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A Note on the Text and Illustrations

Two manuscripts of Vingt mille lieues sous les mers have survived and are now deposited in France’s National Library. One of these, in handwriting which ranges from neat italic to near-illegible scrawl, has been posted online at http://gallica.bnf.fr/ (follow Jules Verne Vingt mille lieues sous les mers). The novel first appeared in instalments in the Magasin d’éducation et de récréation between 20 March 1869 and 20 June 1870 before being published in book form in two separate parts, Part I in October 1869 and Part II in June 1870. The illustrated edition, with 111 plates by Riou and Neuville went on sale in November 1871. The text used for this translation is that of the 1871 edition as reproduced by Christian Chelebourg for the Livre de Poche edition of Vingt mille lieues sous les mers in 1990. The forty-two illustrations are based on those in the ‘popular’ edition in two volumes, many times reprinted, published for the first time in the ‘Collection Hetzel’ in 1901.

Most of the Voyages extraordinaires appeared first as a serialization in a periodical, followed by publication in volume form, and finally in a large-format, hardcover, fully illustrated edition. The pattern was established early on in Verne’s career. His publisher, the shrewd Hetzel, used illustrations as part of his marketing strategy. He and, after his death, his son financed an average of sixty-five per volume, a total of around 4,200 (some with added colour from 1887 onwards) by about thirty illustrators, who were served by an unknown number of engravers. All were men, and most were painters, though not of the first rank. But the bulk of the illustrations were produced by just six artists. Édouard Riou (1833–1900) and Henri de Montaut (1830–90), working mainly in tandem, illustrated the first six titles (1866–8), supplying over 700 plates between them. Alphonse de Neuville (1835–85), an ex-pupil of Delacroix, and better known as a painter of military and patriotic subjects than as a book-illustrator, briefly replaced them between 1870 and 1873, supplying 158 illustrations, just over half this number being drawn for Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. He was followed by Jules Férat (1829–89?), who between 1871 and 1877 provided 445 plates for six novels. Thereafter, nearly all the illustrations for Verne’s novels were the work of just two men. The most prolific was Léon Benett (1839–1917), who also illustrated novels by Victor Hugo, Tolstoy, Fenimore Cooper and others. He specialized in exotic scenes for which he drew on his wide experience as a government administrator in far-flung French colonies. Between 1878 and 1910, with a gap of seven years (1896–1903), he illustrated twenty-five Verne titles, a total of about 1,530 full-page plates. Benett overlapped with the almost equally productive Georges Roux (c.1850–1929), who, between 1885 and 1919, illustrated twenty Verne titles, containing over 950 plates in all.

Working in pairs or alone, they created an image for a Verne novel which was carefully managed by Hetzel. It is not clear how free a hand they had in choosing their subjects but they were certainly given firm directions. There is evidence to show that, with input from Verne and his canny publisher, they created an overall house style of detailed line-drawings which is as evocative and as distinctive as the association which links Tenniel to Lewis Carroll, or Cruikshank and Leech to the early Dickens. There was always an intriguing frontispiece, designed to lure the buyer, and the text was invariably illustrated in accordance with the goals of instruction and entertainment, the twin aims of Hetzel’s Magasin d’éducation et de récréation. Different categories of illustrations are repeated: formal portraits of the main characters, painterly views of the places where their adventures are set and dramatic scenes showing crucial moments of the action. The educational intention was served by maps and accurate technical illustrations of flora and fauna, which are faithful to the old tradition of the plates that had appeared in books of natural history since the seventeenth century. Traditional too are the views showing the geography and geology of remote regions. Graphic representations of travelling machines followed Verne’s written descriptions but were also ‘instructive’, being in the style of the line drawings of machinery then beginning to appear in the popular press and works of science. The inclusion of so many ‘educational’ plates was also intended to reassure the wealthy elite that a Hetzel novel was not illustrated merely as a sop to an audience with poor reading skills but was ‘improving’, respectable and suitable for all classes of book-buyer. In particular, Férat’s ninety-one illustrations for Michel Strogoff (1876), which showed views of Russia, contributed significantly to its success.

Verne was no less committed to the illustrated book than Hetzel. His correspondence reveals how closely he monitored the work of the artists employed by Hetzel. In 1869 he was prepared to travel at short notice to Paris from Amiens to discuss Férat’s illustrations for Une Ville flottante (A Floating City, 1871) and later that year, when preparations for the illustrated Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea were in hand, he wrote to his publisher:


I have received Riou’s sketches. I have a number of suggestions to make which I shall put to him by return of post. I think he should make the figures larger and the rooms smaller. He also needs to add much more detail … But what an excellent, marvellous idea of yours to use Colonel Charras as a model for Captain Nemo. How stupid of me not to have thought of it myself!1



He approved of the use of models and posed for Riou’s portrait of Professor Aronnax in Part I, chapter 3 (here). The images of Michel Ardan of De la Terre à la Lune (From the Earth to the Moon, 1865) were based on his friend, the photographer and balloonist Nadar (‘Ardan’ is an anagram of Nadar), and twenty years later he reacted strongly against the way the hero of Mathias Sandorf (1885) had been made to look: ‘Benett has given the doctor a face like a convict’s,’ he wrote to Hetzel. ‘It’s not right at all. The young Sandorf is modelled on you aged thirty-five.’ In 1879 he instructed Benett to make an eastern caravan look ‘more ornate and more oriental’. He intervened mainly when an illustrator used his imagination too freely and departed from his text. He corrected errors and, for example, drew attention to Neuville’s representation of the giant squid as having ten arms instead of the eight specified in the text. In fact the illustrator was right: it is the octopus which has eight tentacles. The change of illustrator from Riou to Neuville after Part I, chapter 11 was seamless, though later there are occasional inconsistencies. Thus, the ‘iron ladder clamped to the wall’ of here becomes a ‘central stairwell’, and a wide staircase which is shown with a handrail (here) that later disappears (here). On the whole, Verne found making such corrections tedious, and Hetzel, who adjudicated between him and his artists, always had the casting vote, especially in matters of taste and decorum.

