definition of chorus in literature

The Definition of Chorus in Literature: A Comprehensive Guide

Have you ever read a play and felt a mysterious voice commenting on the action, offering insights, and
sometimes even foreshadowing events? That, my friend, is likely the chorus. But what exactly is a chorus
in literature? This comprehensive guide delves into the definition of chorus in literature, exploring its
origins, functions, and evolution throughout history. We'll unpack its diverse roles, from providing
exposition to shaping audience perception, and look at examples from classic and modern works to solidify

your understanding. Get ready to unravel the secrets of this fascinating literary device!

What is a Chorus in Literature? A Simple Definition

The simplest definition of a chorus in literature is a group of characters who comment on the action of the
play. They are not directly involved in the main plot, but instead function as a kind of narrator,
commentator, and even a moral compass for the audience. Think of them as the Greek philosopher sitting
in the audience, offering insightful analysis throughout the performance. Unlike individual characters, the

chorus speaks as a unified voice, expressing collective emotions, opinions, and perspectives.

Origins of the Chorus: Ancient Greek Theatre

The chorus has its roots firmly planted in ancient Greek theatre. In classical Greek tragedies and comedies,
the chorus was an integral part of the performance. Typically consisting of 12-15 individuals, they sang and
danced, providing lyrical interludes between scenes and offering commentary on the unfolding drama.
Their role extended beyond mere observation; they could actively engage with the characters, offering

advice, expressing fears, and even prophesying future events.

The Multiple Roles of the Chorus: More Than Just a Commentary

The chorus's functions are surprisingly diverse, going beyond simple narration:

Exposition: The chorus often provides crucial background information to the audience, setting the scene,

introducing key characters, and outlining the conflict. Think of it as the play's built-in exposition dump,

delivered in a poetic and engaging manner.

Commentator and Interpreter: The chorus acts as a bridge between the action on stage and the audience's
understanding. They interpret the characters' motivations, highlight significant themes, and offer moral

judgments. This keeps the audience engaged and helps them navigate the complexities of the plot.

Emotional Expression: The chorus provides a collective voice for the audience's emotions. They express



fear, joy, sorrow, or anger, mirroring the feelings evoked by the play's events. This shared emotional
experience strengthens the bond between the audience and the performance.

Prophecy and Foreshadowing: In some plays, the chorus possesses a prophetic ability, foreshadowing future
events and offering warnings or predictions. This creates suspense and adds another layer of intrigue to the
narrative.

Moral Guidance: The chorus often acts as a moral compass, offering reflections on the characters' actions and
highlighting the consequences of their choices. They reinforce the play's central themes and offer valuable

ethical insights.

Evolution of the Chorus: Beyond Ancient Greece

While the chorus is most closely associated with ancient Greek drama, its influence can be seen in later
literary forms. Although the prominent singing and dancing aspects often faded, the core function of
commentary and interpretation remained. While not always a literal group of characters, the concept of a

chorus can be found in various forms:

Narrative Chorus: In some narratives, the author employs a narrative voice that acts as a chorus, offering
commentary and reflection on the story's events. This can be a subtle or overt presence, depending on the
author's style.

Character Chorus: Occasionally, a group of characters within a play or novel might collectively function as a
chorus, even without formally designated roles. Their shared reactions and comments serve a similar
purpose to the ancient Greek model.

Modern Adaptations: Contemporary playwrights and novelists sometimes subtly incorporate choruses,
using smaller groups of characters or even a single character to deliver insightful commentary. The

function remains the same, even if the form has evolved.

Examples of Choruses in Literature

Several classic and modern works showcase the power and versatility of the chorus:

Sophocles' Antigone: The chorus in Antigone plays a pivotal role, providing exposition, commenting on the
characters' actions, and expressing the community's fears and anxieties surrounding the conflict.

Aeschylus' Oresteia: This trilogy features a powerful chorus that guides the audience through the complex
moral dilemmas presented in the story.

Modern adaptations: While less common in modern plays, the concept of a chorus is often subtly echoed in

the use of narrators or groups of characters who offer commentary and perspective.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of the Chorus

The chorus, a seemingly archaic literary device, continues to resonate in modern literature. While its form

has evolved over time, its fundamental functions—commentary, interpretation, and emotional



expression—remain relevant. Understanding the chorus provides a deeper appreciation of dramatic
structure and narrative technique across various literary periods. It’s a testament to the enduring power of

this ancient tool to enhance storytelling and engage the audience.

FAQs: Unraveling the Mysteries of the Chorus

1. Is the chorus always a group of people? No, the concept of a chorus can be adapted. A single narrator

or a group of characters can fulfil the chorus's functions.

1. Can a chorus be unreliable? Absolutely! Just like any narrator, a chorus can present a biased or

incomplete perspective, adding another layer of complexity to the narrative.

1. How does the chorus differ from a narrator? While both offer commentary, the chorus is often more
integrated into the drama itself, expressing emotions and interacting with the characters more

directly than a typical detached narrator.

1. Are there examples of chorus in modern film or television? While not directly replicating the Greek
model, many films and television shows employ narrative devices that echo the chorus's function,

often through a trusted voiceover or a group of recurring characters offering insights.

1. Why is the chorus important to the study of literature? Studying the chorus allows us to understand
how narrative structure and audience engagement have changed throughout literary history, and

how authors utilize different techniques to shape our understanding of the story.
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