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INTRODUCTION Candide: The Tragedy of Optimism and the Power of Cabbages [image: ]


Voltaire’s Candide is the story of a naive young man devoted to the philosophy that we live in the “best of all possible worlds.” Cast out from the supposed “terrestrial heaven” of the Baron Thunder-ten-Tronckh’s court in dreary Westphalia, Candide wanders the globe encountering greed, violence, betrayal, bad weather, earthquakes, and all manner of disappointment. In the process, he innocently reveals the hypocrisy and cruelty behind the institutions and philosophies of Voltaire’s day in a series of hilarious scenes whose rapid-fire verbal wit and fantastical images have become a permanent part of Western culture.

Candide is short, but it is not small. Its brevity is the soul of its comedy—so much horror so quickly and clearly communicated makes the reader giddy with truth. Indeed, Voltaire’s laughter produces a sense of vertigo in many of his readers that can easily give way to nausea: When one has laughed at the church, the state, war, slavery, torture, rape, colonialism, cannibalism, bestiality, sex, love, God, and the presence of evil in the universe, can there be anywhere left to stand? Candide gives his own, famous answer to this question—basically, that we should all busy ourselves in tending to our cabbage gardens—but many readers have remained puzzled by it, and the meaning of the book’s ending is still debated by Voltaire scholars and casual Candide fans alike.

Voltaire’s little story has always had, and continues to have, many fans. Upon its publication in 1759, rulers in Geneva, Paris, and the Vatican banned and burned it, but the thousands of copies that had been smuggled out to the rest of Europe sold extremely well. It continues to be read by everyone from students to heads of state. Today, it is celebrated as one of Voltaire’s finest works—a magic moment in literary history when, as scholar J. G. Weightman has pointed out, Voltaire’s clear-sighted pessimism and despair combined with his almost frenzied zest for life. Its tonic effect refreshes world-weary readers and awakens innocent ones. Trailing in its lightning-quick reversals, we both face reality and escape it for a little while.

The Life and Work of Voltaire

The breadth and pace of Voltaire’s life is difficult to comprehend, let alone summarize. He was, in many ways, the embodiment of his age. His thousands of friends included kings and empresses. His enemies were equal in number and variety. He knew most of the important intellects and artists of his age intimately and wrote hundreds of works in every genre. His collected letters alone occupy more than one hundred large volumes. By his death, Voltaire was celebrated throughout the Western world.

He was born François Marie Arouet in Paris on November 1, 1694, the fifth child of his prosperous parents, François Arouet and Marie Marguerite Dumart. His mother died when he was seven, but continued to influence Voltaire’s life through her friend, the Abbé de Châteauneuf, who tutored him and introduced him to Parisian society by the time he reached his teens.

After Voltaire left his Jesuit school at seventeen, his father (whose patrimony Voltaire questioned) tried repeatedly to settle his literary son in a respectable profession. Voltaire worked briefly in a lawyer’s office, but soon embroiled himself in a society dispute with several libelous poems. M. Arouet sent him to the countryside for a year to keep him out of trouble, but, as he would throughout his life, Voltaire soon returned to the fray. In 1716, after penning a satire on the regent that portrayed him (accurately, it seems) sleeping with his own daughter, Voltaire was exiled from Paris for a year. Upon his return, he was rewarded for his new satire on the French government with an eleven-month stay in the Bastille prison. There he wrote Oedipe, the first of many hit plays, began his epic historical poem, the Henriade, and renamed himself Voltaire.

Voltaire’s reputation as a writer, wit, and provocateur continued to grow over the next few years, to his father’s displeasure. When M. Arouet died in 1722, his will prevented Voltaire from collecting even the interest on his inheritance for many years, but Voltaire remained undaunted. In 1726, he was exiled yet again for insulting a powerful French nobleman and departed for England for three years, one of the most important periods of his life. In London, he saw an intellectual world unshackled by the Catholic Church, where writers could become statesmen and science flourished. He studied the philosophy of John Locke and the scientific theories of Isaac Newton, dazzled the English with his talent, and made a series of successful financial investments. His solid monetary footing helped him convince the executor of his father’s will to release his inheritance.

