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Metatheatre and Social Media in Annie Baker's The Flick and
Lauren Gunderson's Silent Sky

May Ahmed Majeed
Abstract

Metatheatre and social media are rich and complex subjects for investigation
in modern American drama. The intersection of social media and metatheatre reflects
the complexity of modern communication. In a time where personal live interaction is
dominated by digital engagement, theater should be changed to integrate with these
aspects and to question conventional narrative structure by using new techniques to
attract audience. This paper investigates metatheatrical elements in relation to social
media and its effect on contemporary life. It tackles two contemporary plays: Annie
Baker's The Flick (2014) and Lauren Gunderson's  Silent Sky (2016). Baker and
Gunderson's works utilize metatheatre as a device to engage the audience in reflecting
their own experiences with social media. They use self- referential techniques to
illuminate the boundaries between illusion and reality to encourage the audience to
compare their visual interaction with their real daily lives. In both plays

metatheatrical moments explore the effects of social media in societal issues.

Keyword: Metatheatre , Social Media, Identity, Audience Perception
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Literature Review

Lionel Abel establishes metatheatre, which is closely related to the
term metadrama, as a dramatic category. It challenges the claim that
theater is a reflection of realistic life. It sharpening our awareness of the
boundaries between illusion and reality. (Abel, 1963, p. 60 ), Metatheatre
has many definitions that are related to the perception of the audience
and thematic depth. Richard Hornby (1986) offers five categories of
metadrama which are related to individual and social concerns. He
believes that perception is essential in itself, dramatic work is created for
man to achieve self-awareness and to communicate with things as they

are, not as they are known.(p.31) So metatheatre refers to theater about
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theater, drama about drama, a story about story, an inner versus outer
narrative or any device that highlights the duplication of theatrical reality.
Kenneth Pickering (2005) notes, the characteristic of double theatricality
enhances the sense of reality. Metatheatre presents a duplication of an
experience on stage. The distinction between illusion and reality
evokes the audience to engage with theatrical performance. (p.41)
Metatheatre's significant role is that it purifies the boundaries between
illusion and reality and draws the attention that not what all occurring is
truth.

Similarly, Social media plays a role resembling a form of metatheatre in
presenting a dual experience. Baker, A. (2018) notes, the notion of drama
in social media is not only about conflict, but about the performance of
identity, where the individuals perform their identities to an audience,
navigating their social spaces to present their opinions and dramatize their
behaviors in everyday life.(p.146) In contemporary life dominated by
digital communication and performative behavior, the intersection of
metatheatre and social media offers rich and complicated subjects for
exploring how individuals construct and perceive reality. Several
playwrights have examined the interaction between metatheatre and
social media to investigate different themes. While Annie Baker and
Lauren Gunderson utilize metatheatrical devices to explain digital
disconnection and the fragmentation of self, other playwrights extend this
approach with more direct way. For instance, Jennifer Haley's The Nether
(2013) creates a virtual world where digital people reflects the
disembodiment typical of online interaction. In the same way Jordan
Tannahill's  Concord Floral (2014) explores teenage digital culture
through artificial stage. In addition, Branden Jacobs-Jenkins in An

Octoroon (2014), criticizes race and representation through multiple
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narrative layers. Many playwrights, along with Baker and Gunderson
illustrate how social media and metatheatre interact to investigate reality,

identity and the audience perception in twenty-first- century drama.

Annie Baker and Lauren Gunderson are prominent playwrights known
for their thoughtful plays who challenged the traditional narrative
structure writing innovative metatheatrical technique. Baker's The Flick
shows the lives of three employees at small town movie theater focusing
on complexities of human relationship in modern life. McQuistion
(2018, p.22) states that Baker's The Flick illuminates the boundaries
reality and performance in a unique metatheatrical technique to show
social dynamics and human experience. She highlights the play's
theatricality to engage the audience with metatheatrical experience. On
the other hand, Lauren Gunderson's Silent Sky is a story within a story
about a female astronomer exploring the complexities of communication
and the connection between societal issues and technology. The play's
main theme is the limits of perception as Henreitta works with data from
the space that cannot see directly just like the audience who is evoked to
imagine a world that they cannot see. HL Derr (2022, p. 80) argues that
Silent Sky may not be metatheatrical in the postmodern sense but it
contain theatrical techniques like self- reference and self -awareness

which enhance the play's themes of identity and human perception.

