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What can anyone add to the already enormous literature about this tiny book? What can one possibly add that has not been said before – over the past nearly 250 years?  Candide today?  What can we say – what can we say, besides: “I enjoyed the story and applaud the author’s balance and creativity and ‘messages?’ ” Whatever they were, are and will be. 

Perhaps we should consider its seemingly eternal popularity – with people in general and scholars as well. Why is this little book so enduring? 

Messages? Don’t trust any one? Watch out for kindness, it’s concealing cruelty. Sex is everywhere and is “polymorphous perverse” to quote that great Voltaire devotee Sigmund Freud ‘von tronch.’ You don’t have to by a psychoanalyst to know what folks are doing in first class in this book.

Who’s the hero in this book? Candide, of course, but what kind of hero is this? Not anything like Ulysses, but with the same official charge – seek virtue, be honest and generous, courageous and so on. Not like a modern hero, say Clint Eastwood who accepts no scatological material from anyone and always sides with the downtrodden and fights, usually successfully, all the bad guys. 

In this book, the bad guys seem to be everywhere and usually win – or seem to. Here’s a little book that concerns the travels and travails, the implied successes and clear failures of a “youth,” of Candide, the innocent, honest, naïve, honorable, virtue-filled candid one who resembles Linus or Charlie Brown in Peanuts more than he does Ulysses or Clint Eastwood in the movies.

Here’s a little book that bothers to take on the greatest or at least largest looming of metaphysician of the day – Gottfried Wilhelm Liebnitz (alias Baron Thunder ten tronch and also wrapped up in Dr Pangloss).

Our young hero and his beloved do the grand and bloody tour of the known, semi-known and not know worlds of their times. Much like Gulliver (a name with similar intentions and implications), Candide moves through the world as if he were raised by medieval television sets. He is forever stunned by the cruelty, the mendacity, the dishonesty, greed and wretchedness of his fellow humans –everywhere and always. Yet…

He remains a disciple of the great and frequently dead Dr. Pangloss and his doctrine of the Best of All Possible Worlds. The professor rules and the student’s stubbornness grows. 

The little book flirts with what we would call science fiction today or what one might call fantastic fiction, magic realism in it’s enlightenment infancy. Today his name might be Simplicity or Walter Mitty upside-down or Benjy?

Yet, all is not simple and naïve in terms of the narrator and the “events” of this little book.  Clint Eastwood would recognize the territory. Hemingway would have suggestions about Candide’s options and Faulkner might say – enough is enough. Updike might suggest a series of equally improbable almost impossible adventures. Roth might say “well what do you expect, you depraved, dying increasingly sexually incapable dolt?”

Candide today? Let us pray – whichever way you care to spell it.  This is not a book of innocence so much as a book about un-accounted for guilt. In other words, it is not a naïve work so much as it is manifesto of condemnation couched in a kind of black and bleak humor. In other words it is in a class, an example of a type much like the works of all authors and people in general who are concerned enough about justice and the lack thereof to present and offer humor as balm, mortar and memory in substitute for prayer and hope that is transcendental.  God will provide, just not very much, the author seems to be suggesting. 

Voltaire, one of the best of the made-up names in the literary constellations, as good as if not better than Lord Byron or Nostrodamus or, Clint Eastwood I guess. All these and hundreds of others in the world of moral protest, from Euripides to Emily Dickinson have dealt with human suffering and what’s to be done?  Euripides suggests private howls of resignation. Emily prefers quiet, geometrical recognition of the alarming righteousness of reality. Let it be. Voltaire, like all the great comic dramatists says: “Consider why you laugh. And look below. It’s even funnier. Ah yes, as one great friend of Freud noted to him, “All Vienna is laughing at you.” 

Yes, in some parts of the imagination women prefer sex with monkeys. Does that make any of us insecure?  Yes, in some imaginary parts of the world –and consider the amazing changes if we discoverer a planet nearby that is made solid of the stuff – the whole place is solid gold, like solid dirt here.  

So it’s make my day Pangloss, better be the best. The novel, or novella or whatever its proper genre title is takes us on a fantastic voyage from German castles and horrible wars  to the New World and back to Europe. 

We follow Candide as he constantly seeks proof and justification for his mentor’s, Pangloss, now super famous misrepresentation of Leibnitz’ claim that we live in “best of all possible worlds.” Leibnitz was dealing with cosmology – not social science, but no matter, the phrase stuck then and sticks now as the comment of the most naïve of optimists, a demand, if you will, for hope and justice.

