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Unraveling the Mystique of
"Mystery Train" by Elvis Presley

There are few songs in the history of rock and roll that
carry as much weight, mystery, and raw energy as Elvis
Presley's 1955 recording of "Mystery Train." Originally
written and recorded by blues legend Junior Parker in
1953, the song was transformed by Elvis, Scotty Moore,
and Bill Black at Sun Records into a landmark track that
bridged the gap between country, blues, and the emerging
sound of rockabilly. For guitarists and music enthusiasts,
understanding the Mystery Train Elvis chords is like
unlocking a secret door to the past. This is not just a song;
it is a rhythm and blues masterpiece that defined an era.
Learning to play this iconic track on guitar offers deep
insight into the simplicity and power of early rock and roll.
Whether you are a beginner looking to expand your
repertoire or an experienced player seeking to capture the
authentic Sun Records sound, the chord progression of
"Mystery Train" is both approachable and rich with
musical history.

The Historical Context of "Mystery
Train"

Before diving into the specific chords, it is essential to
appreciate the historical moment that gave birth to this
recording. Elvis Presley entered the Sun Studio in
Memphis, Tennessee, in July 1955 to record what would
become his final single for the label before moving to RCA
Victor. Sam Phillips, the visionary owner of Sun Records,
had been searching for a white singer who could deliver
the sound and feel of black rhythm and blues to a broader
audience. With "Mystery Train," Elvis, along with guitarist
Scotty Moore and bassist Bill Black, achieved that goal
magnificently. The song features a hypnotic, train-like
rhythm that chugs along with relentless momentum. The
chord structure is deceptively simple, yet the way it is
played creates an atmosphere of movement, longing, and
departure. This track is often cited as one of the greatest
recordings in rock and roll history, and its influence can
be heard in countless songs that followed.

The Core Chords for "Mystery
Train"

The beauty of the Mystery Train Elvis chords lies in
their simplicity. The song is built around a standard
twelve-bar blues progression in the key of E. However,
there are some subtle variations and rhythmic nuances
that give the track its distinctive character. For guitarists,
the most common way to approach this song is using open
chords, which allow for the ringing, resonant sound that
Scotty Moore achieved. Here are the primary chords you
need to know:

Primary Chords in the Key of E

¢ E Major (E): The tonic chord and the home base of
the entire song. Played as an open chord with fingers
on the first fret of the G string, second fret of the A

strina._and second fret of the D string

¢ A Major (A): The subdominant chord, which
provides the harmonic lift. Played as an open chord
with fingers on the second fret of the D, G, and B
strings.

¢« B7 Dominant Seventh (B7): The dominant chord
that creates tension and resolution back to the E
chord. Played with fingers on the first fret of the D
string, second fret of the A and G strings, and second
fret of the high E string.

The Twelve-Bar Blues Structure

The song follows a classic twelve-bar blues pattern, which
is the foundation for countless rock and roll and blues
songs. The progression for "Mystery Train" is as follows:

Bars 1-4: E

Bars 5-6: A

Bars 7-8: E

Bar 9: B7

Bar 10: A

Bars 11-12: E (with a turnaround that may include a
quick B7 at the end)
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This simple yet powerful structure repeats throughout the
song, providing a solid harmonic foundation for Elvis's
vocals and the instrumental fills. The consistent repetition
of these chords creates a hypnotic, trance-like quality that
perfectly complements the lyrical theme of a train that
never stops.

Scotty Moore's Signature Guitar
Work

To truly capture the essence of the Mystery Train Elvis
chords, one must understand the role of guitarist Scotty
Moore. Moore was not just a rhythm guitarist; he was a
master of blending chordal playing with single-note runs
and melodic fills. His approach on this recording is a
textbook example of early rockabilly guitar. He often plays
the chords with a percussive, almost staccato attack,
using a heavy pick and a light touch to let the strings ring
out. Between vocal phrases, Moore inserts short, bluesy
licks that are based on the E minor pentatonic scale.
These fills are essential to the sound of the song and are
just as important as the chords themselves. When learning
the chords, try to incorporate small lead phrases that lead
into the next chord change.