By thirty-six, Voltaire was rich, successful, and famous, but his security did not keep him out of trouble. His collection of essays praising England (Lettres philosophiques sur les Anglais) was interpreted, more or less correctly, as an attack on the French church and state. The book was banned, burned, its author’s lodgings searched, and a warrant issued for Voltaire’s arrest. Luckily, he had been warned in advance and was comfortably sequestered with his mistress, the Marquise du Châtelet, at her home in eastern France. He lived with his beloved “Emilie” (her broad-minded husband was also in residence from time to time), who matched wits with him at every level for the next fifteen years. When she died in 1749, he was devastated. “It is not a mistress I have lost,” he wrote to a friend, “but half of myself, a soul for which my soul seems to have been made.”

Bereft of home and friend, Voltaire accepted one of the king of Prussia’s repeated invitations to join him in Potsdam. Frederick II prided himself on his intellectual and artistic taste and achievements, and Voltaire was initially impressed with his court. However, the king’s imperious nature soon emerged and gradually made life unbearable for the Frenchman. In 1753, Voltaire left Potsdam and lived in a series of towns along the French-Swiss border until settling on Ferney, the name of the estate where he would spend the rest of his days in comfort, visited regularly by the most prominent members of European society. During this period, Voltaire published dozens of works, among them some of his best-remembered, including Candide and the Dictionnaire philosophique. He also continued his regular embroilments in political and social scandals.

At the age of eighty-three, Voltaire finally returned to Paris, where he received a hero’s welcome. In a matter of months he finished writing and then produced two new plays while keeping dozens of social engagements. Triumphant but exhausted, he died on May 30, 1778, setting off his final scandal by refusing absolution. Fearful of what might become of his corpse, however, Voltaire requested burial in sacred ground. To foil the church, which mandated that all people buried in sacred ground must have received absolution, Voltaire’s body was dressed, placed upright in a carriage, and smuggled to the abbey of Scellières, where it was buried in the nick of time—just before the church issued an official statement forbidding it. The body was later moved to Paris, but was stolen in 1814, a crime undiscovered for fifty years.

Historical and Literary Context

The Enlightenment: Revolution and Repression

Voltaire lived in the midst of a tumultuous revolution of ideas that deeply threatened the religious and governmental authorities of Europe. By the time he began to write, the earlier revolutions of Galileo, who lent solid support to Nicolaus Copernicus’s assertion that the earth revolved around the sun and not the other way around, and Martin Luther, who had sparked the great schism in the Catholic Church, had begun to have their full effect. Scientist Isaac Newton and philosopher John Locke had outlined shockingly new ways of learning about the world and people, suggesting that one could systematically explore and know both, without denying the presence of God. This vibrant interest in exploring the mysteries of the world and questioning old ways of thought did not please Europe’s royalty or religious leaders, who relied on old ways of thought to maintain their power and feared (rightly, it turned out) that the bright light of empirical investigation would erode their authority. Voltaire’s motto Écrasez l’infâme! has been interpreted many ways, but at its base it was an expression of his deep empathy with this new spirit of Enlightenment, and a desire to wipe out (écrasez/crush) all the hidebound superstitions (l’infâme) that stood in its way.

On the one hand, the Enlightenment’s new ideas sparked a passion for knowledge, debate, and novelty in both scholarly and courtly circles. The regent Orléans ushered in a brief era of sexual and philosophical license between the reigns of King Louis XIV and King Louis XV. French philosopher Denis Diderot, cheered on by Voltaire and others, led an effort to systematize all available knowledge in the first edition of the French Encyclopédie. Even King Frederick II of Prussia attempted a cultural revolution in his military state. On the other hand, Enlightenment impulses provoked harsh remonstrances from the worlds they threatened to wholly demolish. Upon ascending the throne, Louis XV introduced strict censorship laws. The Catholic Inquisition, a permanent part of the Church since the medieval ages, had reached its bloody apogee during the Renaissance, but still, as Voltaire depicts in Candide, regularly tortured suspected heretics and executed them in spectacularly public ways, including burning them alive. Europe was ravaged by a series of seemingly endless military conflicts, even taking the fight overseas to the exploited colonies of the Americas. Everywhere Voltaire looked, the fresh new perspectives offered by the scientists and philosophers whose work he admired were counteracted by treachery, superstition, and stupid waste of human life. Even God himself, who could once be counted on as an active, if not always benevolent, party, seemed increasingly distant and disinterested—a clockmaker, to use the most common metaphor employed by the Deists (of whom Voltaire was one) to explain their system of faith, who had wound up the will and fate of the world and now merely watched it run. Such was the world into which Voltaire introduced the innocent Candide.

