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Greek Drama In Modern Garb

Caravan Euripides As Anti-Viet Statement

By RUTH WARNER

The Caravan Theater produc-
tion of *“Iphigenia in Aulis” is
an adaptation of Euripedes
based on the translation of
Kenneth Cavander. Performed
by the ensemble in rehearsal
clothes, this production of the
ancient Greek tragedy seems
to be aimed at drawing definite
analogies between the situation
of the ancients and our con-
temporary state of affairs. Eur-
ipedes, himself, was using the
background of traditional
Greek mythology in order fo
question the wars of his own
lifetime and the ensemble uses
Euripedes’ play in a similar
manner. It becomes a meta-
phorical background of inter-
pretation for a contemporary
concern—the Vietnam War. Be-
cause we are twentieth century
Americans it is impossible to
view Greek drama as the orig-
inal audiences viewed it; we

necessarily interpret from
within our own framework of
experience. The ensemble’s

adaptation stresses these con-
temporary parallels with their
own additions to the text and
with some pointed emphases in
their acting.

The plot of the play reveals
the tragedy of human sacrifice
for war. The lust of Helen and
Paris is-an apt symbol of the
lust which motivates the drive
for power and for war. Aga-
memnon’s desire for power as
the leader of the Greek troopz
results in personal tragedy for
his own family. The Greek
ships are becalmed in Aulis.
They cannot embark for Troy
until Iphigenia, Agamemnon's
daughter, is offered in sacrifice
to Artemis, Goddess of Aulis,
Agamemnon invites Clytemnes-
tra, his wife, to bring Iphigenia
to Aulis on the pretext that he
has promised her in marriage
t. Achilles. In the beginning of
the play, Agamemnon changes
his mind and sends out another
message warning Clytemnestra
not to bring Iphigenia. but he
reverts to his original plan af-
ter an encounter with his
brother, Menelaus, when he
realizes that the Greek army

will revolt if he does not fui-
fill the sacrifice. Afraid to lose
his power, he plans to murder
his daughter and will not re-
nege even when faced with her
s- pplications and protestations
that a miserable life is better
than a glorious death. Finally,
when Achilles promises to aid
her and fight the army if he
mrust to save her, Iphigenia he-
roically decides to sacrifice
herself in order to prevent fur-
ther bloodsl.ed and widespread
destruction.

Moral conflict is at the heart
of the action. Heroism and
glory seem too expensive for
the human suffering that they
exact. That Iphigenia must die
in order to save Greece from
destruction seems particularly
troublesome to a modern audi-
ence, Perhaps it is at this point
that the modern interpretation
of the play most widely differs
from that of Euripedes. For the
Greeks, the ideal of heroism
was inextricably linked with
religion, while the concept of
heroism for the modern audi-
ence is linked with individual
will. For the contemporary, the
heroic ideals are the dictates of
individ:als rather than the dic-
tates of the gods. To Euripedes.
the gods were central even if
their role was not always defi-
nite or laudable. Thus, while
the moral values of the heroic
and the human are ironically
juxtaposed in the play, Eur-
pedes’ intention is the presenta-
tion of tragic circumstances,
while that of the Caravan en-
semble’s modern adaptation is
the denunciation of an entire
mode of action. The tragedy in
Euripedes lies in the moral
dilemma of necessary sorrow
and sacrifice, For the contem-
porary, a moral choice should
qualify the action. The tragedy
lies in the wrong choice and
the unnecessary sacrifice.

The ending of the production
is different from that in Euri-
pedes’ version. Although Euri-
pedes never completed the
tragedy. his son did. Some
translations of the play end
with Iphigenia going to her

sacrifice. Others end with her
abduction by Artemis to Tauris
and her replacement at the al-
tar by a deer. In either case the
ending makes no final comment
on the act of sacrifice. In this
production, the members of the
chorus bathe themselves in
blood and laugh demonically
when the murder is completed.
This travesty of heroic sacrifice
delineates a meaning which is
peculiar to this modern inter-
pretation. But the alteration
of the play strengthens the pur-
poses of analogy, even though
it necessarily alters the orig-
inal meaning. «

The quality of the perform-
ance convinced me that adapta-
tion in this case is not viola-
tion. Transitions from the orig-
inal script to the added scenes
of travesty were smooth and
did not seem incongruous with
the Greek version and the juxt-
aposition of scenes of muted
emotion and debauched sav-
agery make the performance
effective.
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