The illustrated editions masterminded by Hetzel ensured that the volumes became instantly recognizable and formed a series to which he gave the running title of Voyages extraordinaires in 1868. But the illustrations were not merely a smart marketing ploy which packaged Verne as a uniform, branded product, nor were they simply an addition to the novels, providing some relief from all those words: they were essential ingredients of their literary success. By visualizing what was strange, unknown and beyond ordinary imagining, they shone a light on the unfamiliar and made the unlikely seem credible. By showing Verne’s heroes discovering and conquering undiscovered worlds, they reinforced the positivist message that reality is stranger than fiction and that nature is tamed once it is understood.

NOTE

1. See Charles-Noël Martin, La Vie et l’œuvre de Jules Verne (Paris: Michel de l’Ormeraie, 1978), p. 76. Charras (1810–65) was a soldier and ardent republican who had been jailed (as had Hetzel) for his opposition to Louis-Napoleon’s coup d’état in December 1851.




Introduction

If the seventeenth century in France was the golden age of theatre, the second half of the nineteenth belongs to the novel. Literary history has adjudicated upon the question of which writers produced the finest and most enduring examples of the art of fiction. But in the history of reading, the great names are not Balzac, Stendhal, Flaubert or Zola but a succession of lesser authors who acquired huge popular followings. Until about 1830 the light touch of Pigault-Lebrun’s roman gai and the risqué novels of Paul de Kock (devoured, it was said, by ‘concierges and ladies’ maids’) enjoyed greater commercial success than most Romantic poets and playwrights. Then in 1836 newspapers began taking advertisements as a way of halving their cover prices. Their circulation rose dramatically. But it soon became apparent that serialized fiction of the right sort could attract even more readers and both earn and retain their loyalty. Fortunes were paid to writers who had the knack of turning out sensational tales of mystery and adventure in gripping, cliff-hanging instalments. In the 1840s the masters of the new serialized fiction (the roman-feuilleton) were Eugène Sue, author of Les Mystères de Paris (Mysteries of Paris), and Alexandre Dumas père, creator of the Musketeers and Monte Cristo. These first feuilletonistes were the ‘kings of romance’, and their names were known not only throughout France but from San Francisco to darkest Russia. When their hour passed, the public hailed new tellers of tales. After 1850 it was Paul Féval and Ponson du Terrail who supplied the new low-priced newspapers with what the critic Sainte-Beuve had in 1839 called ‘industrial literature’. Sensation, sentiment, violence and escape found a ready market. High art did not.

Among these new Second Empire wholesalers of high-octane fiction was Jules Verne, who, after fifteen years of trying and failing to make his name as a playwright, scored an overnight success in 1863 with Cinq semaines en ballon (Five Weeks in a Balloon). He avoided the feuilletoniste’s stock subjects – history, contemporary manners, crime and murder – and inaugurated a new kind of fiction: the ‘scientific romance’. His ‘balloon story’ made his name. Having found his niche in the market, he went on, over the next forty years, to produce sixty-three novels and a score of long tales. He also found time to add a further ten titles to his previous tally of about twenty-five plays and librettos, of which barely half a dozen had been performed. When he died in 1905 he had long been one of the small number of Frenchmen (others include Voltaire, Alexandre Dumas and Victor Hugo) whose names were, and still are, known all over the world to people of all ages and circumstances.

Jules Verne was born in Nantes in 1828, the oldest of the five children of a conservative, devoutly Catholic lawyer. He had a happy childhood and learned to love the sea, boats and tales of adventure. After attending local schools, he moved to Paris in 1847 to study law on the understanding that one day he would take over his father’s legal practice. But the law bored him, and he set his sights instead on a literary career. Through family connections he acquired a toehold in artistic circles in Paris, where he met his idols, Victor Hugo and especially Alexandre Dumas père, who helped him get his first play performed in Paris in 1850. Between 1852 and 1855, he worked as an unpaid secretary-cum-administrator at the Théâtre Lyrique, which staged three comic operas for which he wrote the librettos to music composed by Aristide Hignard, an old friend from Nantes. He also published a few tales in the manner of E. T. A. Hoffman, Edgar Allan Poe and James Fenimore Cooper. Unhappy in love, he finally married in 1857. Honorine de Viane was twenty-six, a widow with two daughters. Despite his absorption in his work and her cool temperament, the marriage lasted nearly fifty years. A son, Michel, was born in 1861. To support his ready-made family, Verne found work as a stockbroker, though without abandoning his literary ambitions. He rose at five, worked on his current tale or play until ten, then walked to the stock exchange for the day’s business.

By 1862 he finally accepted that he would never become a successful playwright. Instead, he put all his mind to writing a novel, which, when it was published in 1863, would catch the mood of the times. He had joined the Cercle de la Presse scientifique, where he met travellers, scientists and inventors, and particularly the photographer Nadar, who had used balloons to take the first aerial pictures. He informed himself about the latest developments in technology, advances in the pure and applied sciences and the discoveries of explorers newly returned from polar, oriental and exotic regions of the globe. He shared the widespread enthusiasm for the latest journey of the explorer John Hanning Speke, who was then in Africa attempting to confirm his claim that he had found the source of the Nile. In the summer of 1862 Verne offered his manuscript to a publisher, P.-J. Hetzel, who liked what he read and in January 1863 published Five Weeks in a Balloon, the dramatic story of a journey by balloon across Africa from Zanzibar to Senegal, filled with thrills but also with descriptions of strange animals and exotic landscapes. It was a great success. Hetzel offered Verne a contract for three volumes of fiction a year against a fixed but not over-generous monthly stipend. Over the years, Verne would renew his contract half a dozen times, always on better terms. Even so, Hetzel was the main beneficiary of their partnership, with Verne accepting the arrangement because he valued Hetzel’s friendship and because, after so many years of rejection, he welcomed the security offered by a regular income.

His ‘balloon story’ was based entirely on secondary sources. But borrowed fact was so skilfully built into his fast-paced tale of adventures that many readers believed what they were reading was a true narrative of a real expedition. In reality, the vivid descriptions were taken from books, the proceedings of learned societies, lectures and newspaper articles. Verne loved the sea, lived for many years at Le Crotoy on the Somme estuary and bought three boats, which he sailed enthusiastically, relishing stormy weather. But he was always an armchair traveller who sent his heroes on journeys to the four corners of the globe, while he himself never ventured further north than Scotland and Scandinavia, further east than Germany and further south than the Mediterranean. He did once cross the Atlantic on the Great Eastern but managed a stay of only one week in the United States.