Rhythm and Strumming Pattern

The rhythm of "Mystery Train" is what makes it feel like a
moving locomotive. The strumming pattern is a steady,
driving eighth-note pulse with a slight swing. Many
guitarists describe it as a "chugging"” rhythm, where the
downstrokes are emphasized to create a forward
momentum. A common approach is to use a combination
of downstrokes and upstrokes, but keeping the
downstrokes heavy and the upstrokes lighter. You can
think of it as imitating the sound of a train wheel turning:
"chug-a-chug-a-chug-a-chug-a." Practicing the chord
changes while maintaining this rhythmic consistency is

the key to making the song come alive. Additionally, palm
muting can be used to tighten the sound and add
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percussive effects.

Playing Tips for Capturing the Sun
Records Sound

If you want to play the Mystery Train Elvis chords with
authenticity, there are several factors to consider. First,
the equipment matters. Scotty Moore used a Gibson
ES-295 guitar through a small tube amplifier, often with a
bit of natural compression and reverb. While you do not
need the exact same gear, using a clean tone with a slight
amount of reverb will get you closer to that classic sound.
Second, your picking hand technique is crucial. Use a
medium to heavy pick and focus on striking the strings
with authority, especially on the downbeats. Third, pay
attention to the dynamics. The song builds in intensity,
and your playing should reflect that. Start with a
moderate volume and gradually increase your attack as
the song progresses.

Alternative Chord Voicings and Variations

While the open E, A, and B7 chords are the standard way
to play this song, some guitarists prefer to use barre chord
versions or other voicings to achieve a different texture.
For example, playing the chords further up the neck can
create a brighter, more cutting tone. Another variation is
to use an E7 chord instead of a plain E major, adding a
seventh interval for a bluesier flavor. However, for the
most authentic sound, sticking to the open chords and
focusing on the rhythm and feel is recommended.
Additionally, some players incorporate a quick walk-down
or walk-up between chord changes, which is a hallmark of
country and blues guitar playing.

The Lasting Legacy of "Mystery
Train"

Beyond the chords and the rhythm, "Mystery Train"
represents a pivotal moment in music history. It is a song
that has been covered by hundreds of artists, from The

Band to Paul Simon, and it continues to inspire new
generations of musicians. The Mystery Train Elvis
chords are a gateway to understanding the roots of rock
and roll. They teach us that great music does not have to
be complex; it simply needs to be played with conviction,
feeling, and a deep respect for the tradition from which it
came. The train metaphor in the lyrics is powerful,
speaking to themes of restlessness, fate, and the unknown.
When you play this song, you are not just playing a chord
progression; you are invoking the spirit of an era when
music was raw, real, and revolutionary.

Incorporating the Song into Your Practice
Routine

For guitarists looking to improve their rhythm playing and
understanding of blues progressions, "Mystery Train" is an
excellent piece to study. It provides a perfect platform for
working on chord transitions, timing, and the integration
of simple lead fills. Try playing along with the original
recording to lock in your timing and feel. Listen closely to
how Scotty Moore accents certain beats and how he uses
silence as a dynamic tool. Over time, you will internalize
these nuances and they will become part of your own
playing style. The song also works well as a jam track,
allowing you to practice soloing over the twelve-bar
progression using the E minor pentatonic scale.

Conclusion

In the vast landscape of Elvis Presley's catalog, "Mystery
Train" stands as a testament to the raw power of
simplicity. The Mystery Train Elvis chords are easy to
learn but take a lifetime to master in terms of feel and
phrasing. This song is a perfect example of how three
basic chords, played with the right attitude and rhythm,
can create something timeless and unforgettable. Whether
you are strumming alone in your bedroom or performing
for an audience, playing "Mystery Train" connects you
directly to the birth of rock and roll. So pick up your
guitar, tune up to standard tuning, and let that train roll
on. The journey through these chords is one you will want
to take again and again. The mystery endures, and the
music never stops.