Candide gives up his loyalty to his professor Dr. Pangloss only at the end of the story. All through his incredible troubles, Candide or the Optimist insists on finding the way through each tragedy to say this is the best of all possible worlds.  Pangloss, incidentally, is a Greek term meaning World (Pan) Tongue (Gloss), or something like Bigmouth, Loudmouth, Motormouth, or any number of more colorful and scatological terms. 

We begin in Germany in Thunder-ten-tronch where the Baron of such houses his daughter, Dr. Pangloss and his illegitimate nephew Candide. At least, that’s what the servants said about Candide’s parents. We really know very little about any of the characters in this short romp, and we notice very little personal growth, changes, or character development of any significance. All they do is run into one mess after another, one incredible disaster after another, each one enough tragedy for a lifetime event. All that changes are their ages. Cunegonde, Candide’s great love, (and perhaps his 1st cousin) is old and ugly at the end of the story. 

What is this romp, this “picaresque novella?” Well, clearly, Voltaire, alias Francois-Marie Arouet is indebted, as he noted many times, to Jonathan Swift and his Gulliver’s Travels and his Tale of a Tub. These are very similar works that he was very familiar with. Their satirical strengths and their fantastic voyages also headed the reader towards some similar conclusions. 

There are several other picaresque works that scholars note had a significant influence on Voltaire’s Candide, but Swift is generally considered the major one. 

There is also the terrible earthquake of 1755 that leveled Lisbon, the defining natural disaster of the 18th century in Europe. Something like Katrina was or San Francisco and LA might be in the popular imagination – a disaster that challenges the conventional beliefs in God and the angels. The Holocaust, as Elie Weisel frequently points out, did horrible things to Jews not the least of which was to challenge their own religion. Where is God when such things happen? Voltaire felt that emotion all his life – from his Jesuit education to his later years. Where is God? Why doesn’t he intervene in our affairs when some of us are being so awful, when some of His – or Her -  creation is destroying the innocent? 

All through Candide that question is begged along with it’s nasty twin, why are people so wretched, everywhere, anywhere, any time? They steal, rape, murder, torture, lie, cheat and insult each other and God on an hourly basis, taking breaks now and then to congratulate themselves and resume the same pattern all over again. 

All through this little book, people are always waiting in the wings as it were to prove that there is no God or, if there is, it is perfectly clear whey he never shows up. We’re not worth His or Her time. 

In Swiftian words, in Candide there seem to be very few Houynims and nearly everyone is some kind of Yahoo. 

The cruelties, the incredible atrocities and viciousness of the events in this little book, however, never seem to evoke in us any great repugnance. We read on almost to flee whatever horror we just read about noting perhaps unconsciously that there’s another one coming up no doubt. 

We go from one famous line to another equally famous phrase – between the two are the lessons of the search, the journey, the dream in a ways. The book suspends itself between these two phrases – “The best of all possible worlds” and “we shall cultivate our own gardens.” Between them the novella divides into three – or to some scholars, four parts. The three are Europe, South America and Back to Europe via Turkey again. Others say the El Dorado section should be called a separate section rather than just the high point, literally and figuratively of the New World middle of the book. Whatever. 

Candide makes friends easily, makes fortunes easily, loses friends easily and loses fortunes easily. He is simplicity personified, naiveté walking. He is, obviously but pleasantly, not a “real” person at all – nor are any of the others. They are not meant to be either. I see them as parts played out in a play. Who plays them, who is behind these masks, these symbolic roles? Who cares?  I suppose Forest Gump comes to mind today most of all.

Candide is forever a popular book for the same reasons we are reading it today, as it was when it first became an anonymous best seller by Dr. Ralph. Here was a little book, a short book; one of our virtues too isn’t it? A debunker of the pompous and the complicated, an anti-stiff account of human foibles and a jolly good laugh. 

In Voltaire’s time and in ours, don’t we want to grab one or two of those red sheep and a few handfuls of those shiny stones? Don’t we still hope to have an adventurous yet pleasant life?  Don’t people everywhere identify their own hopes and aspirations, their own tragedies and successes with the overall themes of Candide? Simply put, isn’t this one jolly morality play – with no preaching? 

There’s another author I think Voltaire much admired. Rabelais, the greatest of the scatological and pornographic humorists, perhaps of all time.  And, Candide is a most scatological and pornographic, or at least erotic book. Consider Cacambo…from “caca’ which means feces in several languages. Or Cunegunde; what a nice name for a first cousin. 

Candide might be called Gargantua and Pantagruel Light, not in a negative way, but in a very flattering way. You cannot read Rabelais out loud even today on prime time. You probably never will be able to read it out loud to a public school audience. Those of you who have had the great good fortune to read Rabelais know what I mean. Those of you who have not are in for one very special treat.

Candide, on the other hand, can do Broadway and most people will applaud and sing along, and come back again and again.  