In addition, as social media becomes part of our daily life, it is impossible
to ignore its effect in shaping identity and communication which evoke

playwrights to address contemporary societal challenges.
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Breaking the Fourth Wall and Representations of Digital Culture in
The Flick

Baker's The Flick takes place at a rundown movie theater in a small
town where three employees work, a young black man, Avery, with a
couple of older movie theater veterans. Baker tackles different issues of
race, ability and class using a unique writing style, employing a self-
referential technique to spotlight the performance of the play. The
characters interact just like in real everyday life breaking the fourth wall
revealing their lives and their relationships as if they are aware of their
role as an actor in the play. The play tackles the theme of ambition and
dream versus reality. This is represented by the main character Avery
who is striving for survival and tries to achieve his dream in life. He is
looking for new job to get a better life, doing his efforts to make balance
between his expectations and reality. He starts to speak with people
around him and tries to build good relation with them, learning from his
failure in the past how to communicate with other. In metatheatrical
moments, moments of vulnerability and tension, Avery talks to his
therapist on his cell phone revealing his inner conflict how he is not in his
best time, still suffering from mental illness due to his past failure,
fighting to get well , making good communication with others. He tries
to be close to his colleague in his workplace by making a conversation
with him, asking him to watch a movie in theater. The stage direction
nervously shows the difficulty of his situation, how he struggles to make
good communication. H. Smith (2018, p.36) notes that the characters
conversations reflect modern man struggle for identity and ambition in

the shadow of digital culture.
As the dynamic contents among the characters starts to shift to be
about personal lives and relationships, the metatheatrical moments
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become more pronounced. When the two young characters , Avery and
Rose engaged in a debate about their sexual encounter, they reveal their
complicated relationship with sex and sexuality. Avery is uncomfortable
because he is reminded of his lack of attraction to women and Rose
criticizes herself due to her bisexual reaction for man and woman. Both
are lost in their identities and depression in a world confined by
materialism. Baker uses periods of silence which amplify the emotional
effect of this encounter. In metatheatrical moments Baker illuminates the
boundaries between illusion and reality; what Avery withholds from
others, is revealed to the audience. Both Avery and Rose navigate their
personal relationship and their inner emotional struggle.  Emma Sten
(2017, p. 87) notes that in a setting, where both the observer of the
performance and the observer of the action are consumers, Avery and
Rose refuse to adopt the performative aspects of identity, a performance

which starts basically with self-identification.

As the characters engaged in debates about their personal lives,
dreams, desires and depression, the metatheatrical element becomes more
pronounced. Baker's use of dialogue, pauses and silences intensifies the
emotional effects of these interactions , evoking the audience's perception
and allowing them to connect deeply with characters. The audiences
witnesses the characters grappling with their dreams, depression and
isolation which mirror the audiences’ own experiences with
communication and isolation in a world shaped by technology.  Lorek-
Jezinska (2017, p.30) notes that moments of pauses and silence in Baker's
narrative structure emphasize a sense of realism inviting audience to

focus on the complexities of connection in digital culture.
Baker's use of pause and silence creates a realistic environment, showing
the complexities of human connection in a community defined by digital
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innovation. Connection and communication is dominated by technology
and social media disruption. The audience becomes aware of the
characters interaction which serves to show how social media shape their
everyday experience. As Smith (2015, p.50) observes, that Baker's work
explores the interaction between identity and representation showing
how social media influences both personal relationship and social

behavior.

The Flick is set in a physical space of a cinema, yet its narrative is
indirectly permeated by social media. The characters struggle with their
ambition and relationships in a  world governed technological
advancement and online identities. The indirect reference to social
media reflects the ongoing conflict of illusion and reality that the

individual faces in everyday life.

In addition, Baker is brilliant in creating relevant characters who
resonate with the audience. She places the characters in a setting which is
familiar and reflective of contemporary society, enhancing the audience's
engagement with the narrative. This approach highlights the importance
of theater for discovering personal and communal identities in relation to

the effect of social media.

While the characters challenge their ambition and
disappointments, the metatheatrical technique serves to intensify the
emotional risks of their connections. The spectators are drawn into their
world, provoked to reflect on the ways in which social media shapes their
awareness of identity, ambition, and human connection. Annie Baker's
writing inspires spectators to consider how the characters' lives mirror
their own fights with the complexities of modern relationships in a tech-
oriented society. As Baker herself notes, "The movies are a way for the

characters to talk about their own lives and desires, and in that way, they
IRAQI ) d %= KUJHS
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reflect the audience's own experiences, making connections to their
realities” (Baker, 2014, p. 66).

