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Return of the Human?
Some Remarks on the Drama of the 1990s

BENEDIKTS KALNAČS

When I sent my proposed paper for the Conference “World Drama
on the Threshold of the 21st Century”, there was a question mark at
the end of the first sentence — Return of the Human? The question
mark somehow got lost and, as I worked on my paper, it seemed
more and more inevitable that I had to find arguments to support
my thesis. After the completion of my research I am of the opinion
that there certainly was a trend (not to say: the trend) in the drama
of the 1990s to deal with the uniqueness of the human personality
and a tendency to reveal the richness of human experience and its
creative possibilities.

From the perspective of comparative literature I will focus on
four plays or, more specifically, on two pairs of plays, each pair
including a play by a Latvian and a play by a British playwright. In
conclusion I will comment on some general trends in the
development of Latvian drama during the last two decades.

The first two plays I am going to discuss are Tom Stoppard’s
Arcadia and Māra Zālīte’s Margaret. There is a striking similarity
between the two dramas, particularly in the juxtaposition of two
different realities. The events of Stoppard’s play take place in a
large country house in Derbyshire. There are two different stories,
one taking place at the beginning of the 19th century (two years are
mentioned — 1809 and later 1812); the other story referring to the
beginning of the 1990s (the play was first staged in 1993). Both
stories are independent and at the same time closely interrelated. In
the sequence of scenes the present always follows the past (and
finally in the last scene the two are directly mixed together). We
see the efforts of modern people — a writer and garden historian
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Thomasina Jarvis, a scholar Bernard Nightingale, a mathematician
Valentin Coverly — trying to restore the flow of events that took
place two centuries ago. They find themselves in the same place,
the same room. Characteristically, Scene 2 (Act I) is introduced by
the author as follows: The lights come up on the same room, on the
same sort of morning, in the present day, as is instantly clear from
the appearance of Thomasina Jarvis; and from nothing else.
(Stoppard 2000: 9)

The two universes are thus not mutually exclusive; they are
interrelated and comment upon each other. From the perspective of
the ‘present day’, different territories of the past are being re-
examined. Thomasina devotes herself to historical changes in
garden architecture; Nightingale looks for the evidence that Lord
Byron had had a romantic encounter here, fought a duel and fled
from the house and the country; Valentin examines the
mathematical theories of a teenage girl who turns out to be a
hidden genius. The real story of Thomasina, her tutor Septimus
Hodge, and the minor poet and latter day botanist Ezra Chater
develops as an independent parallel line. We hear a distant pistol
shot at the end of Scene 4, but instead of following the events of
the 19th century, we are exposed to explanations given by our
contemporaries.

The people of the ‘present day’ at first seem more narrow-
minded and dull when compared to the sensibility of an earlier age
that experienced a move from the rationality of the enlightenment
to the romantic universe of feelings. Priorities of the modern world
are closer to the age of reason. But one of the most important
strategies used by Tom Stoppard is the emergence of a story of
passionate relationships behind the rational facade of modern
existence. Valentine, Thomasina and Bernard provide a match for
Thomasina, Septimus and Ezra. Bernard’s passion, even if
scholastic and comic in its devotion to minor details, is to restore
the histories of human lives. In this, he is joined in his efforts by
those of Thomasina and Valentine, though from a different
perspective. All of them become involved in a sort of human
contest. Thomasina’s passion for Bernard, hidden until almost the
very end of the play, grows out of her hate inspired by his
malicious review of Thomasina’s recent book.
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Valentine’s passion for Thomasina and his interest in the things
she is working on inspire him to look more deeply into the events
linked with the fate of Thomasina.

Major figures in the aforementioned story gradually become
more and more elusive. Ezra is reported to find his death on a
distant island. Septimus becomes a hermit about whom there is not
much left to be discovered. And Thomasina, as history tells us, dies
in a fire that breaks out on the night before her seventeenth
birthday.

But at the end of the Stoppard’s play, when the two stories are
brought together on stage with an effect of simultaneity, still two
dancing couples remain, one pair being Thomasina (aged 16) and
Septimus. Perhaps, as they dance, they escape the limitations of
time and space, and find themselves on the verge of a new life, to
be lived (by others, possibly) almost two hundred years later. Even
if the names are different, the stories irresistibly indicate a
continuation of human life as well as a never-ending search for
happiness.

In Māra Zālīte’s Margaret we find a different story. Moreover,
the text is written in poetry. Nonetheless, the similarities are
striking. (It should be noted, before we proceed further, that
Margaret was written in 1998, the year when Arcadia was
produced at the Riga New Theatre.)