Verne’s appetite for knowledge was shared by a generation coming to grips with a world that was being transformed by technology. Readers were regularly required to accept implausible novelties in the form of cable telegraphy, iron ships (why did they not sink?), railways and rotary printing presses, which put cheap newspapers within the reach of all. The public was curious about events at home and abroad, from wars and the fate of John Franklin’s lost expedition to find the icy North-West Passage to the natural history and customs of the lands which France was busily colonizing. Verne, as much a man for facts as Dickens’s Gradgrind in Hard Times, was completely at home in an age of scientific vulgarization and encyclopedias such as Pierre Larousse’s Grand dictionnaire universel (Great Universal Dictionary), which began appearing in 1866. He himself published several such compilations, including a three-volume Géographie illustrée de la France et de ses colonies (Illustrated Geography of France and Its Colonies, 1868).

Verne’s particular fascination with science and technology has led to his being thought of as a ‘father of science fiction’. It is a title which he rejected. He certainly used the applications and implications of science in his fiction. But he denied any expertise in chemistry, physics, botany, zoology, mechanics, engineering or mathematics, although he worked hard to inform himself and made technical accuracy a key element of his stories (he asked qualified friends to check his calculations). He also kept too tight a rein on his imagination to be thought a writer of science fantasy. The ‘what if’ question (which often makes the first chapter the most interesting of many sci-fi novels) was answered by most contemporary exponents of the ‘anticipation novel’ in super-normal terms which defied the laws of the universe. H. G. Wells, for example, invented an invisible man, a time-machine, invaders from outer space and ‘cavorite’ (a material that cancelled the force of gravity), which, though ingenious and intriguing, were entirely fanciful. On the other hand, Verne’s rockets, dirigible airships, Captain Nemo’s Nautilus, even the amphibious flying motor-car of Le Maître du monde (The Master of the World, 1904) were solidly based on contemporary science and were all technically feasible. They were no more or less fantastic than electric light or the amazing new express trains which travelled at a staggering 26 miles an hour. At times, he was remarkably prescient. The calculations for the angle and escape velocity of the missile which, in De la Terre à la Lune (From the Earth to the Moon, 1865) and its sequel Autour de la Lune (Around the Moon, 1869), flies Verne’s doughty heroes into space and brings them back again, were so accurate that he chose to situate the launch of the space vessel in Florida at a site not a stone’s throw from Cape Canaveral, which a century later the Americans also chose as the optimal location for a moon shot.

All Verne’s stories are firmly planted in the facts of the world, of which he had only second-hand knowledge. His detailed descriptions of flora and fauna he had never seen were taken from authoritative published sources, just as his use of latitude and longitude were based on the latest maps and charts. His personal library was as comprehensive as that assembled by Captain Nemo on board the Nautilus in Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (Part I, chapter 11). He used different sources according to the requirements of each book: earth sciences and earth history for the Voyage au centre de la terre (Journey to the Centre of the Earth, 1864); polar expeditions and Arctic lore for Les Voyages et aventures du Capitaine Hatteras (The Adventures of Captain Hatteras, 1864–5); and for the most intensively documented of all his novels, Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1869–70), he combed volumes of physical geography, oceanography, malacology, marine zoology and so on by authorities both old and new. He regularly borrowed descriptions of fish from La Cépède’s Histoire naturelle des poissons (Natural History of Fish, 1798–1803) and used M. F. Maury’s Physical Geography of the Sea (1855) to enable the Nautilus to navigate accurately in exotic waters. Occasionally, he quotes his sources directly. He mentions, for example, H. C. Sirr’s Ceylon and the Cingalese (1850) when providing details of the pearl fisheries of Manaar. But he also borrowed without acknowledgement from many more. He occasionally begs the reader to excuse his ‘dry’ catalogues of fish, molluscs, corals and marine vegetation, which modern readers can skip but sorely try the translator’s patience. The writer Apollinaire argued that his style consisted entirely of nouns, though Georges Perec, that connoisseur of words, considered it to be ‘poetry’. But in the days before film-makers revealed distant lands and the secret life of nature in moving pictures, Verne’s public were less inclined to quibble: they found his guided tours of worlds at, above and below sea-level both fascinating and educational.

If Verne was at all a writer of science fiction, it was in a few forays into fantasy and a handful of dystopian ventures into a future where computer-style calculators, photographs, electric power, urban transport, dirigible airships and ocean-going vessels which no longer depended on sail had long ceased to be wonders and were presented as routine features of advanced societies. But science remained subservient to his endless curiosity about the physical world and the wonders of nature, which led him to send his heroes travelling on, over and under the earth by balloon, sail, submarine, canoe, horse, coach and elephant, to the poles, the centre of the earth, Africa, the United States, Russia and the bottom of the sea. Wherever they went, he ensured that their thrilling adventures were set in the physical world whose realities he translated in dramatic, visual terms. Geology, climatology and zoology were not just subjects of study but became erupting volcanoes, deadly hurricanes, sharp teeth and wildly waving tentacles.

Verne’s publisher did not object to his lists of facts and didactic digressions. On the contrary, he approved wholeheartedly. Pierre-Jules Hetzel (1814–86) was a fervent republican who had been chef de cabinet to the minister of foreign affairs, the writer Alphonse de Lamartine (1790–1869), after the 1848 revolution and had spent much of the 1850s in exile in Belgium until he returned under the amnesty issued by the materialistic Second Empire, which he despised. Since the age of twenty-three he had been a commercial publisher of, among others, Balzac, Baudelaire, Hugo and George Sand. But convinced that dispelling ignorance was the best way of fighting social injustice, he turned to magazines dedicated to making modern scientific ideas exciting. He had published Five Weeks in a Balloon in book form, but in March 1864 he began serializing Verne’s next work, the entirely fictional but apparently real adventures of Captain Hatteras, in the first issue of his new periodical aimed at younger readers: the Magasin d’éducation et de récréation. Thereafter, it serialized most of Verne’s books, though a small number first appeared in other papers.

