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Opponent’s Report  

 

Daniela Andreea Bălan, “The Functions of Storytelling in Modern American Drama: 

Mapping Human Consciousness” (MA Thesis) 

 
Daniela Andreea Bălan’s Master’s thesis presents a detailed study of the work of three major 

American playwrights, David Mamet, Sam Shepard, and Suzan-Lori Parks on the backdrop of 

post-modern America. The principal focus is on the constructed nature of identity, be it 

individual or collective, and its presentation in drama. As the candidate argues, by showing 

identity as both constructed and performative in its nature, drama serves as a vital image of 

society, or “the American consciousness”, as she phrases it. 

 

Chapter 1 is dedicated to a persuasive account of drama’s social importance which is followed by 

a theoretical consideration of narrative and performance. This consideration abounds in germane 

ideas, and skilfully uses the work of Hillis Miller in particular to support the assertion that drama 

makes us learn about society. However, the section would benefit from some tightening of the 

argument, including the use of some recent sources about performativity, and should state the 

objectives of the thesis more clearly – indeed, the summary of the main argument offered above 

is the result of reading the subsequent chapters rather than the introduction itself. Moreover, 

there is a considerable lack of clarity as regards the use of a number of terms that are essential for 

the argument. For instance, “storytelling” customarily indicates a focus on the telling of stories by 

characters, and thus on monologue (or collective narration); in the context, the choice of plays 

such as Oleanna or Buried Child for analysis would seem confusing to say the least. It becomes 

clear only later in the argument that the candidate uses the term rather in the context of 

construction of individual identity narratives. But then again, on p. 13, “narration” is equalled 

with “plot”… The issue should be clarified at the thesis defence – how does the candidate define 

“story”, and “storytelling”? Another confusion arises from the candidate’s repeated insistence on 

American theatre becoming anti-realist from the 1960s, which by implication applies to her 

selected authors. However, even the most superficial of considerations will reveal the formal 

differences among the plays under discussion, with – I would argue – only The America Play being 

emphatically anti-realist; on the other hand, it appears difficult to not see the rootedness of, say, 

Oleanna, in the realist tradition. Saddik’s definition of anti-realism cited on p. 9 may hold as 

regards Parks’s work, and perhaps True West, but it is hard to see its plausibility as regards the 

other plays analysed. Again, this matter should be addressed at the defence, perhaps taking into 

account the whole range of formal differences among the individual plays, from Mamet’s near-

minimalism as regards staging to Parks’s use of costume, repeated physical action and 

metatheatricality (and also elaborate punning, as opposed to both Mamet and Shepard). Finally, 
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the term “micro-narratives” should be replaced with a more adequate one, since in a work 

dedicated to “(post)modernity”, it is hard to view it in a context other than Lyotard’s (while what 

the candidate means is an equivalent of “embedded narratives” in fiction). 

 

Despite the above, the body of Ms Bălan’s work consists in an original, thoughtful and sensitive 

analysis of the individual plays, which well supports the central hypotheses, and persuasively 

demonstrates how the selected plays by Mamet, Shepard, and Parks probe the nature of late 

twentieth-century America. The chapters on Shepard and Parks are particularly illuminating; as 

regards Mamet, the candidate’s interpretation of Oleanna would be usefully developed by a 

consideration of the social context and its impact on the characters’ constructed identities (such as 

Carol’s background, her expectations as regards college, or John’s actions in the light of 

predetermined academic career paths) – the repeated assertion that the characters construct roles 

for themselves is otherwise rather reductive. 

 

The structure of the thesis is clear and logical, and the writing is accomplished throughout, with a 

few minor language or stylistic issues here and there. The range of research reflected in the 

bibliography is more than adequate (with the exception concerning recent work on 

performativity, as mentioned above). The formatting of the footnotes does not exactly follow the 

required style, and the numbering should be separate for each chapter; however, the work is 

presented with care otherwise.  

 

I recommend the thesis for defence and propose to grade it as “very good” (2) or “excellent” (1)  

based on the result of the defence. 

 

Prague, 21 August 2020   

 

 

 

Prof. Ondřej Pilný, PhD 


