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had been taught that “all is for the best in the best 
of all possible worlds,” but upon touring the globe 
and witnessing its harsh realities, returns home 
disillusioned with his idealism. Juggled between 
his other obligations and engagements, Bernstein 
finished the operetta in August of 1956. He felt 
that it was his most substantial achievement as a 
composer to date. Many years later he said, “There 
is more of me in that piece than anything else I have 
done.”

Candide premiered to mixed reviews in 
Boston for three weeks of tryouts on October 29, 
1956. Variety magazine’s account summarized the 
strengths and shortcomings of the original test 
runs:

It’s a spectacular, opulent, and racy musical 
replete with eye-filling costumes, lavish 
settings, a big cast, and a fine musical 
score…A major hurdle…is the somewhat 
esoteric nature of its satire (and the public’s 
unfamiliarity with the Voltaire original). The 
musical also needs severe cutting, especially in 
the second act.

Following its tempered beginning, the improved 
production traveled to New York and opened 
December 1 at Broadway’s Martin Beck Theatre, 
this time to rave reviews. For instance, Richard 
Watts in the New York Post sufficiently summarized 
his positive impression of the show and those of his 
fellow critics:

There is so much that is brilliant, so much in 
the way of musical excellence, visual beauty, 
grace of style, and boldness of design that it 
deserves attention and respect from playgoers 
who are interested in artistic enterprises.

Unfortunately, Candide proved to be somewhat too 
sophisticated for its first audiences and closed after 
only 73 performances. Over the next half century, 
it went through a number of revisions and revivals 
with the most recent in 2008 at the New York City 
Opera and in 2010 at Chicago’s Goodman Theatre.
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During Candide’s comparatively brief tenure 
on Broadway, Samuel Krachmalnick conducted 
the theatre orchestra while Bernstein nervously 
observed from the gallery. Less than two months 
later on January 26, 1957, Bernstein himself was on 
the podium in front of the New York Philharmonic 
offering his full orchestration of the overture for the 
first time. This concert version was an immediate 
hit and quickly found its place as a staple of the 
orchestral repertoire. 

Brilliantly written and scored, the Overture 
to Candide is consummate Bernstein from start to 
finish. Rocketing along at a lightning fast tempo, 
showstoppers like “Glitter and Be Gay,” and “Oh, 
Happy We” can easily be heard making for a dazzling 
opener. At a memorial concert for the composer in 
1990, the New York Philharmonic paid tribute to 
their former music director by playing the overture 
without a conductor. This practice has become a 
performance tradition by the Philharmonic and is 
maintained to the present day.

__________________________________________
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Playbill from original Broadway 
production of Candide, 1956.
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