The Magasin was Hetzel’s greatest success. In 1867, it was awarded the Montyon Prize by the French Academy for its role in encouraging an interest in modern ideas among the young. The following year the Bishop of Paris, who believed that education should be in the hands of the Church, not of secular government, attacked the Magasin for being anti-Christian. Hetzel replied energetically, restating his liberal case, and there was no lasting harm. But he continued to be aware of the power of such adverse publicity to damage his crusade for secular values and his business. From the start, he commented extensively on Verne’s manuscript and called for changes, some very substantial. He wanted more, not less, pedagogic material and ran a red pencil through political and social comment on the affairs of France and on anything which might offend powerful interests and affect circulation. He also changed anything he judged unsuitable for young people. In the final version of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, for instance, he even replaced the ‘half-clothed female figure’ which Verne had included in the art collection on board the Nautilus with ‘a nymph’ (Part I, chapter 11). Yet Hetzel had good reason to tread warily. In 1875 he felt concerned enough that Verne’s Michel Strogoff might be judged hostile to the Tsar that he submitted the manuscript to both the Russian ambassador and the Paris-based Russian novelist Ivan Turgenev for their comments. Despite these precautions, the Russian translation of the novel was banned in Russia. There was a similar scare in June 1877, when Zadoc Khan, Chief Rabbi of Paris, objected to the anti-Semitism he detected in the portrait of a Jewish character in Verne’s Hector Servadac. Hetzel penned a firm reply, and matters were left there.

But Hetzel carried his hands-on approach to extremes of interference. He toned down Verne’s sense of humour, ruled out romantic interest and pared female characters to the palest of pale stereotypes, justifying his disapproval of departures from decorum and good taste on the grounds that he stood in loco parentis to his youthful readers. He also called for changes in characterization and tampered with plots, insisting on revisions which altered the mood, shape and often the point of Verne’s narratives. The manuscript of Hector Servadac, for example, ended with a cataclysm in which all the survivors of an accident of nature are killed in accordance with the laws of physics, a logical if somewhat gloomy climax. Hetzel felt that this conclusion would upset his readers, and Verne was obliged to write a new, quite unconvincing ending in which the characters escape miraculously in a balloon. However, the most serious damage of all was that inflicted on Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.

Verne originally conceived of Nemo as an aristocratic Polish nationalist whose family had been brutally murdered or exiled to Siberia and their estates confiscated during the Russian repression of the anti-Tsarist uprising of 1863. His personal history provides the motive for his hatred of humanity in general and explains why his attacks on vessels which threaten him are so merciless. Hetzel would have none of it. He thought Nemo should be American, an opponent of slavery who has lost both family and property in the recently concluded Civil War, so that his misanthropy would have its root in a right-thinking, morally sound cause. Hetzel’s reaction was partly prompted by his fear – not without foundation, as we have seen – of offending Russia. But the change he had proposed was also in line with his own liberal principles, for he raised no objection to Nemo’s role in financing the 1866 Cretan insurrection, in which the freedom-loving islanders rose against the oppressive regime of the Turks.

In a letter of 17 May 1869 Verne explains why Hetzel’s desired change was at odds with his own view of Nemo as a man of ‘generous nature’ crushed by injustice who defends himself when attacked. For Verne, Nemo was not a democrat, but an individualist, a patriotic nobleman bent on avenging his honour, not the enemy of nationalism or a champion of the sacred rights of peoples. Nemo might hold certain views that make him sound like an opponent of capitalism and colonialism: he abominates man’s destruction of nature for profit and hates the navies kept by developed nations to protect their territorial and economic interests. But when Nemo declares himself master of the world beneath the waves and raises his personal flag over Antarctica, he does so not on behalf of any country or cause or ideology, but by the right of conquest earned by his own determination, industry and courage. Verne refused to give way to Hetzel’s demands on this point and opted instead to leave Nemo as a man with no name and no nation, a powerful symbol of self-reliance and detachment from politics and vested interests. Even so, Hetzel did not surrender entirely. Verne’s manuscript ends by saluting in Nemo an ‘homme libre’. In the printed version, his freedom has been curbed, and we are left ponder these anguished words: ‘Almighty God! Enough! No more!’, which Aronnax, clearly prompted by Hetzel, tentatively describes as an expression of remorse and a tormented conscience. When Nemo reappears in L’Ile mystérieuse (The Mysterious Island, 1874–5), his last word is ‘Independence!’, which, in the printed text, becomes ‘God and my country!’ (Part III, chapter 17). In other words, Nemo the free spirit, the rebel and avenger who uses his genius to escape the world and retreat into a state of splendid isolation, is turned into the representative of orthodox, liberal moral values, which are Hetzel’s, not Verne’s.

At times, Verne complained of what amounted to censorship by Hetzel and, in old age, regretted that he had been confined to the requirements of a juvenile readership. His life would have been much easier, he said, without Hetzel’s puritanism, which denied him adulteries, crimes and innocent maidens cheated out of their inheritances – the stuff of popular fiction. He also regretted the strict injunction to avoid political or social comment which Hetzel believed was unsuitable for the young and bad for business. This was partly why Verne rarely raised the great issues of his times, from the policies of Second Empire France, the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 and the 1871 Paris Commune to the Dreyfus affair in the 1890s. It also explains why his novels were rarely set in France. But despite everything – Hetzel’s miserly contracts and over-liberal use of his red pencil – Verne remained on friendly terms with his publisher, valuing his advice, his careful reading of his work and his suggestions, which Verne usually found helpful and stimulating.

He was also wise enough to leave the business side of their partnership to Hetzel, although he is known to have stepped in to plug financial holes in the company’s accounts and even occasionally ran the business for short periods when Hetzel was ill. He was well aware that his success was due in no small measure to the shrewd way Hetzel promoted and packaged his books. He kept Verne’s name before the public by reissuing them in various forms. First came serialization in the Magasin d’éducation et de récréation, then publication in low-priced volume form and finally a large-format edition, lavishly illustrated with engravings executed by a small team of talented artists recruited and paid for by Hetzel. The illustrated volumes were attractively bound in embossed boards in bright colours, and decorated with gold lettering. It was also Hetzel who came up with the running title for Verne’s works of Voyages extraordinaires, which first appeared on the cover and title page of the illustrated Les Enfants du capitaine Grant (usually translated as In Search of the Castaways, 1868). Hetzel’s strategy of bringing out these handsome books in the late autumn ensured good Christmas sales for what very quickly turned into an immediately recognizable product.

