
 

 

 

 

 

The Chorus  
 

The Chorus is particular type of refrain, usually shorter 

than the traditional refrain, often bearing repetitive 

phrases, often designed for chorus (or audience) to sing 

along.   

 

A chorus: 

 

• often retards the action/narrative of the verses in a 

suspenseful or storytelling manner 

 

• often has little dramatic content or structure itself 

 

• can be as short as a single line, and is usually not 

longer than 8-16 bars, often with a self-contained 

repeat signal 

 

In contemporary pop music, the “chorus” more closely 

resembles the historical single-idea singalong function, 

including the self-contained repeat signals, and the single-

idea nature of its content. 

 

Contemporary vocabulary often refers to both “refrain” 

and “chorus” as any material in between verses, but the 

words are not interchangeable.  A refrain is a structured 

sequence of stanzas with repeating thematic material 

within its structure; a chorus typically has little or no 

structure and repeats as a whole. 

 

Some typical differences between Refrain and Chorus 

 

• A Refrain is often structured (often AABA or ABAC) 

- whereas a chorus is typically too short to have 

an internal structure. 

• A Refrain is often an introduction, rather than a verse 

- whereas a chorus is preceded by longer verse. 

• A Refrain’s verse typically sets an initial context - 

whereas a chorus is narrative action in the verse. 

• A Refrain usually does not repeat as a whole - 

whereas a chorus often includes nonsense 

syllables or a short looping phrases. 

• A Refrain is often progression of emotional states - 

whereas a chorus is often a single image or 

emotional state. 

• A Refrain is often only Verse/Refrain - whereas a 

chorus is typically 

Verse/Chorus/Verse/Chorus/Interlude/Chorus 

• A chorus often has a singalong quality, and is often 

accompanied by an actual chorus of voices. 

The Chorus in Gilbert and Sullivan 

 

The narrative verse, followed by the Chorus, sung by an 

ensemble of voices, continued its tradition through much 

of Gilbert and Sullivan and vaudeville.  

 

The Chorus in 20th Century songs 

 

By the turn of the 20th century, the Chorus was developing 

some narrative content, and as with folk songs, the verses 

often attempted to lend the Chorus a new meaning, or 

irony, or perspective by setting it in new and shifting 

dramatic contexts.  In songs meant for the vaudeville or 

music hall stage, often the final verse puts the Chorus in a 

comic context. 

 

The “Chorus” in traditional Broadway shows 
 

During the development of the Broadway musical, the 

historical “chorus” becomes blurred with the more 

formally-structured “refrain.”  A verse/refrain structure can 

often resemble pop music’s verse/chorus structure, if the 

chorus is lengthy, or the refrain focused on a single idea. 

 

The Chorus in contemporary 

Pop Musical Theatre 

 

Elton John and other contemporary pop composers (David 

Yazbek, Stephen Schwartz, Laurence O’Keefe, Matthew 

Sklar, etc.) unabashedly use pop idioms and structures in 

their Broadway shows, including traditional uses of the 

Chorus as it functions in pop music.  Often the repeating 

nature of the pop Chorus becomes the building block for 

production dance numbers. 

 

The Modified Chorus 

in modern musical theatre 

 

In contemporary musical theatre, there is some recent 

exploration in combining the theatrical effect of the 

shortened Chorus with the dramatic function of the 

Refrain.  That is to say, to repeat some material in between 

rather unstructured sections of musical scene or musical 

verse, but not necessarily to include a full refrain or even 

the repeat sign of the Chorus itself.  The result is a hybrid 

form without a name, in which thematic material repeats 

from time to time, but not in regularly predictable patterns.

 

 


