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In her thesis, Jana Beňadiková examines E. L. Doctorow’s novel The Book of Daniel, exploring 
the role of narration in the book and how the author’s use of different modes of narration reflects 
an attempt to deconstruct the narrative process and to draw the reader’s attention to the 
questionable role of narration in imparting knowledge, thus complicating the typical 
understanding of history and accepted truth. To do so, Beňadiková examines the novel’s form 
and content in detail, performing close readings of the text while explicating its formal features 
and metafictional techniques and situating the novel within the context of postmodernism. 
Specially, the thesis argues that the above-mentioned features of the novel and its enquiry into 
and deconstruction of grand narratives situate it within the category of historiographic 
metafiction. At all points in the thesis, Beňadiková’s close readings and her framing of the novel 
in a larger context are supported by a judicious use of secondary sources from literary criticism 
and theory. The thesis is well-researched, clearly written and logically structured, both 
aggregating existing arguments about Doctorow, narrative and historiographic metafiction, and 
placing emphasis on certain aspects that may have been overlooked. 

Doctorow received a great deal of recognition for his fiction and is best known for novels that 
are grounded in historical events. The Book of Daniel fits this assumption, but Beňadiková 
authoritatively argues that the book is more than a meditation on the Cold War case of the 
Rosenbergs. The thesis opens up interesting ways of reading this specific novel, Doctorow’s 
work in general, and by extension the thesis illuminates some of the central tenets of postmodern 
fiction and its concern for narratives, language and history.  

The thesis contains an introduction, three chapters, a conclusion and a rich bibliography. Chapter 
I lays the groundwork for the entire thesis, examining how the novel’s plot explores the nature of 
narrativity and its role in both public and personal history. To do so, the chapter closely reads the 
novel’s framing text, “Daniel’s Book.” This text is written by the narrator following his 
investigation into the case of his parents, which is drawn from the Rosenberg trials. Highlighting 
how this text deconstructs the official story of the case and raising the question of whether any 
complex, objective truth can be accessed through narrative, this chapter elucidates and 
convincingly argues that the role and reliability of narrative is one of the novel’s central 
concerns.  

Chapter II examines the formal features found throughout the novel, focusing on metafictional 
narrative and arguing that it mirrors the interrogation of official narratives explicated in the 
previous chapter of the thesis. Moments of metafiction in the novel, where the narrator, Daniel 
Isaacson, draws attention to himself and his role in the relating of this story to the reader, the 
thesis argues, “further problematizes the notion of narrative as the vehicle of mediating objective, 
factual knowledge.” 



Chapter III reviews and synthesizes the findings of the previous chapters and uses them to place 
the novel within the larger context of postmodernism. Specifically the thesis uses Linda 
Hutcheon’s definition of historiographic metafiction to place The Book of Daniel within a 
specific sub-genre of postmodern fiction. This chapter both supports the arguments of the 
previous chapters while opening the thesis to a larger context which is revealing both in terms of 
the novel and in terms of the characteristics of postmodern literature.  

Due to the Coronavirus, Jana and I were not able to meet in person to discuss her thesis, but she 
worked independently with admirable determination. We did not get to collaborate as closely or 
in as timely a manner as I would have hoped, yet this did not hinder her work. She approached 
me with a concept that was almost fully formed, and the drafts she sent me were always very 
well-developed. 

In light of the above comments, I have three questions to pose: 

1) How does the plot itself contribute to the novel’s historiographic metafictional interrogation of 
narrative? Is there something specific in this particular plot and its grounding in a specific 
historic event that makes it more appropriate to this type of investigation—or is the plot 
secondary to the formal experimentation in terms of the novel being a representative example of 
historiographic metafiction? 

2) To what extent are postmodernism’s interrogations of narratives, form, history and truth a 
development or a disruption from those of modernism?  

3) The Book of Daniel was published in 1971. In what ways are its suggestions of the 
unreliability of narrative and official history relevant or outmoded today?  
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