Some of the following is adapted from http://www.bardweb.net/content/readings/intro.html#pentameter
Two basic methods are typically used to explore texts: scansion and close reading. The point is that by starting with the basic text on a line-by-line basis, you can work through Shakespeare's meaning and understand how verse and meaning come together.
Scansion (or, to scan a line of verse) is the analysis and visual representation of the metrical pattern of verse.
from Latin, scandere – "to climb"

The connecting notion is that of the rising and falling rhythm of poetry.
Scansion employs a system of symbols to reveal the mechanics of a poem, such as:

· the predominant type of foot
· the number of feet per line

· the rhyme scheme
The purpose of scansion is to enhance the reader’s sensitivity to the ways in which rhythmic elements in a poem convey meaning. Deviations in a poem’s metrical pattern are often significant to its meaning.

Some terms to become familiar with:

Syllable (Hopefully this one is pretty well understood by this point of your education)
An uninterrupted segment of speech consisting of a vowel sound, a diphthong, or a syllabic consonant, with or without any preceding or following consonant sounds
e.g., you = 1 syllable; hel-lo = 2 syllables

When scanning a line, syllables are marked as either stressed (/) or unstressed (˘) depending upon the pronunciation of a given word within the line. For instance, the word "example" would scan as:


 ˘   /    ˘

ex  am  ple
Foot
A group of two or more syllables in which one syllable has the major stress. A foot forms the basic unit of poetic rhythm.

Different names are used to identify the various patterns into which stressed and unstressed syllables are arranged. The most common ones are listed below.
Common Metrical Feet in English

	Foot
	Syllables
	Stress Pattern
	Example

	iamb (iambic)
	2
	˘  /
	pretend

	trochee (trochaic)
	2
	/  ˘
	season

	spondee (spondaic)
	2
	/  /
	 

	pyrrhic
	2
	˘  ˘
	 

	anapest (anapestic)
	3
	˘  ˘  /
	unabridged

	dactyl (dactylic)
	3
	/  ˘  ˘
	dangerous


Meter

Arrangement of words in regularly measured, patterned, or rhythmic lines or verses.

Names are applied to poetic meters based on both:

· the predominant rhythmic pattern of the feet, and…
· the number of feet per line
Let’s repeat that: Because few poems are absolutely regular, meter is usually determined by the type of foot that appears most frequently.
So, to figure out which kind of meter you’re dealing with:
1. Determine the kind of foot used most often in the line (perhaps it is an iamb), and then…
2. Count up the number of feet in the line (perhaps there are 5 feet in the line you are analyzing)

In this case, you would therefore have a line of iambic pentameter
Much of English dramatic verse was written in iambic pentameter (lines of five iambs) because this rhythm most closely approximated natural speech patterns. In fact, unrhymed iambic pentameter was so popular it had a term of its own: blank verse.

Although we will deal almost exclusively with iambic pentameter, there are other meters as well:

· monometer—lines consisting of 1 foot 

· dimeter—lines consisting of 2 feet 

· trimeter—lines consisting of 3 feet 

· tetrameter—lines consisting of 4 feet 

· pentameter—lines consisting of 5 feet (blank verse) 

· hexameter—lines consisting of 6 feet (alexandrine) 

Lines of more than six feet are rare in English poetry.
Verse
A succession of metrical feet composed as one line
The word ultimately evolved from a root word meaning "to turn" or "bend"
The metaphor derives from the way a field is plowed into rows; i.e., lines of verse "turn" from one to another as a plowman turns row to row.
Prose
The ordinary form of spoken or written language, without metrical structure, as distinguished from poetry or verse
Ictus [ik-tus]
Rhythmical or metrical stress
Diacritic / Diacritical

A mark, point, or sign added or attached to a letter in order to:

· distinguish it from another of similar form

· give it a particular phonetic value

· indicate stress, etc.
Examples include the tilde (~), circumflex ( ˆ ), umlaut ( ¨ ), and macron ( ¯ ). 

Macron [pronounced may-kron or mak-ron]
A mark ( ¯ ) placed over a syllable to show that it is stressed, or ictic (see ictus above)
*Note: We will be using a slash (/) to indicate ictic syllables in order to avoid confusion with the traditional use of the macron that you probably learned in grammar school, i.e., to indicate a long vowel sound; for example, the ā sound in fate  [fāt].
from Greek, macron = "long"

Breve [pronounced breev or brev]
A mark (˘) placed over a syllable to show that it is not stressed, or nonictic.

Also used in English grammar to indicate a short vowel sound, as the ŭ in cut [kŭt]
Other Helpful Poetry Terms

· assonance—repetition or a pattern of similar sounds, especially vowel sounds 

· caesura—a natural pause or break in a line of poetry, usually near the middle of the line 

· consonance—repetition of similar consonant sounds, especially at the ends of words 

· couplet—a pair of lines of the same length that usually rhyme and form a complete thought 

· enjambment—the running on of the thought from one line, couplet, or stanza to the next without a syntactical break 

· feminine ending—an extra unstressed syllable at the end of a line 

· masculine ending—an extra stressed syllable at the end of a line 

· versification—the system of rhyme and meter in a poem 

Close Reading

Close reading is exactly what it sounds like – paying close attention to what you are reading. In close reading we pay specific attention to:

· the basic definitions of individual words

· the literal and figurative uses of those words

· fundamental grammar and syntax

· the context in which words or phrases are used

In dramatic works playwrights, unlike novelists, are basically limited to dialogue and stage directions to tell their stories. This means the text is more subject to interpretation. We're looking for clues to meaning within the speeches. First, we make our observations. Then, we make inferences based on patterns that we see.

With Shakespeare, it's helpful to combine close reading with scansion because the verse itself can often help you understand the salient words within a speech. It gets much easier the more you are exposed to it.
It's helpful to use an annotated text with plenty of footnotes. These are invaluable for help with obsolete word usage and provide context for the material.
