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Mastering Tom Petty’s “Something in the Air”: A Complete Guide to the
Chords and How to Play

Tom Petty’s legacy as a guitarist, songwriter, and frontman of the Heartbreakers is etched into the fabric of classic
rock. One of the standout tracks that showcases his knack for melody and storytelling is “Something in the Air”
Whether you're a beginner looking to learn a new song or an experienced guitarist wanting to refine your technique,
this article will walk you through every aspect of the song’s chords, structure, and performance nuances. By the
end, you'll not only know how to play the chords but also understand the musical context that makes the track a
timeless favorite.

Why “Something in the Air” Matters in Tom /Petty’s Catalog

Released in the early 2000s as part of the “The Last DJ” soundtrack, “Something in the Air” exemplifies Tom Petty’s
signature blend of jangly guitars, upbeat rhythms, and reflective lyrics. The song’s melodic hooks and
straightforward chord progressions make it an ideal teaching tool for guitarists seeking to grasp the essence of
classic rock songwriting. Its inclusion in a popular film also broadened its reach, introducing a new generation to
Petty’s work.

Overview of the Song’s Structure

The track follows a conventional verse chorus bridge format, which is common in rock ballads. Below is a simplified
breakdown:

« Intro: A clean guitar riff that sets the mood.

e Verse 1: Introductory chord progression with lyrical storytelling.
e Pre Chorus: Builds tension leading into the hook.

e Chorus: The main hook with memorable melodic lines.

¢ Verse 2: Repeats the structure of Verse 1.

¢ Bridge: A slight shift in harmony to add emotional depth.

¢ Final Chorus & Outro: Repeats the hook with a fade out.

Understanding this layout helps you anticipate chord changes and plan practice sessions.

The Core Chords Used in “Something in the Air”

At its heart, the song relies on a handful of major and minor chords that are staple in rock music. The chord
progression is designed to be both catchy and emotionally resonant. Below is the key chord set in the original key
of G major, which is also the most common key for guitarists:

1. G -1 (tonic)

2. C -1V (subdominant)

3. D -V (dominant)

4. Em — vi (relative minor)

5. Am —ii (minor subdominant)
6. Bm —iii (minor dominant)

These chords are played in a rhythmic pattern that gives the song its driving energy. Below is a concise chord chart



you can use to practice:

G: 320003
C: x32010
D: xx0232
Em: 022000
e Am: x02210
e Bm: x24432

Feel free to capo your guitar on the 2nd fret to play in the key of A, which matches the original recording’s vocal
range.

Chord Progression Breakdown by Section

The intro and verses share a simple | IV V vi sequence. In the key of G, that translates to:
G-C-D-Em

Strum each chord for two beats in a 4/4 time signature. The progression sets a hopeful tone that reflects the lyrical
theme of optimism.

The pre chorus adds a slight twist by introducing the ii chord, Am, before returning to D. This creates a subtle
tension that resolves when the chorus hits:

Am-D-G-C

Play each chord for one beat, then switch to a more relaxed strumming pattern to build anticipation.

The chorus is the emotional core of the song. It uses al V vi IV progression, which is a classic pop rock formula:
G-D-Em-C

Strum each chord for two beats. The transition from Em back to C is a key moment that lifts the melody and keeps
the listener engaged.

The bridge offers a contrast by moving to the relative minor, Bm, and then resolving back to G. The progression is:
Bm-D-G-C
This section slows the tempo slightly and introduces a reflective tone before the final chorus.

Strumming Patterns That Capture the Song’s Feel

Tom Petty’s playing style is often described as “clean” and “tight,” focusing on rhythm rather than flashy solos. Below
are two strumming patterns you can use:

1. Basic Rock Strum: Down—-Down-Up-Up-Down-Up (DDUUDU). Use this for verses and choruses.
2. Syncopated Pattern: Down—-Up—-Down-Up—-Down (DUDUD). Apply this during the pre chorus and bridge for
added groove.

Practice switching between patterns to keep the song dynamic. Pay attention to the song’s tempo, which is roughly

120 /BPM.

Common Mistakes and How to Fix Them

e Chord Transition Timing: The key to a smooth flow is keeping the transitions within the beat. Use a
metronome to practice slow, then gradually increase the speed.



e Muted Strums: Over muting can flatten the sound. Focus on letting the strings ring out for full resonance.

e Strum Direction: Some players inadvertently reverse the strum direction, causing a disjointed rhythm.
Visualize a “down up” rhythm to maintain consistency.

¢ Vocal Range Misinterpretation: If the vocal part feels off, capo the guitar to match the original key or adjust the
vocal melody accordingly.

Advanced Techniques for the Guitarist

Once you've mastered the basics, you can add subtle embellishments to make your performance more authentic:

1. Open G RIiff: The opening riff uses open strings for a bright tone. Incorporate hammer on and pull off
techniques for a more expressive feel.

2. Slide Transitions: When moving from Am to D, slide the index finger from the 2nd to the 5th fret for a
smoother change.

3. Palm Muting: Use palm muting during the pre chorus to create a tighter, punchier sound.

4. Dynamic Volume Control: Gradually increase volume during the chorus to emphasize the emotional peak.

Why Knowing the Chords Is Just the Beginning

Understanding the chord structure is essential, but the real depth of “Something in the Air” comes from the lyrical
narrative and emotional delivery. The song’s theme revolves around hope, renewal, and the intangible feeling that
“something is in the air.” By internalizing the chord progression, you can better interpret the emotional arc of the
lyrics and deliver a performance that resonates with listeners.

How the Song Fits Into Tom /Petty’s Legacy

Tom Petty’s career is defined by a blend of melodic hooks and relatable storytelling. “Something in the Air” aligns
with this ethos by providing an uplifting musical backdrop for introspective lyrics. The song’s straightforward chord
progression demonstrates Petty’s skill in crafting memorable melodies that are both accessible to beginners and
satisfying to seasoned musicians.

Using the Song in Your Repertoire
Here are a few ways to incorporate “Something in the Air” into your playing schedule:
1. Warm Up: Use the verse progression to loosen up your fingers before tackling more complex pieces.
2. Jam Session: Play the chorus with friends and experiment with improvisation over the | V vi IV progression.
3. Acoustic Covers: Strip down the arrangement to a simple strum pattern for a more intimate performance.
4. Band Arrangement: Add a rhythm section or backing vocalists to emulate the full production.
Related Songs and Influences
If you enjoy the chords and structure of “Something in the Air,” you might also appreciate these Tom /Petty tracks:
e “Free Fallin” — Features a similar | IV V progression.

e “l Won't Back Down” — Uses a driving rhythm with a minor twist.
* “The Waiting” — Showcases a classic rock chord cycle.

These songs share the same musical DNA, making them excellent practice companions.

Resources for Further Learning

e Chord Pro Files: Downloadable chord sheets for a visual reference.
 Video Tutorials: Step by step video guides on YouTube.

¢ Songbooks: Official Tom /Petty songbooks with detailed chord diagrams.
* Metronome Apps: Tools to help you keep perfect timing.



Conclusion: Bringing “Something in the Air” to Life

Mastering the chords of Tom Petty’s “Something in the Air” is more than a technical exercise; it's a gateway into the
emotional world of classic rock. By understanding the song’s structure, practicing the essential chord progressions,
and applying rhythmic nuances, you can deliver a performance that captures the spirit of the original while
showcasing your own musical voice. Whether you're strumming in a living room or performing on a stage, the
timeless appeal of this track will always resonate with audiences. So pick up your guitar, set the capo, and let the
chords guide you into that hopeful, intangible space where something in the air is waiting to be heard.
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