Wind, Rain, and Virgin Sacrifice: Iphigenia in Africa

Because of a religious prophecy, a leader must decide whether to sacrifice his daughter for the good of the community or to preserve her life at the risk of communal disaster; despite great emotional distress, he chooses the public interest, but in the end the actual sacrifice is unclear. Even so, the rains do come. Rains? Well, yes: this describes the short story by the African writer Grace Ogot, “The Rain Came.” The chief is Labong’o, the virgin is Oganda. The allusion to Euripides’ Iphigenia reflects one piece of significant interplay between classical Greek drama and modern African literature. Wetmore’s book (below) describes that connection among African drama, but has nothing to say about the short story. The ending in Ogot’s short story reflects Cacoyannis’s film version of the play with as much force as that of Euripides, even allowing for the alternate endings. This presentation will explore the common elements between the plays, as well as the differences, and will indicate the continuing vitality of the classical tradition. Suggestions from the audience for further work would be welcome. 
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