
 

 

 

 

 

The Verse 
 

In a musical theatre lyric, the verse refers to the section of the lyric which immediately precedes 

the refrain, provided it occurs at least once more after the refrain. 

 

• Intro occurs only once / verse is defined by its reoccurrence. 

 

• The verse invariably alters its words in subsequent occurrences. 

 

• Verses vary in length and structure. 

 

• Historically, the verse was often used to tell the story. 

 

• During the first half of the 20th century songwriting, the refrain came into prominence. 

 

• The main traditional purposes of the verse still remain viable today:  establishing a context for the refrain.  

The context can either be physical (Setting the Scene), narrative (Character, Storytelling) or interpretive 

(Point of View) or a combination of all three. 

 

Refrain’s Context (established by the Verse) 

 

Physical 
 

Physical location.  Verse describes a particular place. 

Time Change.  The verse indicate passage of time, either forward or backward. 

 

Narrative 

 

Character.  Verse makes it clear who is singing the refrain, or about whom the refrain is referring.  Subsequent 

verses, therefore, might change characters. 

Narrator.  An entirely different narrator sings a subsequent verse, allowing us to understand the meaning of 

the refrain differently. 

Declamatory.  The verse consists of a narrator “I have to tell you something.”  Often, the purpose of a verse is 

merely declamatory, an intro is used instead, and there are no subsequent verses. 

Storytelling.  As the story progresses via a series of verses, the refrain in between the verses either gives us 

respite during which to contemplate the consequences of the story, or perhaps the refrain gains in irony or 

drama in context of the new circumstances described in the story. 

 

Interpretive 

 

Point of View.  Subsequent verses might set up a different way of looking at things, casting a whole new light 

to the meaning of the refrain. 

Double Entendre.  Subsequent verses might lead us to interpret words with a sexual tone which is not apparent 

in the first instance of the refrain. 

Opposite.  Subsequent verses lead us to understand that the exact opposite meaning of the refrain is intended. 

Mood.  The verse shifts mood of the lyric. 

 

Progressions in the Verse 

 