Optimism, the Lisbon Earthquake, and the Seven Years’ War

The system of philosophical thought that Candide engages most directly is Optimism, particularly as it was expressed by German philosopher G. W. von Leibniz’s treatise Theodicée (1710), Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man (1733), and most particularly, philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau’s “letter on providence,” written in response to the great Lisbon earthquake. At its simplest and least sophisticated, Optimism posited that since God was all-knowing and all-powerful, and nothing in the universe could exist without his permission or knowledge, evil could not exist. To believe in evil, Optimists argued, was to believe in a power beyond God’s control. Events that suggested the presence of evil, it followed, simply indicated the limits of man’s understanding. As Pope puts it at the end of his Essay, “whatever is, is right.” Or, in the exaggerated phrase Voltaire attributes to Leibniz in Candide, “all is for the best in the best of all possible worlds.”

The Lisbon earthquake, which killed tens of thousands of people, took place on All Saints’ Day, November 1, 1755. The event and its aftermath were horrific enough to give even the Optimisits pause. The Catholic government interpreted the disaster as divine judgment and responded with a gruesome series of public executions. Eighteen days later, another earthquake leveled the city. The human reaction to the earthquake tested Voltaire’s tolerance for Optimism as much as the earthquake itself. He felt its determinism encouraged the fatal resignation displayed in Lisbon. When Rousseau responded to the tragedy by writing, essentially, that so many people had died because they lived in the man-made environment of the city instead of the countryside, which was designed by God, Voltaire was furious.

The death toll of the Seven Years’ War, a multinational conflict that expressed itself in a series of bloody but inconclusive battles ranging over Europe and the Americas, similarly affected Voltaire’s disdain for Optimism. Here was clearly a mess that men had gotten themselves into and that served no one, not even the national leaders who had propagated it. To attribute good to this travesty instead of acting to correct it was, for Voltaire, not only abhorrent but morally irresponsible.


Satire, the Picaresque, and the Conte

Candide is a satire, a story that sets out to expose the prevailing follies of its day. Satire is an ancient genre and was employed in Roman antiquity by the poet Horace. A more contemporary model for Voltaire was Jonathan Swift, whose Gulliver’s Travels (1726) is another classic of Enlightenment satire. Voltaire was also influenced by French satirists Rabelais and Diderot. Some have argued that Candide, again like Gulliver’s Travels, is a picaresque story. Unlike the quest-romance hero, who undergoes a series of tests building to a final resolution, the parody’s picaresque hero (often not heroic at all) passes randomly from one event to another, learning little, and ending as aimlessly as he began.

Other readers have argued that Candide does learn and grow and have classified the tale, with some stretching, as a coming-of-age tale. Within the specific arena of the French Enlightenment and Voltaire’s other works, Candide is most clearly a conte, a brief story or parable that serves primarily to explore and illustrate a philosophical problem or idea. Again, what some readers see as the lack of a clear positive argument beyond critique and a certain complexity in Candide’s characters make the story an unusual, if still recognizable, conte. Certainly it is Voltaire’s ability to stretch the boundaries of all these genres to make his characters more human that accounts for much of Candide’s charm.






CHRONOLOGY OF VOLTAIRE’S LIFE AND WORK [image: ]



	1694: Born François Marie Arouet, November 1, in Paris, France, fifth child of François Arouet, a prosperous notary, and Marie Marguerite Dumart (D’Aumard).

	1701: Voltaire’s mother dies. Her friend, the Abbé de Châteauneuf, tutors him in literature and Deism until 1704, when he is sent to the Jesuit school Louis-le-Grand. Later, the abbé introduces him to Parisian literary, philosophical, and society circles.

	1711: Leaves Louis-le-Grand. Ever after, professes dissatisfaction with curriculum. Submits to father’s wishes and works in Parisian lawyer’s office.