The novels published in the 1860s made Verne famous and financially independent. His working routine dominated his life and became a refuge from family problems and the coolness of Honorine, who suspected, probably rightly, that he had taken a mistress. His main form of relaxation was in the form of summers spent sailing with friends, usually on his own boats. He kept abreast of public events and in July 1870, on the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian war, was strongly opposed to the stance of the government of Napoleon III, which nevertheless awarded him the Légion d’honneur. He was as shocked, as were most people, by the rapid defeat of France and welcomed the new Republic declared in September. He was too old for mobilization but served briefly in the National Guard. He was also alarmed by the Paris Commune in May 1871, which resulted in the breakdown of social order and brutal repression by the authorities.

By this time, he had settled into a regular routine for writing. He would begin a new novel by sketching the outline of a story which had perhaps been suggested by an idea he found in a conversation, a book or a newspaper. The kernel of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea may well have been an admiring letter he received in 1865 from the novelist George Sand, who observed that the world beneath the waves awaited his inventive pen. Verne would then decide in which part of the globe to set his story, the kind of characters he needed and the purpose of their journey. Next came the research to establish authentic backgrounds against which his story would be set. Only when he had completed thorough research would he produce a draft, which he then revised and rewrote half a dozen or more times before submitting it to Hetzel. After Hetzel’s comments were incorporated, a proof was sent to him. As William Butcher has shown, Verne would then make extensive revisions at this proof stage before the text was finalized and sent to the printer. Verne may have written for a popular audience, but as a writer he spared no pains.

In time, without abandoning the basic format of the documented travel adventure, he branched out into other styles of fiction. Le Tour du monde en quatre-vingts jours (Around the World in Eighty Days, 1872) provided scope for his light, comic touch; Le Rayon vert (The Green Ray, 1882) was a romantic comedy with a happy ending; Le Château des Carpathes (The Carpathian Castle, 1892), set in Transylvania, was a gothic melodrama; Les Cinq cents millions de la Bégum (The Begum’s Fortune, 1879), was a revanchiste novel featuring a mad scientist, the evil Schultze who, like Roch of Face au drapeau (Facing the Flag, 1896), was a threat to the future of the entire human race.

For though he admired progress, ever-expanding knowledge and the benefits of technology, Verne had always been aware of the dangers of science. Paris au vingtième siècle (Paris in the Twentieth Century), written in 1860 but rejected by Hetzel as too pessimistic and published only in 1994, pictured a future dominated by the materialistic worship of unrestricted progress. In the imagined Paris of 1960 there is no art or kindness, and private life, like social living, is governed by scientific, commercial and industrial values. Verne did not object to science and the spirit of inquiry, but to the way they can be used for negative, destructive ends and result in unintended consequences.

Religion played no part in these reservations. He was not a man of sincere faith, though at first he generally opposed enemies to the strict Catholicism in which his father had raised him. After the death of Pierre Verne in 1871 he became more critical of the Church, although on a visit to Rome in 1884 he was commended by the Pope for upholding Catholic values. Opinions vary about his religious views, some claiming that he retained an essentially Catholic mentality, although most argue that he was a deist and able to reconcile a respect for his positivist age with a belief in a deity. Politically, he was right of centre, believing in the virtues of individualism and personal merit and generally assuming the superiority of his heroes over the backwardness of the natives they encounter. But equally, he disliked the materialism of the Second Empire and defended republican values as the best recipe for democracy and social cohesion. In the same spirit, his respect for the British Empire declined when it ceased bringing progress to remote parts of the globe and became expansionist and exploitative, and he admired American energy and technology but loathed its Barnum-style big business. Yet he also mistrusted socialists, revolutionaries and anarchists because they too were a threat to civilized values, and he opposed the liberal republicans by affirming the guilt of the Jewish officer Dreyfus in the scandal that shook France in the 1890s.

Hetzel’s censoring of Verne’s religious and political views makes it difficult to decide exactly where he stood. As a result, he has been called subversive, a radical, a closet revolutionary and an enemy of capitalism and colonialism. However that may be, it is a fact that between 1888 and 1902 he served four terms as a conservative councillor in his adopted town of Amiens, which repaid his active role in the social and cultural life of the community by raising a statue to him in 1909. Perhaps he is best described as a sceptical idealist, fully aware of the fragility of any system that is based on trust and goodwill. For Verne, progress came from work, patience and collective ambition, not from violent revolution or the hope of reward. Both sides of the argument are put in Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.

Verne completed his synopsis of the novel in January 1866 but, distracted by other projects, did not start the first draft until the spring of 1867. By then he had decided that there would be three protagonists, as in his first success, Five Weeks in a Balloon. Professor Aronnax is the man of science; his valet, Conseil, is a mechanical classifier whose limited understanding of the wonders of nature will grow with time; and Ned Land is the practical man of action. Verne was not interested in their past or their inner lives, only in their function as motors of his plot. Captain Nemo, however, is full of tensions and contradictions. When Verne returned to him in The Mysterious Isle (Part III, chapters 16–18), he was at last revealed not as a Polish noble but as an Indian Prince whose family were murdered by the oppressive British. But in Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, he is a man with no past, no allegiances, an enigma, a force of nature with whom Aronnax and his friends must struggle if they are to escape from the prison of the Nautilus.

Their underwater circumnavigation is made to seem not just plausible but real. First, there are the facts. Aronnax’s dates provide a detailed record of passing time, just as the log of their progress marks their exact latitude and longitude. Nemo explains the workings of the ship (though he does not say how exactly he produces electricity from sea-water), and Aronnax, abetted by Conseil, never tires of explaining and cataloguing the wonders of the sea. These facts are not encyclopedic asides but regularly become part of the drama. What seems incredible becomes perfectly convincing when we discover exotic places through the eyes of believable characters and see creatures with Latin names come startlingly to life. At regular intervals, Aronnax confesses he does not know what is happening: what kind of sea monster is attacking the world’s shipping? What does Nemo plan to do with them? Where will he go next? What is the purpose of their expeditions on the sea-bed? What are the ruins deep under the Atlantic? The reader has no privileged information. We learn the answers when Aronnax does and are made to feel that we too are discoverers and equally involved in mortal dangers from tempest, giant squid and angry tribesmen. We are drawn into Verne’s fictional world and cease to question its implausibility.

