Writing Unseen Commentaries

Think of any human activity that involves an audience or spectators – say a soccer match. If we wanted to analyze the match (break it down into its parts) we could do so in different ways, depending on whether we were writing a newspaper report about it, trying to decide whether it had been worth watching, working out why one side rather than the other had won, using it as an illustration of what a good game of soccer is like, and so on.

Here’s one way of breaking such an activity down so that we can think about it in an organized way.

1. Where and when did it take place? (At what point in the season was the match played? Did the venue
favor one side? What was the weather like? What had been written in the sporting press before the
match?) We could call that the Setting for the event.
2. Who took part? (The players, and the referee…and the spectators too if their behavior had an
impact on what was happening on the pitch.) They are the people – Characters – involved.
3. What happened? (The story of the game, with as much detail as needed.) That‘s the Action.
4. How did it all happen? (An account of the way the game was played by each team.) We might call
that the Style of what we saw..
5. What conclusions can we draw from all of the above? (Can we now explain why the winners won?
What did we learn from the match about what makes a winning side or a good game, or about
football itself as a sport?) These are the Ideas/Themes we take away with us at the end.
We will refer to this kind of analysis as: SCASI.

That may seem at first sight to be a rather clumsy framework…and sorry if you aren’t at all interested in soccer. Try substituting a rock concert, a political meeting, an English lesson, a bank robbery…Then try a novel or a play. That will take us closer to where we‘re going next – a short discussion about how we can analyze literature. We can then set about exploring ways of doing so effectively, particularly when the literature is chopped up into the small bits called Passages for Commentary.

Novels and Plays – and Poems As Well
It’s easy to see that novels and plays can be analyzed under the same five headings. They tell stories after all, and stories involve action, which has to happen somewhere and usually includes people…and stories make us think.
What about Style, however? It works rather better for literature, since most stories are told in words; and language has a whole range of identifiable styles. 
Do all five headings work for poetry?
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