEST TANGLED UP IN BLUE GUITAR TAB

The internet is full of transcriptions, but quality varies wildly. When searching for a reliable Tangled
Up In Blue guitar tab, look for the following:

User Reviews: Sites like Ultimate Guitar have community ratings. Look for tabs with 4.5 stars
or higher.
Video Tie-ins: Many excellent tabs come with a video lesson on YouTube. Seeing the
fingerpicking pattern is immensely helpful.
Accuracy vs. Playability: Some tabs are note-for-note transcriptions of the studio recording,
which can be incredibly complex. Others are simplified "chord-only" versions. Start with a
simplified tab and work your way up to a more accurate one.
Official Hal Leonard Books: For the most accurate transcription, consider purchasing the
official Blood on the Tracks songbook. These are professionally transcribed and often include
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