The Role of Storytelling and Digital Tools in Silent Sky

Even though  Silent Sky" is set in early 20" century, there is no
direct reference to social media. Gunderson uses technology to reflect
modern society's reliance on digital tools for communication and
perception. The play is about Henrietta Leavitt who works as a computer
at Harvard College Observatory. Since her childhood, Henrietta has
dreamed of pursuing astronomy but when she comes to Cambridge, she is
disappointed to know that her task is limited to the desk like any
computer. She examines the photographic plates of the stars and she is
not allowed to use Refractor. The spectator is quickly made aware of
hierarchical bureaucracy scientific community where woman contraption
is ignored. A metatheatrical moment occurs when Henrietta recognizes
the relationship between brightness of the stars and their distance from
earth. It is not only a turning point in her career but also reflects her
ambition in a male dominated community. Fischer (2018, p.331) states
that Silent Sky explores the challenge woman faces in scientific world,
allowing the spectator to consider historical context and to make
comparison to contemporary issues about female representation in

science.

Through Henrietta's world which is dominated by male, Gunderson
criticizes gender dynamics which is found in her scientific community.
Fischer (2018, p.331)notes that Silent Sky refers to the historical gender
inequalities. It  shows how social perception shapes individuals
experiences. This thematic exploration evokes the audience to connect

Henrietta's struggle to modern discussions regarding gender equality in
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professional fields, particularly as in social media intensifies these

debates.

Silent Sky goes further than being a biographical storytelling, the
narrative and self-referential element become a commentary on the
difficulties that woman faces in scientific world. Henrietta starts talking
about her choices in life and difficulties that she faces , she breaks the
fourth wall to speak directly to the audience who are involved with her in
a metatheatrical moments that might mimic the pressure in their personal
and professional lives. The play inspires contemporary audience
particularly woman following her career in a male dominated community.
Meyer (2017, p.60) thinks that the play narrative structure concentrating
on female empowerment reflects the growing supports for woman role in

science and society.

Henrietta communication with her colleagues at Harvard is a form of
connection which is similar to social media contacts. She often
communicates with her colleague and monitor sharing her opinions and
discoveries, much like how people using social media to communicate
and share thoughts. Henrietta experiences both isolation and connection
like social media users who use it to share their idea and feeling to
empower the sense of belonging and connection. Henrietta does the same
reflecting the tension between her ambition and the hope of acceptance,

echoing how social media intensify scrutiny and support.
Discussion

In both The Flick and Silent Sky , there is a brilliant use of
metatheatrical techniques through the lens of social media issue which
highlight the evolution of contemporary American drama. Both Baker
and Gunderson use self -referential devices to engage the audience while
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addressing vital issues like connection, identity, gender and social media.
Their use metatheatrical devices enhances spectators engagement,
encouraging them to reflect on their inner and outer selves and their
interaction with social media. Ristau (2011, p. 15) notes that self-
awareness devices of metatheatre allow the audience to witness their

experience in the reflection of the narrative.

In The Flick, Baker's portrayal of human nature and relationship
invites the spectator to engage with the subtlety of modern life. The
characters embody the challenge of forming real connection. Baker
believes that individuals are composed of contradictory experiences,
admirable and imperfect (McQuistion, 2018). As the play comes to
the end no progress has been made, both Avery and Rose continue their
lives as usual. Avery continues to detach himself from reality by
comparing his experience with fiction instead of expressing his feeling
and thoughts directly. Furthermore, his imagination creates greater
distance between himself and others. Rose remains at theater without
resolving her fear of intimacy and commitments. As a result the audience
iIs compelled to examine their identities and complexities of

communication in the lens of metatheatrical devices.

