
Refrain 

 

Definition:  

 

A refrain is a repeated part of a poem, particularly when it comes either at the end of a stanza or 

between two stanzas. 

 

Three common refrains are: 

 

 The chorus, recited by more than one person. (Usually in a song of Greek drama) 

 The burden, in which a whole stanza is repeated 

 The repetend, in which the words are repeated erratically throughout the poem. A refrain 

may be an exact repetition, or it may exhibit slight variations in meaning or form  

 

Examples: 

 

A famous example of a refrain with slight variations (repented) can be found in “The Raven” by 

Edgar Allan Poe (“Nothing more”, “Nevermore”)  

 

In 'Lord Neptune', Judith Nicholls has a four-line refrain that adds a mythological dimension to 

the seaside visit of the poem.  

 
Lord Neptune 

 
Build me a castle, 
the young boy cried, 
as he tapped his father's knee. 
But make it tall 
and make it wide, 
with a King's throne just for me. 
 
An echo drifted on the wind, 
sand deep and wild and free; 
Oh you can be king of the castle 

but I am lord of the sea. 
 
Give me your spade 

the father cried; 
let's see what we can do! 
We'll make it wide 

so it holds the tide, 
with a fine throne just for you. 
 
He dug deep down 

in the firm damp sand, 
for the tide was falling fast. 
The moat was deep, 

the ramparts high, 
and the turrets tall and vast. 
 
Now I am king, 
the young boy cried, 
and this in my golden throne! 
I rule the sands; 
I rule the seas; 
I am lord of all lands, alone! 
 
The sand king ruled 

from his golden court 
and it seemed the wind had died; 
But at dusk his throne 

sank gently down 

in Neptune's rolling tide. 
 
And an echo rose upon the wind, 
sang deep and wild and free: 
Oh you may be king of the castle, 
but I am lord of the sea. 
 
Judith Nicholls  

 

 

LINK: http://www.poeticterminology.net/37-refrain-poetry-type.htm 
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