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STORY 

Gluck's "Iphigenia in Tauris" was first produced in Paris on May 18, 

1778. It is the last of his great stage works and was followed only by 

the not too successful "Echo et Narcisse." Ernest Newman in his book 

"Gluck and the Opera" says: "In 'Iphigenia in Tauris,' Gluck's imagi

nation and technical craft are at their highest maturity; he seems to 

have struck a balance between the two moods that were always in him, 

and that found expression on the one side in 'Orfeo,' 'Paris and Helen,' 

and 'Armida,' on the other in 'Alceste' and 'Iphigenia in Aulis.' " 

The plot of Gluck's "Iphigenia in T auris" follows the classical story 

quite consistently. Iphigenia was the daughter of Agamemnon and 

Clytemnestra. In consequence of Agame mnon having once killed a ha rt 

in the grove of Diana, the Goddess in anger produced a ca lm which 

prevented the Greek fleet, in Aulis, from sailing against Troy. Upon 

the advice of the seer Calchas, Agamemnon proceeded to sacrifice 

Iphigenia in order to appease the Goddess; but Diana put a hart in 

Iphigenia's place and carried her to Tauris , where she became the 

priestess of the Goddess. 

The opera begins with storm music that is symbolic of the wrath of 

the gods. Iph igenia and the other priestesses of Diana offer prayers to 

appease the gods. Although the storm subsides, Iphigenia is trou bled 

with forebodings of greater evil. She tells of a dream in wh ich she 

beheld the destruction of her father's palace and how Clytemnestra 

forced her to murder her brother Orestes. The scene is interrupted by 

Thoas, the T aurian King who attributes his own woes to the fa ct that 

Iphigenia is only half hearted in carrying out the law of the Scyth ians 

that all strangers be sacrificed at the altar of Diana. At that moment 

Orestes, her brother, and his friend Pylades have landed in T auris to 

carry away the statue of Diana. They are captured and brought into 

the presence of Iphigenia who fail s to recognize her brother . King Thoas 

urges their immediate sacrifice and the first act ends. 

The second act potrays Orestes as stricken with remorse at having 

brought his fri end Pylades to his doom, and by the pangs of conscience 

over his own misdeeds . He is tormented by t he furies and a vision of 



his mother Clytem nestra whom he has murdered to avenge his father. 

Iphige nia discovers Orestes in this state of dejection and learns from 

him the fate of her parents. Orestes leads her to believe that he too 

was killed and the grief-stricken Iphigenia orders funeral rites for 

he r brother. 

In the third act Iphigenia offers to spare the life of one of the 

strangers if he will carry a letter to her sister Electra. The two friends 

contend as to which of them shall be spared, each wishing to be the 

sacrifice so that his companion may escape. Orestes insists that Pylades 

be given his freedom. Pylades vows to save Orestes. As the sacrificial 

knife is about to fall an expression from Orestes causes Iphigenia to 

recognize him as her brother. Their joy at being united is interrupted 

by a Greek woman who gives the alarm of King Thoas's approach and 

of his anger over the escape of Pylades. Thoas commands Iphigenia 

to carry out the sacrifice but Pylades comes to the rescue with a band 

of Greeks and engages the Scythians in combat. Diana herself inter

venes and Thoas is killed. The Goddess bids Iphigenia return to Greece 

with Orestes and Pylades and the opera ends in a mood of jubilation, 

with the Greeks carrying off the statue of Diana. 

Some years ago "Iphigenia in Tauris" was given at the Metropolitan 

Opera in a revised version by Richard Strauss. The composer of 

"Salome" retouched the orchestration of Gluck considerably and pro

vided a new ending for the opera in the form of a trio sung by 

Iphigenia, Diana and Orestes. In the current performances the opera 

is presented in its original form and orchestration. A few minor cuts 

have been made eliminating a Scythian dance and one of Iphigenia's 

arias, and shortening some of the recitatives. The English version is 

based on that of J. T routbeck. 


