The very first thing which I observed on arriving there was that a cab had made two ruts with its wheels close to the curb.  Now, up to last night, we have had no rain for a week, so that those wheels which left such a deep impression must have been there during the night.  There were the marks of the horse’s hoofs, too, the outline of one of which was far more clearly cut than the other three, showing that that was a new shoe.  Since the cab was there after the rain began, and was not there at any time during the morning – I have Gregson’s word for that – it follows that it must have been there during the night, and therefore, that it brought those two individuals to the house.

From “A Study in Scarlet” by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

As a close reader, you become a detective, joining the ranks of Sherlock Holmes, House, and Temperance Brennan.  You find clues in the text and determine what they mean, in the same way that Holmes deduced the horse with one new shoe, above.  The great difference is that you are not searching for one right answer – one murderer – you are looking for a plausible interpretation that you can support with the text.  There is no right answer, although there can be wrong ones – but you will know they are wrong immediately, because the text won’t support them.
Close Reading: Four Steps

1. Slow down!

a. Start small

b. Read every word
2. Information: reading literally

a. Straighten out difficult syntax

b. Look up unknown vocabulary

c. Establish context

3. Analysis: reading concretely/structurally
a. Start small
i. Wow, that sentence is 14 lines long!

ii. Why does he keep repeating the word “grey?”

iii. Why does the verb come at the end of this sentence?

b. Be specific

c. Note concrete details
d. Note connotations
e. Answers “who,” “what,” “where,” “when”

4. Interpretation: the great leap!

a. Answers “why” and “how”

b. What is the significance of this information?

c. What new light does it shed on the analytical reading?

Remember – as a reader, YOU are the textual authority, but only if you make a concerted effort to be so!  The author has chosen every word and punctuation mark specifically – your job is to sort out what all of those choices add up to (NOT “what the author meant!”).
Historical:

London, 1894: Gentlemen (and, increasingly, ladies) take their supper in exclusive clubs, waited on by clockwork servants.  Indoors, the fire and gas lamps reflect off leather furniture and brass fittings; outside, the thick, yellow fog rolls in, and the Ripper has begun leaving bodies in Whitechapel again.

Contemporary:

Somewhere in Pennsylvania, 2010: The Weller house probably isn’t haunted.  The lights and strange noises surely have a rational explanation.  Besides, the money’s good if you can make it through the night.

The Future:

Cargo ship Archimedes, 3072: The trip to Osiris takes nineteen years (one way) – of course, with the ship’s auto-pilot and your cryo-sleep pods, you’ll only really be there for loading and unloading.
The World is Too Much With Us   

William Wordsworth 

The world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon;

The winds that will be howling at all hours,

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers,

For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

It moves us not.--Great God!  I'd rather be

A pagan suckled in a creed outworn;

So might I, standing on this pleasant lea,

Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;

Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea;

Or hear old Triton blow his wreathèd horn.

Who has not, a hundred times, found himself committing a vile or a silly action, for no other reason than because he knows he should not?  Have we not a perpetual inclination, in the teeth of our best judgment, to violate that which is Law, merely because we understand it to be such?  This spirit of perverseness, I say, came to my final overthrow.  It was this unfathomable longing of the soul to vex itself – to offer violence to its own nature – to do wrong for the wrong’s sake only – that urged me to continue and finally to consummate the injury I had inflicted upon the unoffending brute.  One morning, in cool blood, I slipped a noose about its neck and hung it from the limb of a tree – hung it with the tears streaming from my eyes and the bitterest remorse at my heart – hung it because I knew that it had loved me, and because I felt it had given me no reason of offense; - hung it because I knew that in so doing I was committing a sin – a deadly sin that would so jeopardize my immortal soul as to place it – if such a thing were possible – even beyond the reach of the infinite mercy of the Most Merciful and Most Terrible God. (Poe 478-9)
