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By Eric Barfield



Why Nashville Numbers?!
!!
1.  It’s fast. Really, really fast. I was working up a difficult Latin song the other 

day, and I was able to transcribe in realtime using just numbers things that 
would have taken twice as long if I was using chords. !!!!

2. It allows you to see where the chord change is accurately. Rather than 
posting the chords above the lyrics and relying on a musicians knowledge of 
how the melody goes, it simply says that each chord written lasts a 
measure, unless underlined when it’s only worth a half a measure. For more 
detailed switches, you simply make notes next to the chord (for instance, if 
the chord switches on the 4th beat, I’ll underline the two chords and put 
three dots to remind myself). !!!!

3. It makes it stupid-easy to transpose. Since the system isn’t reliant on 
anything other than positioning, If you know your scales and chords, you can 
instantly switch to any key. No more mad transcribing to drop everything a 
half step for a finicky singer. !!!!

4. It’s perfect for modern music. While I wouldn’t recommend using this 
system for jazz or classical, it works especially well with modern music 
styles that are mostly in major keys with few extensions. !

 



4 Thoughts Before You Start!
!!
1. The Nashville Numbers System is a language, and as with all forms of 

communication, will be subject to change over time.!!!
2.  Don’t be afraid to adapt this system to the way you work. It’s okay. 
There isn’t any Nashville Numbers police that will hunt you down for breaking 
the rules. !!!
3.  I’m still getting used to this system, so if someone else tells you you’re 
doing it wrong, they’re probably right (after all, this is just a free booklet you got 
on the internet). !!!
4. Have fun! To borrow/modify a phrase from my fellow Nashvillians, this ain’t 
no classroom. !!!!!!!!!!!



Step 1: Basics!
!!!!
The Nashville Numbers System works on a simple concept. All major scales 
have 7 notes, or tones. Using the numbers system, the tones in the scale are 
labeled 1-7. !!
In a C major scale, that looks like this: !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Bonus tip: fluently understanding and playing every major scale is essential to 
using the Nashville Numbers System.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1



Step 2: Translation!
!!
To translate a chord into the Nashville Number System, simply find out what 
the root of the chord is, then figure out which number that note is in the 
scale of the key of the song (if the key of the song is C, that would mean 1 
would be C, 2 would be D, etc).!!
For example, an F major chord in the key of C would written as “4” in Nashville 
Numbers System.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1

Bonus tip: it’s simple to find the root of the chord- the letter that’s written. 
Even with complicated chords like Fmaj7, the same rule applies: F is the 
root note. 



Step 3: Minors & Extensions!
!!!
To make a chord a minor, just put a dash after it, like this: !!!
Fig. 1!!
1-! 4-! 5-! 1-!!!!
Most people that use the Nashville Number system don’t write in extensions like 
m7 or maj7. Instead, they simply write two chords together to indicate more 
complex chords. For instance, a Cmaj9 chord has all of these tones:!!

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2



To write it using the Nashville Numbers System, I would combine two chords- 
the 1 and the 5 chords, which covers all the same notes as Cmaj9. !!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

!!!!!!
It takes a bit more creativity, but most chords can be written in this way. If it can’t 
be notated using two chords, no worries- just write in your extension the old 
fashioned way.!!

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2

1 chord 5 chord



Step 4: Rhythm!
!!
Each time that you write a number, it’s worth one measure. For example, 
this would be a four measure phrase written using Nashville Numbers: !!!
Fig. 1!!
1! 4! 5! 1! !!!
(Note: if I were using chords and playing in C, that would look like C F G C )!!!!!
If I want to split the measure and have one chord on two beats and another on 
the last two, I underline the numbers that I want to have in the same 
measure. Here’s another four measure phrase with the split chord:  !!!
Fig. 2!!
1! 4! 5! 1!

Bonus tip: for more detailed rhythms, write it in. I sometimes even write 
in notes to remember specific musical phrases.



Step 5: Extra Stuff!
!!
1. Leave spaces between sections of the song for notes. The more notes, 

the more you’ll remember.!!
2. Write a section order list at the bottom of your sheet. Include how many 

reps through the choruses, verses, and bridges. Mine usually look like this: !!
V | C | C | V | C | B | C | C |!!
3. Use diamonds to indicate rests.   !!!!!!!!
4. Label each section. Without labeling which section is the verse, chorus, and 
bridge, you’ll get lost very quickly. !!
5. Write the key and the tempo in the RH corner of the paper. This will help 
you remember the feel of the song.



That’s It!!
!
Thanks for reading this handy little guide to the Nashville Numbers System. If I 
screwed something up or you’re confused, write me and I’ll do my best to help. !!!!
Here’s wishing you all the best,!!!!!
Eric Barfield!!!!
636-219-9855!!
ericbarfield@me.com!!
www.ericwbarfield.com/blog

This thing is free. Send it to as many friends as you like, just don’t 
sell it. Thanks! 
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