MINUTES

 of the Meeting of

the Novel Club of Cleveland

November 6, 2007

The second meeting of the 2007-2008 year of the Novel Club was held at the home of Bob Jackson who shared the hosting duties with Ted Sande.  Bob and Donna Jackson are enthusiastic travelers and collectors.  Viewing their beautiful home I was put in mind of the Walrus and the Carpenter who, like the Jacksons have an affinity for mollusks.

Gail called the meeting to order and introduced her guest Jane Hammond. Five other guests were present. They included John Gabel, Karen Kirby, Sarah Wottman, Cornelia Miller, and Jim Wilson. Several of them needed no introduction since they join us even more regularly than some of our members. And they are always welcome.

After the minutes of the previous meeting were read no committee reports were submitted. The only announcement was that of Carolyn Morgan who pointed out that our next meeting will be held at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Cleveland Heights.

Dick Cusick then presented biographical notes on Voltaire, the author of Candide the novel under discussion this evening.

 Francois Marie Alouet was born at the end of the 17th Century but went under the name of Voltaire which he adopted at the age of 23. He was said to be a Bastard at birth and was so outspoken that at his death he was so thought as well. He was a philosopher, a satirist and a prodigious writer whose output filled 100 volumes and was thought to number 50 million words. He was thrown into the Bastille by Louis XV and stayed there for a year. In 1726 he was sent to  England where he lived in exile for three years.

When he returned to France he wrote a paper highly critical of the French Government and became persona non grata in Paris. He subsequently studied and was supported by Mme. De Chatelet, and King Frederick of Prussia. He then moved to Ferney where he spent many productive years.

In his 80s he returned to Paris in triumph but developed a respiratory infection and soon died.

He contributed a large portion of Diderot’s Dictionary. He was known also to be a Deist rather than an Atheist and was placed on the Catholic Index. After he learned that the German Philosopher Leibnitz  believed that the earthquake which destroyed Lisbon was not a bad event but a good one he was prompted to write Candide.

George Weimer discussed Candide, the book  which after several centuries remains Voltaire’s best known work and probably the only one widely read today. It is a novel of broad satire and black humor with not a small dose of magic realism. It follows the adventures of Candide, a not too bright youth who has accepted the advice of his tutor Dr. Pangloss and outdoes his mentor in believing that this is the best of all possible worlds. Murder, rape hypocrisy, greed, mutilation and religious intolerance are all shown to be desirable and explainable and offering proof of the above creed. His love for the not so pure Cunegonde impels him to follow her around the world. And finally our author leaves us with his own rather impenetrable mantra to “cultivate your own garden.”

George’s presentation whetted our appetite for the discussion which followed. Ham Emmons started the fur flying when he stated that Candide was not a novel at all, having no real plot and lacking in character development and besides it was very dated. Joyce Kessler retorted that satire doesn’t allow for character development. Carolyn Morgan said that it was too a novel. Al Kirby opined that the “best of all possible worlds” theory would find relevance in today’s political scene. And Jim Wilson, noting the death and resurrection of several characters emphasized the magic realism which was everywhere present as had been detailed also by George. Meanwhile Ted Sande and Larry Siegler joined the nay-sayers with Ted positing that the novel was dated and Larry being put off by wooden characters doing violent things. Louise, the Tennessee thrush and the keeper of our consciences observed that Candide was indeed a moral tale and taught its lessons through absurdity. Finally Sarah Wottman enlightened us by pointing out that the words Candide and Candidate stemmed from the same root meaning white and that this reflected their innocence, Roman candidates for office having worn white togas.

Gail brought the meeting to close at 10:00 PM. Candidly I thought it was a great evening.

Respectfully submitted,

Arthur J. Newman