Unlike peddlers of fantasy, the supernatural or the bizarre (like Edgar Allan Poe), Verne’s characters live in a world that is made authentic by science and mastered by men – almost always men – who are practically minded and resourceful. They are down-to-earth men, scientists and engineers with the survival instincts of Robinson Crusoe, but they also have the trapper spirit and life-saving skills of the heroes of James Fenimore Cooper, author of ripping frontiersmen yarns.

They are, however, no match for Nemo, who, like so many of Verne’s heroes, is silent, impassive and always in control. Having rejected humankind, he has found refuge under the sea, for which he has endless admiration. Yet he has strange blind spots. He sees no contradiction in depriving his ‘guests’ of their liberty in order to protect his own privacy. He rails against sealers and whalers who exploit the sea for gain, but savagely massacres whales and sharks whenever their instincts conflict with his purposes. He hates the human race and kills sailors by sinking their ships; yet at various times shows great humanity, rescuing the pearl fisher and solemnly burying his dead comrade in the coral cemetery. Some of these contradictions are the result of Hetzel’s meddling with the text, yet they also reinforce the image of Nemo as an unpredictable, frightening, mysterious force.

Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, part vulgarizing travelogue and part adventure yarn enlivened by comic moments, thrills, surprises, mortal dangers, narrow escapes and brisk, lively dialogue (the secrets of which Verne had learned as a playwright), is Verne’s most enduringly popular novel. It has never been out of print and has been translated 147 times into many languages. It has been adapted (not always with advantage) for radio and television and made into nine films: the first, Amid the Workings of the Deep, was released in 1907.

In 1886 Hetzel died, and the family business was carried on by his son, who maintained the same, if less censorious, relationship with its most valuable asset. Such was Verne’s industry that he completed novels long before they were due, so that after his death in 1905 new titles kept appearing at the usual rhythm until 1910. Meanwhile, his domestic life was soured by Honorine’s lack of interest in his work and the strange affair of a favourite nephew who, in a fit of madness in 1886, shot him in the foot, leaving him with a permanent limp. His greatest worries were supplied by his son, Michel, who was unruly and could be violent. He married against his father’s wishes, floated various business ventures that in all cost Verne 200,000 francs and opposed him during the Dreyfus affair. Yet after his father’s death Michel supervised the publication of his remaining manuscripts, editing and sometimes rewriting them to an extent now difficult to assess. In 1918 he set up Les Films Jules Verne, a production company that adapted several titles for the silent screen until it was wound up in 1925, when Michel died.

In old age Verne became a familiar, friendly figure in Amiens, where he had lived permanently since 1872. He played a prominent role in the social and cultural life of the town, joining learned societies and associations and, in particular, supporting the town’s theatre. He died of diabetes in 1905 and was buried at Amiens. His funeral was attended by 5,000 people, but no representatives were sent by the government or the French Academy, which had rejected him. But though he was denied official recognition during his lifetime, the list of his admirers is long, and runs from Théophile Gautier, George Sand and Baudelaire to H. G. Wells, Arthur C. Clarke and the best exponents of sci-fi. And he has never lost his loyal popular following at home and abroad among readers young and old. A hundred years on, his name has become a global symbol for intelligent, white-knuckle yarns of adventure. Jules Verne is the world’s second most translated author. In UNESCO’s Index translationum, he ranks one place below Agatha Christie and one place higher than William Shakespeare.

David Coward, 2016
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A Runaway Reef

The year 1866 was marked by a strange occurrence, an unexplained and indeed inexplicable phenomenon which surely no one can have forgotten. Though rumours abounded which alarmed the populations of ports and inflamed public sentiment in the interior of every continent, it was seafaring folk who felt the most afraid. Merchants, shipping companies, the captains of vessels, the skippers of boats and the marine commanders of Europe and America, officers of the navies of every nation and, in their wake, the governments of various countries of both continents, all gave their whole attention to the question and allocated it the highest priority.

The fact of the matter was that, for some time past, various ships at sea had encountered a long cigar-shaped object which could at times be phosphorescent and was infinitely larger and faster than a whale.

The facts concerning this mysterious apparition, set down in various ships’ logs, all more or less tallied as to the structure of the object or creature in question, its unprecedented speed, its amazing locomotive power, and the particular vitality with which it appeared to be endowed. If it was a cetacean, it was infinitely larger in size than anything science had recorded up to that time. Not Cuvier nor Lacépède, nor Monsieur Duméril nor Monsieur Quatrefages1 would have admitted the existence of such a monster – unless they had seen it for themselves, in other words had observed it through their own scientific optic.

Taking the average of the observations recorded at different times – and discounting both the conservative estimates which attributed to the object a length of 200 feet and the exaggerated reports which made it a mile wide and 3 miles long – it could be stated that this phenomenal creature surpassed by far the dimensions considered possible hitherto by ichthyologists – if, that is, it existed at all.

But exist it did, it was an undeniable fact and, given the ready tendency of the human brain to detect marvels everywhere, it will not be difficult to understand the excitement produced all over the globe by the supernatural apparition. Any thought that it could be relegated to the ranks of fable could not be entertained.

And then, on 20 July 1866, the steamship Governor Higginson, of the Calcutta and Burnach Steam Navigation Company, encountered this travelling mass 5 miles off the coast of Australia. At first, Captain Baker believed that he was dealing with an uncharted reef and was preparing to note its exact position when two gouts of water, released by the inexplicable object, rose 150 feet into the air with a great roar. Thus, unless the reef was subject to the intermittent eruption of a geyser, the Governor Higginson had happened upon a species of a hitherto unknown aquatic mammal, which was in the habit of blowing columns of water, mixed with air and steam, through its spiracles.

A similar encounter was recorded on 23 July of the same year, in Pacific waters, by the Cristobal Colon, of the West India and Pacific Steam Navigation Company. It followed that this cetacean was able, within a space of just three days, to move under its own power from one location to another with astonishing speed, for the Governor Higginson and the Cristobal Colon had observed it on two points on the map which were more than 700 nautical leagues apart.

Two weeks later and 2,000 leagues from the last sighting, the Helvetia, of the Compagnie Nationale, and the Shannon, of the Royal Mail, on opposite tacks in that part of the Atlantic which separates the United States from Europe, both reported sighting the monster at latitude 42° 15' north and longitude 60° 35' west of the Greenwich meridian. These simultaneous sightings allowed the minimum length of the mammal to be set at more than 350 English feet,fn1 for neither the Shannon nor the Helvetia was as big, though both measured 100 metres from stem to stern. The largest whales, those to be found in the seas around the Aleutian Islands, the Kulammak and the Umgillick, never exceed a length of 56 metres and rarely achieve that.

