Verse Notes

Poetry differs from prose in that it is written in a rhythmically repeated pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables, and sometimes ends of the lines rhyme.

Shakespearean verse is called blank verse because generally it does not rhyme.  (Blank meaning empty of rhyme).  Most of his poetry was meant to be spoken by actors.  In order to insure that they convey his meanings, Shakespeare wanted as much control as possible over the way his lines were spoken.  Writing in verse enabled Shakespeare to control the pattern of stress and thus control the meaning.  The actors would tend to speak his lines according to his expected patterns of stress – thus the pattern  reveals the meaning, and the meaning enlivens the pattern.  

Terminology

Scansion:  The process in which we mark a line of verse into sections, and indicate stressed and unstressed syllables.  This is intended to direct our attention to thepattern and probable meaning of the line.

Foot:  the term applied to one of the units of which a line is composed.  A foot is also called a metrical unit.

Length:  The number of feet in a line.  This is generally based on the number of syllables.  Most of Shakespeare’s verse lines contain ten syllables.  See notes for exceptions.

Pentameter:  The measure of a lien composed of five feet.  

Iamb:  A foot that is composed of an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable.  mark as  ¯  for an unstressed syllable or ( for a stressed syllable.  This is the most commonly used foot in Shakespeare’s verse.  The basic metrical pattern of Shakespeare’s verse is Iambic Pentameter.  IT is a ten syllable line in which the basic iambic foot is repeated five times.  The following lien is an example of regular iambic pentameter.

“Within (my tent (his bones (tonight (shall lie.”

Trochee:  A foot composed of a stressed syllable followed by an unstressed syllable.  The trochee is the most common variation that Shakespeare uses in his basic pattern.  Many English words are natural trochees, with accents fixed by pronunciation:  many, madam, busy.  Where a trochee is formed by two words, the stress is indicated by meaning:

“Live and (beget (a hap (py race (of kings”

In the line above, the first foot is a meaning directed trochee.  Before we scan a foot as a trochee, we should be sure this is because of its fixed stress (see dictionary), or led by meaning.

Pyrrhic:  A foot composed of two unstressed syllables.  It occurs often in words such as into and upon, when no real stress is called for.  It is also found in the unstressed syllables of suffixes like able and ible.  In the line below, the third foot is pyrrhic:

“To tell (the sec ( rets of (my pri (son house.”

