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Most people start playing the ukulele by learning a few chords and strumming along 
as they sing their favourite songs - and that’s great fun.    Great, that is if you have a 
reasonable singing voice or are singing along with a whole lot of other people!  On 
your own you (or maybe your family and friends) might prefer that you to play the 
melody on your uke and add the chords at the same time, cutting out the need for 
you to sing!  
 
No, that’s unkind, because even if you can sing like Caruso, it’s also fun and very 
satisfying to play both melody and harmony together.   That may sound ridiculously 
difficult, and has been described as the ‘holy grail’ for ukulele players, but it’s not as 
difficult as you may think. 
 
The principle of playing CHORD MELODY style on the ukulele is easy enough to 
understand. You play the melody on strings 1, 2 (and sometimes 3) and then fill in 
with as much of the accompanying chords as you can on the strings below that.    
There are plenty of arrangements to find in books or on line, or you can learn from 
just watching others play, but it’s very helpful if you also understand the basics of 
harmony and how chords are built.  See ‘UKU-NOTES’ (link?) 
 
To begin however you only need to know the common ‘open’ position chords.    As 
you progress you’ll need to be able to pay barré (or bar) chords and you should also 
learn the names of notes on the ukulele fingerboard up to about fret 5 and, on the 
first string, maybe a bit higher.  It helps greatly to be able to recognise and identify 
chord-shapes when playing chords higher up the fingerboard.  
 
NB: Did you know that, if you know just three major and three minor basic chord-
shapes, it’s possible to play a version of EVERY major, minor, 7th etc. chord there is?  
See: ’PLAY EVERY UKULELE CHORD’ (link?) 
 
If you’re making arrangements yourself ‘by ear’, or from a music copy, you’ll need to 
choose a key where you can play the melody on strings 1 and 2 with space to add 
the required chords underneath.   
 
To make a start, here’s a tune in TAB notation where 4 horizontal lines represent the 
four strings – string 1 at the top and string 4 (the one nearest your nose) at the 
bottom.  You put your fingers on the frets as indicated by numbers. Note that the 
numbers are FRETS and NOT fingering.    
 
NB: The lines underneath the score indicate how long the note is held.    A long 
vertical line means ONE BEAT, a shorter one TWO BEATS, and the dot (as in bar 8) 
increases a note value by a half, so a ‘dotted’ 2-beat note lasts for 3 beats.  
 
Try playing this tune: 
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Do you recognise it?   Yep, it’s the Catskills traditional song ‘PUTTING ON THE 
STYLE’ made famous by Lonnie Donegan in 1957.   Below are the chords that you 
would play if you were just strumming to accompany singing the song.  
 
 
 
         
Now for the magic!  Here’s the same tune, but this time with as much of the 
accompanying chords as possible played below it.   Brush across the strings with 
your thumb putting a little extra pressure on the melody notes, or play finger style – 
it’s your choice.  What’s written is, of course, just the basis.    Feel free to fill in with 
repeated chords, and play it with a strong rhythm - just like Lonnie!  
 
In 4-time:  

 

(Slide up) Slide up 
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Notice that in this arrangement full chords are not always possible.   In bar 4 (also the 
last bar) the melody has to go onto string 3 (the note ‘C’) leaving very little space for 
the rest of the chord; all that’s available is string 4 (with the note ‘G’).   But it’s enough 
to suggest the ‘chord of C’ (ie: the notes C, E & G), the ear does the rest, and that’s 
also magic!   
 
This next example starts with two half-beats, indicated as a one-beat note divided in 
half with ‘tails’ joined together.  In bar 12, slide up as indicated by the lines; 
remembering the numbers are FRETS, not fingers. 
 

 
Learning to play Chord Melody style can be challenging and it’s important not to rush 
it.  As always, start with simple pieces and be content to progress slowly.  You might 
find my free:  ‘BEGINNERS GUIDE TO PLAYING CHORD MELODIES ON THE 
UKULELE’ useful (link?).  
 
Finally, some players prefer to use a low G-strung instrument (G3-C4-E4-A4) for 
Chord Melody playing.   You can’t easily change from a high G to a low G on the 
same instrument of course, so what a wonderful excuse for buying another ukulele - 
one strung with a high G 4th string and one with a low one!  
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