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Introduction

Most of Shakespeare's dramatic verse is in a regular meter, iambic pentameter, which feels like "elevated" but natural English speech (of course, Shakespeare's vocabulary is another matter entirely). When Shakespeare varies that meter he reveals his "stage directions" for how to speak it.
To get to the point of seeing what this means, we'll need some refresher on some basics of poetry.

In this document:

· Play titles are in Italics; songs and poems are "In Quotes".  Terms you'll find in the glossary are boldfaced.
· Examples are indented and in Courier font, as below.
· From time to time, I'll use CAPiTAL LETters to INdiCATE which syllables are stresse. Also:

· Stressed and unstressed syllables in a line of poetry are indicated by a slash (stressed) and a shallow "U" shape (unstressed):

 /    ͝   /     ͝   /  ͝   /
Jack and Jill went up the hill
We'll be saying "the verse tells you ..." a lot in this session. There's one essential rule to remember: The verse almost never forces you to do something. It's like a guide on your vacation - it can point out interesting things you might want to explore, but you're still the one who makes the decision whether to listen or not.

Rhythm
All language has stressed and unstressed syllables.  It's only when you regularize it into a pattern that it becomes rhythm.  Here's a very rhythmic section of Christopher Marlowe's "A Passionate Shepherd to his Mistress":

  ͝   /    ͝    /  ͝   /  ͝  /

Come live with me and be my Love,

 ͝   /  ͝    /   ͝    /   ͝     /

And we will all the pleasures prove

The very regular, very repetitive rhythmic pattern in the Marlowe example is called meter.  This (along with all the words for the good cuts of meat) was the Norman gift to the English language.
Feet
The basic unit of meter is the foot (plural feet) - two or three syllables which "belong together".  
There are a lot of different poetic feet, but for our purposes, we'll worry about just one, and think of everything else as a variation (you'll find all the commonly agreed on ones in the Glossary):
Iamb - one unstressed and one stressed syllable - duh-DAH (duh-DAH, duh-DAH ...). Like the words "deDUCT" and "imPOSE".
 ͝    /    ͝    /    ͝    ͝     /   ͝   /

Just sit right back and you'll hear a tale
Note that this example, from "The Ballad of Gilligan's Island", is mostly iambic, but has one variation, where you get two unstressed syllables in a row. Such variation is common in poetry and song.
Meter = Kind of Foot + Number of Feet in a Line
The other aspect of meter is how many feet there are in a line (see the Glossary for the proper terms for one-foot lines, two-foot lines, etc.)  This can be critical in the effect a poem has on the ear.

try not to look ahead at the spoiler below

Read this aloud:

 ͝  /   ͝  /     ͝   /   ͝   /
To sing a song that old was sung,

  ͝   / ͝   /   ͝    /    ͝   /

From ashes ancient Gower is come; 
 ͝ /  ͝   /     ͝ /  ͝  /

Assuming man's infirmities,

 ͝   /    ͝   /    ͝    /     ͝    /

To glad your ear, and please your eyes.

Now read this aloud:
  ͝   /    ͝    /   ͝   /  ͝  /   ͝   / ͝   /    ͝   / ͝   /

  It hath been sung at festivals, on ember-eves and holy-ales;

   ͝    /    ͝   /  ͝  /    ͝     /    ͝    /   ͝   /   ͝  / ͝ /

  And lords and ladies in their lives have read it for restoratives.

Now read them again, and this time give them some meaning and a little "acting".

The first sounds sing-song-y, the second sounds solemn, right?  
Spoiler:  
They're consecutive lines from the same poem (in Shakespeare and Fletcher's play Pericles).  I just printed one as four-feet-per-line, and the other as eight-feet-per-line.
For why "Gower" is pronounced "Gow'r", see elision in the Glossary.

Iambic Pentameter

One meter has pretty much dominated English verse since the time of Chaucer - lines made up of five iambic feet.  
   1       2        3        4        5

duh-DAH duh-DAH  duh-DAH  duh-DAH  duh-DAH
i   AM   a  PI  rate WITH  a  WOOD en  LEG
Why Iambic Pentameter?
It's very like normal spoken English. For example, take this:
This morning I woke up at ten and brushed my teeth and went to breakfast where I ate a sausage.