	1714: Writes several libelous poems. Father sends him to countryside for a year.

	1716: Exiled for lampooning the regent Orléans.

	1717: Imprisoned for eleven months in the Bastille for a satire on the French government. Writes Oedipe, first successful play, begins Henriade and adopts pen name Voltaire.

	
1722: Voltaire’s father dies, leaving him a considerable yearly income, which he must wait some years to claim.

	1723: Suffers from smallpox. Publishes the Henriade.

	1724: Publishes Marianne (tragedy). Writes L’Indiscret (comedy).

	1726–29: Exiled from Paris for insulting French nobleman, departs for England, where he absorbs intellectual freedom and becomes important literary figure. Returns richer; speculation increases fortune. Begins poem La Pucelle, scandalous mock-heroic treatment of Joan of Arc.

	1732: Produces play Zaïre.

	1733: Lettres philosophiques sur les Anglais, praising England, and Temple du goût satirizing Rousseau, published.

	1734: Moves into the Marquise du Châtelet’s château de Cirey in eastern France. Lettres philosophiques condemned by church and state.

	1746: Elected into the Académie Française.

	1747: Publishes Zadig, ou la Destinée.

	1749: Marquise du Châtelet dies. Voltaire moves to Potsdam (in contemporary Germany) at the invitation of the king of Prussia, Frederick the Great.

	1752: Publishes The Age of Louis XIV and Micromégas.

	1753: After quarrel with Frederick, leaves Potsdam, but not allowed into France. Begins living in various French-Swiss border towns and in Switzerland. Meets Rousseau in 1754.

	1756: Publishes Poème de la désastre de Lisbonne about Lisbon earthquake.

	1759: Purchases estate, Ferney, near French-Swiss border, where he lives with his niece. It becomes an intellectual center of Europe. Publishes Candide.


	1763: Publishes Treatise on Tolerance.


	1764: Publishes Dictionnaire philosophique.

	1767: Publishes L’Ingénu ou le Huron.

	1769: Publishes Lettres d’Amabed.


	1778: Returns to hero’s welcome in Paris, at eighty-three. Writes and produces two new plays; engages in whirlwind of social activity. Dies May 30, refusing final absolution.

	1864: Voltaire’s sarcophagus is opened to restore his embalmed heart. His remains are missing.









HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF CANDIDE [image: ]



	1675: Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz discovers differential and integral calculus, the basis for modern mathematics. Controversy ensues over whether he or Isaac Newton was the inventor.

	1687: Isaac Newton’s Principia published.

	1688: The “Glorious Revolution” Catholic king of England, James II, flees to France. Protestant William of Orange takes his place.

	1689: John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding and A Letter Concerning Toleration published.

	1693: Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education published.

	1696: First practical steam engine invented.

	1705: Leibniz’s philosophical treatise New Essays on Human Understanding published.

	1710: Leibniz’s philosophical and religious treatise Theodicée is published, in which he posits that we live in “the best of all possible worlds.”

	
1715: Louis XIV dies. Philippe d’Orléans becomes regent.

	1723: The regent dies and Louis XV ascends to the throne. French state issues an edict that no work may be published without the express approval of the king.

	1726: Jonathan Swift publishes Gulliver’s Travels.

	1729: Jonathan Swift publishes A Modest Proposal.

	1733–34: Alexander Pope publishes poem Essay on Man.

	1736: Isaac Newton’s De Methodis Serierum et Fluxionum, written in 1671, is finally published in John Colson’s English translation.

	1740: King Frederick II (Frederick the Great) ascends to the throne of Prussia and publishes the Anti-machiavell, an idealistic refutation of Machiavelli’s The Prince.

	1741: France employs seventy-six official censors.

	1744: Jean-Annette Poisson becomes mistress of King Louis XV, is awarded title of Marquise de Pompadour, and increases king’s tolerance for arts and literature.

	1745–50: France at war with England.

	1749: Diderot publishes Lettre sur les aveugles, supporting Locke’s theory of knowledge.

	1751–72: Seventeen volumes of the French Encyclopédie published.

	1754: Rousseau’s Discourse on the Inequalities of Men published.

	1755: Great Lisbon earthquake.