Furthermore, Gunderson in Silent Sky , creates a dynamic narrative
structure that allows the audience to engage with Henrietta's challenges
and ambitions in a male- dominated environment of science.
Metatheatrical devices invoke the audience to focus on gender equality
and the difficulties that woman faces in scientific field. This is significant
in light of ongoing speeches about women representation in science,
enabling the spectators to relate Henrietta's struggles to their experiences

in seeking equal chances and recognition. (Fischer, 2018, p. 331)
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The theme of internal conflict is essential for the works of Baker
and Gunderson. The identity has two layers the inner and outer selves.
There is an internal conflict between what the person wants to be and
how he represents himself to the outer world. In ' The Flick", the setting
IS a movie theater that is employed to examine how media influence the
inner self of the characters. Both Avery and Rose hover around their
potential identities without fully defining themselves. They hesitate to
define themselves sexually may be due to the shame often linked to these
identities. By the end of the play both Avery's confined identity and
Rose's hesitated identity, are revealed on the stage in metatheatrical
moments. They cannot reach a reconciliation with their identities or even
looking for healthier relationship with the outer world.  Smith (2015,
p.15) suggests that Baker's work shows the internal conflict of identity
that rises from the disparity between inner and outer selves and showing
how media deeply affected their personal relationships and social

dynamics.

Similarly Gunderson in Silent Sky focuses on internal conflict.
Henrietta's desire to pursue astronomy creates the struggle in her family
and in her workplace. Henrietta's internal conflict rises between her
ambition to pursue astronomy and her family perception of her as a
woman who must stay at home. Here the struggle is between the
traditions that frame her outer self with the desire of her inner self.
Another conflict is when she recognizes herself as a scientist. It is after
this inner conflict, in self-referential moments that purify the boundaries
between illusion and reality, Henrietta develops no longer as a character
inaplay. Fischer (2018, p. 331) notes that Gunderson 's work presents a
critical commentary on the obstacle women face male-dominated of

scientific field. Henrietta's inner conflict is a reflection of social
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expectation which is intensified by media. Her struggle for recognition in
a male-dominated scientific world mirrors the struggle for visibility

women still face on social media platforms.

Baker and Gunderson highlight the importance of real
communication. Through metatheatrical technique they provoke the
audience reevaluate their encounter with themselves and with outer
world shaped by media. Baker focuses on the crucial details of interaction
in The Flick , “The movies are a way for the characters to talk about their
own lives and desires, and in that way, they reflect the audience's own
experiences, making connections to their realities” (Baker, 2014, p. 66).
This opinion is portrayed when the audience sees their own struggles
reflected in the characters' experiences, emphasizing the notion that

theater offers a space for exploring inner and outer identities.

On the other hand, Gunderson in Silent Sky tackles the connection
between personal desire and societal expectation. Just as Henrietta’s
contributions are initially hidden or overshadowed, algorithms and online
gatekeeping often suppress certain voices, particularly those of women
and minorities. S. Meyer notes that in Gunderson's work, the exploration
of inner desire and the search for fulfillment evokes the spectators to
engage with their own experiences and the outer world.(p.60) This
intersection of ambition and connection highlights the need for
authenticity amidst the noise of digital connection. Social media today
offers a stage where visibility can be granted or denied, just as Henrietta’s

scientific voice was sidelined.
Conclusion

In conclusion, Annie Baker's The Flick and Lauren Gunderson
Silent Sky explore the influence of social media in societal issues
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through the lens of metatheatre. Both employ metatheatrical techniques to
challenge traditional narratives and evoke audience perception to
examine their own realities. However, they differ significantly in setting
and tone. Baker's The Flick uses metatheatrical devices in a realistic
setting where long silences and self-conscious dialogue invite the
audience to challenge the emotional distance and fragmented identities
shaped by digital culture. On the other hand , Gunderson’s Silent Sky
employs a poetic and historical narrative, using metatheatrical reflection
to focus on the sidelining of women in science—a theme that resonates
with contemporary concerns about visibility and self-representation in
digital spaces. While Baker analyses the emotional alienation and
performance weakness embedded in digital life, Gunderson highlights the
timeless struggle for recognition and voice, which digital platforms claim
to address but often imitate in new forms. Together, these plays
Together, these plays reveal that metatheatre remains a vital tool for
dramatizing the complexities of identity in the digital era. Their
exploration of identity , communication and the influence of social media
offer a powerful reflection on the conflict a person faces in today's digital

culture.

Theater continues to evolve and examining such themes which
will remain important in exploring the role of performance in a tech-
connected world. Both works of Baker and Gunderson present valuable
insight into the complexities of identity and the layers of truth within
their narrative. They employ metatheatrical technique as a device for
self-reflection and analysis, eventually enhancing the viewer's
engagement with the characters and comprehensive theme of identity,
existence and meaningful connection. This analysis contributes to our

understanding of contemporary drama by  demonstrating  how
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playwrights use self-reflexive theatrical technique not only to critique
social media but also to illuminate the deeper human need for reality,

connection, and recognition in a virtual world.
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