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The Image of the “Modern Man of Power”
in the Unfinished Play Iphigenia by

M. Zīverts

ZANDA GŪTMANE

The creative work of the Latvian playwright Mārtiņš Zīverts
develops the original and essential branch in the history of Latvian
drama during the 20th century. Zīverts was born in 1903 in Latvia,
he was a dramatist in the Latvian National Theatre and also in the
Daile theatre from 1938 to1944. Since the mid-20s Zīverts has
written many very popular plays for the Latvian theatre. The
significant milestone in his creative development was his going
into exile to Sweden in 1944, where Zīverts continued his work
and staged the plays in the Latvian theatre in Stockholm. During
that period Zīverts was familiar with the trends of modern Euro-
pean drama, for example, the existentialist plays by J. P. Sartre and
A. Camus which had a strong influence on Zīverts’ post-war
creative work.
 I would like to analyse the unfinished tragedy Iphigenia by
M. Zīverts in which the playwright shows the solution of problems
of power, one of his favourite themes. This is Zīverts’ last work
which was planned at the end of the 1980s and was written until
before the author’s death in 1990.
 Zīverts, like the greatest Latvian playwright of the first half of
the 20th century Rainis, was a bad inventor of plots. He gladly used
the plots of history and mythology (in this case) and gave “the old
song new sounds”. A very important fact is that Zīverts turned to
the ancient Greek mythology and literature at the end of his life.
His interest in antiquity was manifest already in his early youth
when Zīverts studied classical languages at a grammar school.
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Zīverts has noted that Cicero, whose treatises he studied at that
time had taught him to plan the structure of his plays (Zīverts
1992b: 21).
 Zīverts has emphasized that he only utilizes the material of
history and adds his own ideas to this old material. Just the
revelation of the idea but not the cast of the character has been
Zīverts’ priority, though psychology was essential for the author
too. Thus Zīverts’ work in the post-war period when in exile in
Sweden was connected with the theory of the existentialism and
the principles of “situations theatre” by Sartre. Zīverts has
recognized that the heroes of his plays often are under pressure in a
hopeless and desperate situation (Zīverts 1992b: 66). According to
J. P. Sartre, these situations help a human being to make himself
what he is.
 The substance of Zīverts’ unfinished play is about the complex
situation in which Agamemnon, the leader of Greeks, found
himself before the Trojan War. This story is known to us from
various sources of antiquity but, first of all, from the myths of the
Bronze Age. This is the story about Agamemnon who sacrifices his
beloved and dear daughter Iphigenia because this sacrifice would
be the guarantee of Agamemnons’ power. So Iphigenia was
sacrificed by her father to appease Artemis and here traces of old
archaic practice of sacrifice have been observed. A number of
scholars of comparative religions, for example, M. Eliade and
G. Menschings, classify the victim of this kind as a person in a
ritual of purifying sacrifice who takes upon himself the guilt of the
sacrificer, in this case, Agamemnon. This plot of the myth proved
to be an important source for many tragedies of Classical Athens
but the only plays to have come down to us in their entirety are
Euripides’s Iphigenia at Aulis and Iphigenia at Taurus. The
Latvian playwright used the text of the first-mentioned tragedy as
the background of his interpretation.
 In the Post-classical period Euripides enjoyed a greater
popularity than the other tragic poets and his plays are more
realistic than Aeshylus’ and Sophocles’ tragedies. Euripides is the
first author of antiquity we know about who looked at the relation-
ship between man and woman from both the male and female point
of view. His influence can be even found among the early
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Christians who idealized the dying virgin as the most valuable of
martyrs (Pomeroy 1998: 230).
 Zīverts had the greatest respect for the ancient tragedian but he
considered the end of the play Iphigenia at Aulis as not perfect and
intended to provide a more realistic and psychologically reasonable
conclusion. Zīverts wanted to ignore traces of the ancient initiation
rituals which are shown in the Euripidean play. According to the
theories of C. G. Jung and N. Frye, the practioners of archetypal
criticism, the tragic hero of Euripides’ tragedy, the virgin
Iphigenia, can be considered a divine being, a selected, chosen one.
She embodies the archetype of the Divine Sacrifice (according to
the N. Frye in Anatomy of Criticism (1957) or the archetype of the
Child–God, the Divine Child (according to C. G. Jung).
 The Latvian playwright of the end of the 20th century did not
believe in God or a divine being and in miraculous happenings
either. Zīverts could have accepted Sartre’s vision about a man
who was born into a kind of void, into the world without a divine
defender.
 As one of Zīverts’ favourite topics is the problem of power —
the playwright had intended Agamemnon, the main hero, to be “the
modern man of power”. Zīverts came to the conclusion that already
Euripides had shown the leader of the Greek army in a situation
when he had to decide between love and power. Euripides in his
tragedy deals with the period of the formation of Athens when the
relations between gods and men were based on making deals.
Euripides’ plays and other tragedies of Classical Athenian
dramatists show the collision of the will of gods and men, which
provides the dramatic conflict. Euripides’ tragedy Iphigenia at
Aulis shows that the gods’ will, which has the status of law, is to be
fulfilled as men’s will. Actually, Artemis’ demand is the request of
the people because the favourable winds were necessary for the
heroes who went to Troy in order to rob, conquer and take revenge
on Menelaus. Agamemnon in the tragedy Iphigenia at Aulis comes
to this conclusion: “[..] we are slaves of crowd” (Eiripīds 1984:
271). Besides, the military expedition to Troy is the quarantee of
Agamemnon power.
 In antiquity Agamemnon was called a good man, he was a good
king for the Greeks because he has four cardinal virtues —
courage, temperance, justice and visdom (Bowra 1957: 98).
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Humanity or sensibility, or responsibility for a child (daughter) are
not virtues of a good man of antiquity. Therefore the Euripidean
Agamemnon quickly decided to carry out the gods’ will and
ignored the emotions and love for his daughter.
 The problem of choice between power and love in Zīverts’
tragedy is more sharply emphasized than in Euripides’ play.
Ksenons, Agamemnons’ old, true slave and his daughter
Iphigenia’s teacher, warned him that a very hard struggle would be
expected between two “predatory Furies” — love and power:

 They will never get together. Because love wants to
rule but power demands to be loved. (Zīverts 1992a:
18)

If the hero of Zīverts’ play had sacrificed his daughter, he would
have gained the power, glory and wealth; if the leader had decided
to save his daughter’s life, he would have lost everything, except
his humanity. Agamemnon is the modern man of power who wants
to keep both of them. Zīverts’ hero does not believe in the gods’
power and oracle Kalhant’s divination. But Agamemnon is aware
of the firm belief of his people in the gods’ will therefore he
submits himself to the pressure of society. Zīverts shows a total
freedom of the choice for Agamemnon and emphasizes the
existential problem of responsibility for his action.
 Though the title of Zīverts’ play is Iphigenia, the main hero is
Agamemnon and actually Zīverts ignores a woman’s will. Contrary
to Euripides’ interpretation, Iphigenia does not know that she is
doomed to death. Euripides involves Iphigenia in the action of the
tragedy and offers her an illusory possibility of choice. Iphigenia is
willing to submit herself to the sacrificial knife, motivating her
choice with words that in wartime “it is better that one man lives to
see the light of day than ten thousand women” (Eiripīds 1984:
291). In this way self–sacrificing heroines in Euripides’ tragedies
win prize from the traditionally minded (Pomeroy 1998: 228) and
realize the rebirth or initiation themselves.
 It is not the artistic purpose for Zīverts to show the sacrificial
rite or the procedure of purification of the selected virgin
Iphigenia. The author did not intend to create the episode of self-
denying as Euripides did in his tragedy. Zīverts gives Iphigenia the
role of an object, not a subject. The play of the Latvian dramatist
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exalts the so called masculine dominance. If Euripides “was the
only tragedian to acquire a reputation for misogyny” (ib. 223),
what should Zīverts be called? Misogyny or hatred against women
has spawned the ideology of male superiority (ib. 217). And
Zīverts’ play clearly reveals the result of male superiority.
 The basic conflict of Zīverts’ drama is Agamemnon’s inner
conflict which reveals doubts about his behaviour and worries
about the loss of both — his power or the object of his love. It is
possible that the action of Zīverts’ unfinished play was interrupted
before the climax when the tragic hero had to make his final
choice. In my opinion Agamemnon could have sacrificed his
daughter because he is a ruler, a typical Machiavellian who
justifies the use of any methods and ignores his own emotions.
Agamemnon is an authoritative ruler but not the peoples’ leader.
According to the author’s designation, he is the modern man of
power, the typical active and efficient man of contemporary
society.
 The incompleteness of the play Iphigenia can be considered as
conceptual (Kalnačs 1998:182) because, firstly, it was always
interesting for Zīverts to leave problems open and allow the free-
dom of interpretation to his audience. Secondly, the incomplete-
ness of the play emphasizes the problems of power as eternal and
always topical. The modern, rational man on the threshold of the
21st century finds himself in a similar situation of choice as
Agamemnon — to serve either insensible reason or humanity.
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