	1757: Assassination attempt on Louis XV. State reacts by decreeing death for writing or printing works deemed to attack the king or church. Seven Years’ War begins.

	
1762: Rousseau’s Social Contract and Émile published. Calas executed.

	1774: Louis XVI ascends the throne.

	1776: England’s American colonies declare their independence.









I HOW CANDIDE WAS BROUGHT UP IN A MAGNIFICENT CASTLE, AND HOW HE WAS EXPELLED THENCE [image: ]


IN A CASTLE of Westphalia,1 belonging to the Baron of Thunder-ten-Tronckh, lived a youth, whom nature had endowed with the most gentle manners. His countenance was a true picture of his soul. He combined a true judgment with simplicity of spirit, which was the reason, I apprehend, of his being called Candide.2 The old servants of the family suspected him to have been the son of the Baron’s sister, by a good, honest gentleman of the neighborhood, whom that young lady would never marry because he had been able to prove only seventy-one quarterings,3 the rest of his genealogical tree having been lost through the injuries of time.

The Baron was one of the most powerful lords in Westphalia, for his castle had not only a gate, but windows. His great hall, even, was hung with tapestry. All the dogs of his farmyards formed a pack of hounds at need; his grooms were his huntsmen; and the curate of the village was his grand almoner.4 They called him “My Lord,” and laughed at all his stories.

The Baron’s lady weighed about three hundred and fifty pounds, and was therefore a person of great consideration, and she did the honours of the house with a dignity that commanded still greater respect. Her daughter Cunegonde was seventeen years of age, fresh-coloured, comely, plump, and desirable. The Baron’s son seemed to be in every respect worthy of his father. The Preceptor Pangloss5 was the oracle of the family, and little Candide heard his lessons with all the good faith of his age and character.

Pangloss was professor of metaphysico-theologico-cosmolo-nigology. He proved admirably that there is no effect without a cause, and that, in this best of all possible worlds,6 the Baron’s castle was the most magnificent of castles, and his lady the best of all possible Baronesses.

“It is demonstrable,” said he, “that things cannot be otherwise than as they are; for all being created for an end, all is necessarily for the best end. Observe, that the nose has been formed to bear spectacles—thus we have spectacles. Legs are visibly designed for stockings—and we have stockings. Stones were made to be hewn, and to construct castles—therefore my lord has a magnificent castle; for the greatest baron in the province ought to be the best lodged. Pigs were made to be eaten—therefore we eat pork all the year round. Consequently they who assert that all is well have said a foolish thing, they should have said all is for the best.”

Candide listened attentively and believed innocently; for he thought Miss Cunegonde extremely beautiful, though he never had the courage to tell her so. He concluded that after the happiness of being born Baron of Thunder-ten-Tronckh, the second degree of happiness was to be Miss Cunegonde, the third that of seeing her every day, and the fourth that of hearing Master Pangloss, the greatest philosopher of the whole province, and consequently of the whole world.

One day Cunegonde, while walking near the castle, in a little wood which they called a park,7 saw between the bushes, Dr. Pangloss giving a lesson in experimental natural philosophy to her mother’s chamber-maid, a little brown wench, very pretty and very docile. As Miss Cunegonde had a great disposition for the sciences, she breathlessly observed the repeated experiments of which she was a witness; she clearly perceived the force of the Doctor’s reasons, the effects, and the causes; she turned back greatly flurried, quite pensive, and filled with the desire to be learned; dreaming that she might well be a sufficient reason for young Candide, and he for her.

She met Candide on reaching the castle and blushed; Candide blushed also; she wished him good morrow in a faltering tone, and Candide spoke to her without knowing what he said. The next day after dinner, as they went from table, Cunegonde and Candide found themselves behind a screen; Cunegonde let fall her handkerchief, Candide picked it up, she took him innocently by the hand, the youth as innocently kissed the young lady’s hand with particular vivacity, sensibility, and grace; their lips met, their eyes sparkled, their knees trembled, their hands strayed. Baron Thunder-ten-Tronckh passed near the screen and beholding this cause and effect chased Candide from the castle with great kicks on the backside; Cunegonde fainted away; she was boxed on the ears by the Baroness, as soon as she came to herself; and all was consternation in this most magnificent and most agreeable of all possible castles.
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