
candida by george bernard shaw

Candida is a notable play by George Bernard Shaw, first performed in 1894.
Shaw, a prominent Irish playwright, critic, and polemicist, is often
celebrated for his witty dialogue, social critiques, and exploration of
complex themes. In "Candida," Shaw delves into the intricacies of
relationships, the nature of love, and the societal expectations surrounding
marriage and gender roles.

This article explores the key themes, characters, and critical reception of
"Candida," while examining its relevance in contemporary society.

Background of the Play

"Candida" is set in the late Victorian era, a time marked by strict social
conventions and gender roles. The play revolves around the life of Candida, a
strong and independent woman, and her relationships with her husband, James
Morell, and a young poet named Eugene Marchbanks.

The title character, Candida, embodies the tension between societal
expectations and individual desires. Shaw critiques the traditional notions
of masculinity and femininity, showcasing the struggles of women in a
patriarchal society. The play unfolds in a series of conversations and
conflicts that reveal the emotional and psychological complexities of its
characters.

Plot Summary

The play takes place over a single day, primarily in the Morell household.
James Morell, a clergyman, is a devoted husband and father, yet he often
takes his wife's strength for granted. Candida, on the other hand, is
portrayed as a nurturing figure who holds the family together while also
yearning for independence.

The arrival of Eugene Marchbanks, a young and idealistic poet, serves as a
catalyst for the central conflict. Eugene is infatuated with Candida and
believes that she deserves a more passionate and fulfilling life than what
James can offer. This creates a love triangle that challenges the characters'
perceptions of love and loyalty.

As the play progresses, Candida must make a choice between the stability of
her marriage and the romantic idealism represented by Eugene. The climax
reveals her strength and independence, as she ultimately asserts her autonomy
in a way that defies traditional gender roles.

Key Themes

Shaw's "Candida" addresses several significant themes that resonate with
audiences both in the past and present.



1. Gender Roles and Feminism

A central theme of "Candida" is the critique of gender roles. Shaw portrays
Candida as a strong, intelligent woman who challenges the expectations placed
upon her by society. Throughout the play, she navigates her identity as a
wife and mother while asserting her independence. This portrayal aligns with
early feminist movements, as Shaw advocates for women's rights and autonomy.

2. The Nature of Love

The play explores different forms of love, from the nurturing love between
spouses to the idealistic love of a young poet. Shaw questions the
conventional understanding of love, suggesting that it is not merely a
romantic ideal but also a complex interplay of emotions, responsibilities,
and societal expectations.

3. The Conflict Between Idealism and Realism

Eugene represents the voice of idealism, while James embodies realism and
practicality. The tension between these two perspectives creates a dynamic
interplay throughout the play. Shaw challenges the audience to consider the
merits and drawbacks of both viewpoints, ultimately suggesting that a balance
between the two is necessary for a fulfilling life.

4. The Power of Choice

Candida's journey culminates in her ability to make a choice that reflects
her desires and values. Shaw emphasizes the importance of personal agency and
the power of choice in shaping one's destiny. This theme resonates with
contemporary discussions about individual autonomy and the right to make
decisions based on one's own beliefs and desires.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in "Candida" is crucial to appreciating Shaw's
commentary on society and relationships.

1. Candida Morell

Candida is the play's titular character and serves as a representation of
feminine strength. She is compassionate, intelligent, and assertive.
Throughout the play, she navigates the complexities of her relationships with
James and Eugene, ultimately asserting her independence and making a choice
that reflects her true desires.



2. James Morell

James Morell is a clergyman who embodies the conventional male role of the
time. He loves Candida but often underestimates her strength and
capabilities. His character reflects the struggles of men in a changing
society, as he grapples with his own insecurities and the evolving dynamics
of marriage.

3. Eugene Marchbanks

Eugene is a young poet who represents idealism and romantic notions of love.
He is passionate and emotionally expressive, contrasting with James's
pragmatic approach. Eugene's character serves to challenge the status quo and
push Candida to consider her own desires and aspirations.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, "Candida" received a mixed reception from critics and
audiences. Some praised Shaw's exploration of gender roles and his subversion
of traditional narratives, while others criticized the play for its perceived
lack of action and reliance on dialogue.

In the years since its debut, "Candida" has gained recognition as one of
Shaw's significant works, often studied in the context of feminist literature
and early modern drama. Its themes of love, agency, and the complexities of
relationships continue to resonate with contemporary audiences, making it a
relevant and important piece of theatre.

Relevance Today

The themes explored in "Candida" remain pertinent in today's society. As
discussions around gender equality, personal autonomy, and the nature of love
continue to evolve, Shaw's play serves as a reminder of the progress made and
the challenges that still exist.

The portrayal of Candida as a strong, independent woman inspires contemporary
audiences to reflect on their own relationships and societal expectations.
The play encourages dialogue around the importance of choice and the need for
individuals to assert their identities in a world that often seeks to define
them.

Conclusion

George Bernard Shaw's "Candida" is a thought-provoking exploration of love,
gender roles, and personal agency. Through the intricate relationships of its
characters, the play raises questions that are still relevant today. Shaw's
ability to blend wit and social critique makes "Candida" a timeless work that
continues to resonate with audiences, inviting them to reflect on their own
lives and the societal norms that shape them.



As we revisit Shaw's work, it is essential to recognize the progress made in
the realm of gender equality and to continue advocating for the autonomy and
rights of individuals, ensuring that the voices of all are heard and valued.
"Candida" not only serves as a testament to Shaw's literary genius but also
as a catalyst for ongoing discussions about love, identity, and societal
expectations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Candida' by George Bernard
Shaw?

'Candida' explores themes of love, gender roles, and the complexities of
marriage, particularly focusing on the balance of power between men and
women.

Who are the main characters in 'Candida'?

The main characters in 'Candida' are Candida herself, her husband Reverend
James Morell, and the poet Eugene Marchbanks, who represents a contrasting
view of love and relationships.

How does Shaw portray the character of Candida?

Shaw portrays Candida as a strong, independent woman who challenges
traditional gender roles and societal expectations, ultimately asserting her
own desires and choices.

What role does the setting play in 'Candida'?

The setting, primarily in the Morell household, serves to highlight the
domestic sphere where personal conflicts and power dynamics unfold,
reflecting the Victorian society's views on marriage.

What is the significance of the title 'Candida'?

The title 'Candida' refers to the protagonist, symbolizing purity and
innocence, which contrasts with the complexities of her relationships and the
darker themes of desire and control.

How does 'Candida' reflect Shaw's views on feminism?

Shaw's 'Candida' reflects his progressive views on feminism by presenting a
female character who asserts her autonomy and challenges the male-dominated
societal norms of his time.

What is the conflict between James Morell and Eugene
Marchbanks in 'Candida'?

The conflict between Morell and Marchbanks revolves around their differing
perceptions of Candida and their approaches to love, leading to a struggle
for her affections and ideals.



What impact did 'Candida' have on modern theatre?

'Candida' had a significant impact on modern theatre by pushing the
boundaries of character development and dialogue, influencing the portrayal
of women and the dynamics of relationships in plays.
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