To make this particular sentence into rhythmic prose only requires "scanning" it (marking the stresses):
  ͝   /   ͝  /   ͝   /  ͝  /   ͝    /     ͝    /    ͝   /

This morning I woke up at ten and brushed my teeth and went 
 ͝   /    ͝    /   ͝  /  ͝   /  ͝
to breakfast where I ate a sausage.

To convert it into pentameter just takes breaking the lines after five feet:

  ͝   /   ͝  /  ͝    / ͝   /   ͝    /

This morning I woke up at ten and brushed 
 ͝   /    ͝   /    ͝    /  ͝     /   ͝  /

My teeth and went to breakfast where I ate
 ͝  /  ͝
A sausage.

This won't work on every English sentence. The point is that it's very easy to write iambic pentameter that sounds like normal speech.

Line endings

So, if iambic pentameter is basically rhythmic speech, what's all the fuss about breaking it up into lines? Why not just write it as prose? In fact there are passages in the earliest printed versions of Shakespeare where we can't tell if something was intended as poetry or prose. The thinking is that in some cases, the printers ran out of space on a page, or had too much, so they simply ran lines together or broke them apart to use the space available.

But if Shakespeare is giving you poetry, use the line endings. How? First of all there's rhyme, which is often used to emphasize ideas or to tie thoughts together (or to finish them off):

Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind;

And therefore is wing'd Cupid painted blind:

And therefore is Love said to be a child,

Because in choice he is so oft beguiled.

Even without rhyme, you should find a way to subtly emphasize line endings - poetry usually (not always!) builds towards the end of lines. Emphasize them with building intensity, then  use that intensity to launch you into the next line (and the next, and the next ....)

Remember that intensity isn't volume, nor is it rising pitch - although it may involve either or both of those. Intensity is the measure of how deeply you are engaged emotionally or spiritually.
So, How Does Shakespeare Use These Ideas?

Varying the meter lets us draw meaning from a passage:

 ͝   /  ͝ /  ͝  /  ͝  /  ͝    /

The quality of mercy is not strained

 ͝   /   ͝   /    ͝   /  ͝    /   ͝    /  
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heav'n

 ͝ /  ͝    /     ͝  /    ͝  /    /    / 
Upon the place beneath: it is twice blest; (or you could say "is" is unstressed)
 ͝   /   ͝   /    ͝    /    ͝   /    ͝    /

It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.
You can't not emphasize the word "twice" in the third line - it doesn't make sense otherwise - and when you do emphasize it, it stretches the line out, makes it "weigh" much more - the ending of the line is very strong, and the audience really hears it. Then when you return to the regular meter in the fourth line, it makes that line stand out because it is so simple - like the moral in a fable.

(I should point out that every time I work over these lines, I change the emphasis (should it be "The quality of mercy is NOT STRAINED"?)
Now look at the opening lines of Romeo and Juliet:

Two households, both alike in dignity,
In fair Verona, where we lay our scene ...

I guarantee that every time you have ever heard this, the actor said, "TWO households, BOTH alike ..." - because we in the modern world want to emphasize that there are two opposing forces in play. But the meter tells us it should be "two HOUSEholds ...", and I'll bet a lot of money that's how it was performed in Shakespeare's day, because Shakespeare and every person in his audience knew something that only SCAdians know today (and we only know it in a watered-down way): a household is a mighty, fearsome thing, with bonds as powerful as family. Think Darkyard. The first word he wanted his audience to hear was "household". Then they knew what was at stake.
Now here's a famous line from Hamlet:

 ͝  /  ͝  /   ͝  /    ͝   /  ͝    /  ͝

To be or not to be, that is the question
Hunh? "that IS the question"???? Shouldn't it be "THAT is the question"? See how following the normal meter changes the meaning of the line? In the emphasis we hear nearly every actor use, Hamlet has been saying to himself "Should I revenge my father? Should I punish my mother? NO! 'Should I live or die?' THAT is the question I should be asking". He's discovering ON​STAGE that he is actually contemplating suicide. In the emphasis suggested by the meter, it's more like "Should I commit suicide, or should I not? Maybe I should be asking another question. NO! Should I live or die - that really IS the question". Very likely the "usual" choice is the right one. It's more dramatic for Hamlet to discover suddenly that he's in an existential crisis and he didn't even know it ... rather than simply carrying his internal dispute from offstage. 
So VARYING THE METER on purpose, can completely change what your character is thinking.