These reports, arriving fast on the heels of each other, plus a new sighting made by the transatlantic steamship the Pereire; a collision between the Etna of the Iseman Line, and the monster; a detailed report from officers of the French frigate La Normandie; an unimpeachably accurate signal sent from senior officers under the command of Commodore Fitz-James, of the Lord Clyde – all brought the interest of the public to fever pitch. In countries inclined to the frivolous, jokes were made about the phenomenon. But in sober, practically minded countries, such as England, America and Germany, the matter was taken extremely seriously.

In every large centre of population, the monster was all the rage. Songs were sung about it in cafés, journalists mocked the very idea that such a thing existed, and plays featuring it were staged in theatres. Hoaxers of every shape and form had a field day. When newspapers were short of copy, they resurrected all the old tales of legendary, gigantic creatures, from the ‘White Whale’, the so-called fearsome ‘Moby Dick’ of hyperborean latitudes, to the colossal Kraken, whose tentacles could encircle a ship weighing 500 tons and drag it down into the depths of the ocean. Reports dating from ancient times were reprinted, the pronouncements of Aristotle and Pliny, who believed in the existence of monsters, the Norwegian accounts of the Bishop Pontoppidan, the travels of Paul Heggede and, not least, the reports of Mr Harrington, whose good faith is above suspicion when he claims to have seen, while a passenger on board the Castillan, in 1857, the enormous serpent which until that moment had only ever swum in the seas of the old Constitutionnel.2

And of course interminable arguments broke out in learned societies and scientific periodicals between believers and unbelievers. The ‘Monster Question’ inflamed opinion. Journalists of a scientific bent locked horns with colleagues of a more spiritual disposition and used up gallons of ink in the course of this memorable campaign. Some even spilled a few drops of blood, for from spinning old yarns of sea-serpents they soon graduated to exchanging the most virulent insults.

For a whole six months the war of words continued, spurred on by chance happenings. To the weighty articles issued by the Brazilian Geographic Institute, the Royal Academy of Science in Berlin, the British Association, the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, to the discussions published by The Indian Archipelago, the abbé Moigno’s Cosmos, Petermann’s Mittheilungen, and to the scientific studies which appeared in the leading French journals – to all these the popular papers replied with inexhaustible energy. Their witty writers, parodying Linnaeus’ remark, much quoted by the monster’s detractors, took the view that ‘Nature never created a fool’3 and called on readers not to contradict nature by admitting the existence of Krakens, sea-serpents, Moby Dicks and other fantasies spawned by the fevered imaginations of sailors. Finally, the favourite contributor of a much-feared satirical magazine reviewed the whole matter in an article. He set about the monster like Hippolyte,4 and administered the final coup de grâce to much general hilarity. Wit had vanquished science.

All through the first months of 1867, it seemed that the topic was as dead as a doornail, and that there was no likelihood of its being resurrected. And then new facts were brought to the attention of the public. It ceased to be a scientific problem which needed solving but became a very serious and real danger which had to be countered. The affair took on a new complexion. The monster reverted to being an island, a rock, a reef, but a moving reef of indeterminate and elusive dimensions.

On 5 March 1867 the Moravian, of the Montreal Ocean Company, sailing at night at latitude 27° 30' and longitude 72° 15', ran its starboard side against a rock which did not appear on any chart of the area. Propelled by the combined power of a following wind and its 400 horse-power engines, it was making 13 knots. No doubt it was due to the exceptional strength of its hull that the Moravian was not holed by the collision and sunk with the loss of the 237 passengers it was bringing back from Canada.

The accident had happened around five o’clock in the morning, just as dawn was beginning to break. The officers of the watch rushed to the stern of the vessel. They examined the ocean with the closest scrutiny. They saw nothing, save a strong agitation of the water three cables’ length away, as though deep layers of the sea had been violently disrupted. The exact bearing was noted, and the Moravian continued on her way without any apparent damage. Had it struck a submerged rock or some large remnant of a wrecked ship? No one could tell. But when her hull was inspected in a dry dock, it was observed that a section of the keel had been splintered.

This occurrence, though very serious in itself, might have been forgotten along with all the others if, three weeks later, the same thing had not happened again and in identical circumstances. But this time, owing to both the nationality of the ship involved in this new collision and the name of the company which owned her, the incident attracted widespread attention.

There is no one who has not heard the name of the English shipping magnate Cunard. In 1840, this intelligent entrepreneur established a postal service between Liverpool and Halifax, with three wooden ships each of 1,162 tons and equipped with paddles driven by 400-horse-power engines. Eight years later the company’s fleet was increased by four 650-horse-power vessels weighing 1,820 tons apiece and, two years later, by two additional ships of even greater power and tonnage. In 1853 the Cunard Company, whose licence to carry mail had just been renewed, expanded its fleet with the addition of the Arabia, the Persia, the China, the Scotia, the Java and the Russia, all vessels of the very highest specifications and, after the Great Eastern, the largest ships that had ever sailed the seas. Thus in 1867, the company owned twelve vessels, eight with paddles and four with propellers.

If I give these very brief details, it is so that readers understand the full importance of the Cunard shipping company, known the world over for the superior way in which it is run. No other transoceanic navigation company has ever been managed with such skill, and no other enterprise has met with such success. During the last twenty-six years, Cunard ships have crossed the Atlantic 2,000 times. No scheduled voyage has been cancelled, all boats have arrived on time, none has been held up, no letter or passenger ship has been lost. The result is that travellers, despite the strong competition put up by France, continue to choose the Cunard Line in preference to all the rest, as becomes clear from an examination of publicly available accounts of the last few years’ trading. This said, no one will be surprised by the enormous outcry that followed the accident which happened to one of its finest steamships.

On 13 April 1867, with a calm sea and a moderate wind, the Scotia was proceeding at longitude 15° 12' and latitude 45° 17' and, driven by her 1,000-horse-power engines, was making 13½ knots. Her paddles were turning with perfect regularity. Her draught was 6 metres and 70 centimetres and her displacement, 6,624 cubic metres.