Margaret is an imaginative sequel of Goethe’s Faust, picking
up the story of Margaret left behind in a jail and later forgotten by
everybody for a long period of time. The perspective of the play is
again that of the ‘present day’. There has been an accidental delay
in the case which is expected to be solved now. Margaret in
Zālīte’s play is about forty years old (Thomasina in Stoppard’s
play is in her late thirties) — two decades equal to two hundred
years if we take into account the year — 1808 — when the first
part of Goethe’s drama was published. The year is astonishingly
close to the 1809 and 1812 of Stoppard’s play. The six scenes of
Margaret represent different days of one week — an Easter week.
The dynamic of Thomasina’s story, where love grows out of denial
and hate, seems to be repeated in Margaret’s current story, as is
also the teenage experience of Thomasina mirrored in Margaret.

In Zālīte’s play, not the events but the textual structures are
juxtaposed. An Advocate arrives in the jail cell to discuss past
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incidents. Both he and Margaret use passages of text extracted
from Goethe’s drama referring to earlier events. It is evident that
she quotes from memory, while he draws on the two volumes of
the ‘case files’. The seemingly naive, old-fashioned language of
earlier times is replaced by the much more sophisticated and
formal communication of ‘present day’ (especially at the initial
stages of the play). However, the story gradually changes its
course, as Margaret remembers and to a great extent regrets the
events of the past which resulted in the deaths of her beloved
mother and brother, and possibly also her new born child. The
relationship between her and the Advocate develops as he
abandons his initial formal manner and gets emotionally involved
in her story. Disclosure of several important details (the fact that
the child was kept alive; the similarity of the Advocate’s
appearance to that of Faust) point toward the reality of the meeting
of mother and son. A new meaning and love is thus brought into
Margaret’s life. The most important aspect of the play (that also
includes political speculations where the Advocate represents a
new type of an internationally adaptable officer who is about to
make an international career in Brussels) is that of a gradually
changed feeling of sensibility in the relations of the heroes. And at
the end of the drama Margaret does not allow her son (the
Advocate) to take on the challenge of a diabolic figure of the jail
clerk to sign an agreement in his blood. Instead, she opens her
veins and offers her own life as a sort of human support as well as
a symbolic sign of the suffering that inevitably shall afflict every
one of us (and the nation as a whole) on our way towards a deeper
or, perhaps, simply a more universal humanity. We could perhaps
disagree with the ideological implications of this final scene (as
was actually the case when the play was reviewed in Latvia
following its production in 2001). But simultaneously the events
undoubtedly point towards Margaret’s spiritual change.

From a girl subjugated to Faust’s erotic desires Margaret
becomes an independent person for whom the destiny of another is
more important than hers. It is not the intensity of feelings but their
complexity that has changed. It is interesting to note that
Thomasina at the beginning of Stoppard’s play is 13, while
Margaret is 14 years old when she meets Faust. But towards the
end of both plays a different level of maturity has been reached.
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The dialogue of desire and surprise (Stoppard’s play also begins
with Thomasina asking Septimus about the meaning of the
expression ‘carnal embrace’) gives way to much more profound
communication.

In Zālīte’s play, it is again only partially possible for the
dramatis personae to evaluate the events of the past. Margaret, for
example, is only aware of those details of Faust’s life that she has
learned from direct communication. On the other hand, the
Advocate, despite the fact that he has access to much more
information from his reading of both volumes of case files, seems
to have understood only part of the story. But still, some sort of
meaning can be re-established. This is the case in Stoppard’s play
as well. Contrary to his drama of 1966, Rosenkrantz and
Guildenstern Are Dead, where two minor characters of Shakes-
peare’s famous play suddenly appear in the middle of events,
which for them do not have any decipherable meaning, in Arcadia
Stoppard abandons this theatre of the absurd tactic. Instead,
possibility and passion for exploration becomes central.

An important feature in Stoppard’s (and to some extent Zālīte’s)
play is the necessity to include characters from different strata of
society and the various, mostly intellectual professions. The
experience and knowledge of Thomasina, Bernard and Valentin
(Septimus and Thomasina as well) complement each other and
provide different explanations that help to get a deeper insight into
the human psyche.

This is one of the reasons why recent plays dealing with (or at
least including) seemingly very specific scientific discussions have
won acclaim from the general public.

This also applies to the next two plays I have chosen to discuss.
Both Michael Frayn’s Copenhagen and Mārtiņš Zīverts’ A
Dialogue in Copenhagen deal with a historically documented
event: a meeting between two physicists, Nils Bohr and Werner
Heisenberg that took place in the fall of 1941. This is a dialogue
between two people, close colleagues and friends, at the moment
when they stand on two different sides of the invisible frontline
created by the events of the Second World War. It is a conversation
between two scientists who appreciate that the creation of a terrible
weapon of human destruction — the atomic bomb — is near at
hand. Zīverts commented on the first public reading of his play that
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the audience immediately caught the dramatic agenda of this
conversation on a scientific subject. (Zīverts 1989: 533)

Frayn’s play, first performed in 1997, is written from a post-life
perspective of the heroes. Three people — Bohr, his wife, and
Heisenberg — meet again, all dead and gone, to talk once more
about that crucial meeting of a long time ago and to find the real
story behind external appearances. It is almost impossible not to
see in this group of figures an echo of Sartre’s famous inferno play,
No exit.