Aside: Not every line of iambic pentameter has ten syllables (five feet of two syllables each); often a line ends with an eleventh unstressed syllable (such as the one from Hamlet, above), called a feminine ending. If they come up occasionally, Shakespeare was probably just trying to fit in a word he liked. If they come up a lot ... well, a feminine ending isn't as strong as the usual duh-DAH (hey, I didn't coin the name), so it may well be that Shakespeare is indicating that the character is wavering or weakening (or just plain weak to start with).

Okay, ready to try it yourself?
Glossary:

cadence:  a rhythm that doesn't fall into a strict meter; the norm for Anglo-Saxon poetry; see Beowulf, for example
elision:  the omission of a vowel, consonant, or syllable in pronunciation, usually to force a multisyllable word into a fixed meter.  

From ashes ancient Gow'r is come; (Gower, 2 syllables ==> Gow'r)

It seems like cheating, but the use of this is more frequent than you might think in period poetry, particularly in popular ballads.
feminine ending: a line of poetry ending on an unstressed syllable; gives the line a "soft landing"

Foot:  the basic unit of meter:  two or three syllables that "belong together" in a line of poetry;   Most English verse, from Middle English on, uses one of the following three feet:
iamb:  one unstressed syllable followed by one stressed syllable


 ͝   /  ͝    /    ͝    /    ͝   /    ͝    /

It blesseth him that gives and him that takes
trochee: one stressed syllable followed by one unstressed syllable

  /   ͝ / ͝  /   ͝     /  ͝

Once upon a midnight dreary

Rarely used as the basis for an entire poem, but very common as a variation. Shakespeare does this all the time to give his lines a big kickoff.
      /   ͝   ͝    /   ͝   /   ͝   /   ͝     /


Men at some time are masters of their fates: 

anapest: two unstressed syllables followed by one stressed syllable


 ͝  ͝   /  ͝  ͝   /    ͝   ͝   /  ͝    ͝   /


On the day I was born said my father said he

The following feet are rare as the basic meter in English, but are used as variations:
dactyl: one stressed syllable followed by two unstressed syllables, as in the first foot in this example:

/  ͝  ͝   /    ͝   /   ͝  ͝   /

I was a child and she was a child
Rarely used as the basis for an entire poem, not even very common as a variation.  (Note that you could argue this line is basically anapestic.  Welcome to the world of poetry criticism.)
spondee:  two stressed syllables forming one poetic foot; e.g.:  

   /    /      /    /       /  /        /   /


"housekeep", "pen-knife," "ad hoc," "heartburn" 
amphibrach: a stressed syllable surrounded by two unstressed syllables; e.g., 

  ͝ / ͝      ͝ / ͝       ͝   /   ͝      ͝  / ͝

"another," "uncommon," "instead of," "Brendoken"

Some argue that this is the basic foot of the limerick.

  ͝     /   ͝     ͝   /   ͝      ͝  / ͝

There once was    a lass of    Brendoken

pyrrhic:  two unstressed syllables; very rare; but sometimes used to indicate a weak iamb, as in the last word below (i.e., it's not "MAJ-e-STEE", it's "MAJ-e-sty")

 ͝   /  ͝ /    ͝  /   ͝   / ͝  ͝

The attribute to awe and majesty,

Meter: a regular rhythm; meter is usually described by giving both the kind of feet (above) and the number in each line of verse. The number-of -feet are expressed with a prefix and the word "meter": 

One foot: monometer
Two feet: dimeter
Three feet: trimeter
Four feet: tetrameter
Five feet: pentameter
Six feet: hexameter (also known as alexandrines)
Seven feet: heptameter

Eight feet: octameter
rhythm:  a pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables

scan, scansion:  to scan a verse is to determine its meter - that is, to go through each foot and indicate whether each syllable is stressed or unstressed. The resultant pattern is called its scansion. 
