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Loathe; The Sacrifice of Iphigenia, 1942 by Mark Rothko

Mark Rothko (1903 - 1970) said that ‘the only thing I care about is the expression of man's
basic emotions.’ With this in mind I imagined his portrayal of the sacrifice of Iphigenia to
convey the intensity of the emotions explored in the myth; Agamemnon’s anguish and
revulsion, Clytemnestra’s horror and bitter hatred, and Iphigenia herself screaming in
desperation. The later Greeks found Iphigenia’s story so horrible that the myth was changed
to allow her to survive and yet, none of this seems to me to be conveyed in Rothko’s painting.

The subjects of The Wounded Niobid and The Sacrifice of Iphigenia are very similar; both
portray the death of a young girl, killed by Artemis to punish adults for insulting the goddess.
The emotion of the former is so strong, so clearly conveyed, that I cannot enjoy the latter in
comparison. Mark Rothko felt he had a ‘spiritual kinship with primitive and archaic art’ yet,
for me, The Sacrifice of Iphigenia exemplifies how far removed modern art is from its archaic
and classical counterparts. The Wounded Niobid is exceptionally poignant because the
emotion of the piece is obvious at first glance. At first glance The Sacrifice of Iphigenia
shows what appears to be a stick figure of a girl and a pair of hands.

The painting is enormously clever. Rothko wanted the picture to deal ‘not with the particular
anecdote, but rather with the Spirit of Myth’ but by hiding the story and its sentiments the
Spirit of Myth’ has been lost. I feel that the spirit of myths lies in their simplicity and the
directness of the stories. They do not have to be studied to understand them and they can be
understood by anybody. The Sacrifice of Iphigenia must be studied before its meaning and
emotions become apparent. The girl becomes Iphigenia, helplessly shrinking away from her
father’s outstretched hands. The jagged shape behind the arms becomes Clytemnestra in all
her dark anger, her stomach ripped to show her daughter being ripped from her. The passion
of the myth is there but the viewer cannot share, cannot feel, the emotion of the subjects as
they can with The Wounded Niobid. It remains a flat image on a canvas rather than a captured
moment in a dramatic story, reaching its climax.

For me, The Sacrifice of Iphigenia when viewed next to The Wounded Niobid epitomizes the
way in which modern art has moved away from the simplicity and emphasis on beauty of
classical art to complicated artworks with hidden messages accessible only to the privileged
few who have the chance to study them. For this reason, I loathe Mark Rothko’s The
Sacrifice of Iphigenia.