The basic assumption in Frayn’s play is that the secret con-
versation on vital issues which probably took place during Bohr’s
and Heisenberg’s walk was very short and almost immediately
interrupted by Bohr. The question remains what was the topic
discussed and what were Heisenberg’s real motives. The range of
possibilities is certainly wide, ranging from a proposed collabora-
tion with the Nazi scientific efforts in a laboratory led by Heisen-
berg to a secret agreement (to be shared with other physicists) not
to continue to work on or just imitate further efforts to create a
bomb.

In his postscript, which in its full version consists of more than
30 printed pages, Frayn comments upon the ongoing scholarly
debate on Heisenberg’s objectives. The postscript, as interesting
for the reader as the play itself, reveals many doubts (expressed by
different authors) about the honesty of Heisenberg’s motives, as
well as his position during the war. Frayn arrives at the conclusion
that there had been a fatal lack of zeal (Frayn 2000: 118) that to a
great extent determined the failure of the efforts to design the
bomb which Heisenberg was forced to continue even if he believed
that the bomb was not possible because of his faulty mathematics.
Nonetheless, the choice becomes a crucial element of history.

Exactly the same can be argued about Bohr’s sudden with-
drawal. The question about his motives remains unanswered as
well. Yet the final proposal provided by Frayn’s play allows for
some speculations. After a lively debate concerning the technical
details of atomic theory that occurs in the middle of Act II, there is
a sudden moment of stillness, after which the two men try to
become even closer to each other by raising issues of human
responsibility. Perhaps in Bohr’s choice we above all find appre-
ciation of the fact that it is their communication that has always
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moved both of them forward in their scientific work. And if the
aim is to stop development, the best possible way is not to
communicate. For reasons of humanity Bohr pretends not to have
understood Heisenberg’s attempt to reach a rational agreement.
And at the same time, as Heisenberg’s final remark in the play
suggests, their children and their children’s children were
preserved, just possibly, by that one short moment in Copenhagen.
By some event that will never quite be located or defined. (Frayn
2000: 94) An event lived through with high intensity by two souls.

In Mārtiņš Zīverts’ play A Dialogue in Copenhagen, already
written at the beginning of the 1980s and first published in 1982,
we face exactly the same situation. Zīverts’ play is more tradition
based. It is constructed in a linear form, consisting of a conver-
sation which, however, is theatrically quite ingenious. Bohr’s
initial reservations and later change of mind during a conversation
with his former disciple leads to a more open and direct discussion.
Bohr counters Heisenberg’s proposal to boycott any attempts that
could lead further to an atomic bomb with the argument that during
wartime physicists are citizens of their countries, the same as every
other person. Any form of collaboration with an enemy, for
whatever reason, implies abandonment of some of the fundamental
principles of existence of a human being, specifically those of
responsibility towards his or her fellowmen.

Zīverts wrote A Dialogue in Copenhagen when he was almost
eighty years old. However, during his exile in Sweden subsequent
to the events of World War II, for about a decade and a half he was
in touch with modern trends in European drama and theatre and
experimented a lot. In his last plays, nonetheless, we again observe
a clear trend toward preserving and distilling the most important,
basic moral values.

Can this move to some extent be seen as representative for the
development of modern drama? In the context of Latvian drama of
the 1980s Zīverts (who already was more than eighty years old), of
course, was not the playwright on whom attention was focused.
Instead, it was a new generation of playwrights (Jānis Jurkāns,
Lelde Stumbre, and Māra Zālīte among them) who were
responsible for the most intensive challenge to traditional forms of
dramatic writing. The disillusionment of an individual and the
absurd mechanisms of society were the most characteristic themes
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of their first dramas. In terms of historical development, what we
find here is perhaps a late revival of the stylistic features of
modernist drama with its techniques of fragmentation, marionette
figures, juxtapositions of an individual against a crowd of narrow-
minded people. The moral crisis of the late Soviet era is un-
questionably one of the messages here. Strategies of disillusion-
ment were developed through the use of post-modern approaches
during the first part of the 1990s. However, it is possible to discern
a change of mood during the last four or five years. Two women
dramatists, Stumbre and Zālīte, whose work during this period of
time was most consistent, have again become more sensitive
towards individual fate dealt with from the complex perspective of
a developing society. Although sometimes controversial, in her
plays Māra Zālīte has become particularly interested in the
universality of human feelings.

There are also attempts of quite a new generation of Latvian
dramatists where a much more pessimistic worldview is being
expressed. I think, here we again see development moving in
certain circles. What were a revelation and a challenge for a new
generation two decades ago have by now given way to a more
balanced evaluation of things in their work.

If we today look at a play like that of Michael Frayn, we also
get the impression that he was perhaps three or four years ahead of
his time. At the very beginning of the 21st century the normality of
our lives has again been subjected to a serious threat. There is no
other way to try to restore normality again except through our
involvement and through human passion.
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