At 4.17 in the afternoon, when passengers had gathered for lunch in the main saloon, there was a barely noticeable thump on the Scotia’s hull, on the quarter, a little aft of the portside paddle-wheel.

The Scotia had not struck anything: it had been struck, and by something that was sharp or piercing rather than blunt. The contact had been so slight that no one on board would have been alarmed had it not been for the stevedores in the hold who emerged on deck shouting:

‘We’re sinking! We’re sinking!’

At first the passengers were very frightened. But Captain Anderson wasted no time in reassuring them. And indeed there could be no immediate danger. The Scotia, divided into seven separate watertight compartments, would not be seriously threatened by an isolated inrush of water.

Captain Anderson immediately hurried down to the hold. He ascertained that the fifth compartment had been flooded by the sea and the speed at which it had filled was evidence that the quantity of water taken on board was considerable. Fortunately, this section was not where the boilers were located. If it had been, the fires would have been suddenly been put out.

Captain Anderson gave the order to stop the engines, and one of the sailors dived into the hold to report on the extent of the damage. Moments later, it was confirmed that there was a hole 2 metres across in the ship’s bottom. There was no way a leak of that size could be fothered, and the Scotia, its paddles now partly under water, had no choice but to continue on her way. She was then 300 miles from Cape Clear and after a delay of three days, which caused considerable anxiety in Liverpool, she finally tied up at the company’s wharves.

The engineers proceeded to inspect the Scotia, which was laid up in a dry dock. They could not believe their eyes. Two and a half metres below the water line was a neat puncture in the form of an isosceles triangle. The hole in the sheet-iron plating was cleanly cut and could not have been made more precisely by a metal punch. It followed that the piercing object which had done the damage was no common implement – and having been thrust forward with a force prodigious enough to penetrate metal plate four centimetres thick, it must have been withdrawn by a backward motion of a truly inexplicable nature.

This last occurrence had the effect of galvanizing public opinion afresh. From that moment on, any disaster at sea with no definite cause was attributed to the monster. This fantastic creature was made responsible for all such shipwrecks, which unfortunately are very numerous. For of the 3,000 ships whose loss is recorded each year by the Veritas Bureau,5 the figure for sailing and steam vessels which, in the absence of information, are assumed to be lost with all hands and a full cargo runs to no less than 200!

So, rightly or wrongly, the ‘monster’ was held responsible for their disappearance, and with crossings between the various continents becoming increasingly dangerous, the public made its views felt and demanded categorically that every effort be made, whatever the cost, to rid the high seas of this formidable cetacean.




Chronology

1827 27 February: marriage at Nantes of Pierre Verne, a Nantes lawyer, and Sophie Allotte de la Fuÿe.

1828 8 February: birth, at Nantes, of Jules-Gabriel Verne, who was followed by brother Paul and sisters Anna, Mathilde and Marie.

1834–46 Attends schools in Nantes, sitting his baccalauréat examination on 29 July 1846.

1840 The family moves nearer to the River Loire, where Verne learns to love boats and water.

1847 29 June: completes Alexandre VI, a verse tragedy, the first of a score of plays in various genres written before his first play is performed in 1850.

Falls in love with his cousin Caroline Tronson and then her friend Angèle Desgraviers. Neither reciprocates his feelings.

Autumn: after some months of apprenticeship in his father’s office, Verne completes the first year of his legal studies in Paris. It is assumed that he will eventually take over his father’s legal practice.

1847–8 Writes love poems to Herminie Arnault-Grossetière, who marries another in 1848.

1848 February: fall of the monarchy. Verne’s sympathies favour conservative, constitutional monarchy rather than republican, parliamentary government.

November: with a Nantes friend, Verne settles in the Latin Quarter, though he never becomes part of student Bohemia.

1849 An uncle introduces him to the salon of Madame de Barrère, where he meets leading literary figures, including Victor Hugo and Alexandre Dumas père and fils. He subsequently provides secretarial help with the affairs of Dumas’ Théâtre Historique and consults Dumas about his plays.

1850 12 June: Les Pailles rompues (The Broken Straws) performed at the Théâtre Historique. Between 1850 and 1856, he writes a further fourteen plays, only three of which are performed.

1851 First tales published in the Musée des Familles (The Family Enquirer) but make little impression.

1852 Begins work as an unpaid secretary at the Théâtre Lyrique to further his career as a dramatist.

1853 April: production at the Théâtre Lyrique of Le Colin Maillard (Blind Man’s Bluff), the first of four performed comic operas with music by Aristide Hignard (1822–98) and libretto by Verne.

1854 19 April: the family’s law office is sold after Verne tells his father that he has decided against a legal career.

April: Verne shaves off his beard to treat the facial paralysis which would recur intermittently for the rest of his life.

1855 November: finally ceases work at the Théâtre Lyrique.

1856 20 May: at Amiens meets Honorine de Viane, a widow aged twenty-six, with two daughters. With money from his father, buys a share in the de Vianes’ stockbroking firm.

1857 10 January: marries Honorine in Paris and becomes a stockbroker.

Summer: publishes eight long articles devoted to the Academy’s annual art exhibition in the Revue des beaux-arts.

1859 26 August–6 September: accompanies Hignard on a short tour of Scotland. An account of their journey is published posthumously in 1989.

1860 Autumn: joins the Cercle de la Presse scientifique, a forum for the discussion of new scientific advances.

1861 15 June: begins a five-week tour of Germany and Scandinavia with Hignard.

3 August: birth of Michel, the Vernes’ only child.

1862 Accepts that his ambition to succeed as a playwright will come to nothing. Completes his ‘balloon story’, shows it to Dumas and offers it to the publisher Pierre-Jules Hetzel.

23 October: signs the first of the six contracts he will have with Hetzel.

1863 31 January: publication of Cinq Semaines en ballon (Five Weeks in a Balloon).

December: Paris au vingtième siècle (Paris in the Twentieth Century), written in 1860, is rejected by Hetzel and remains unpublished until 1994.

1864 20 March: the first issue of the Magasin d’éducation et de récréation prints the first instalment of Les Voyages et aventures du capitaine Hatteras (The Adventures of Captain Hatteras). The Magasin will run until December 1906 and serialize many of Verne’s books.

April: publishes a study of ‘Edgar Poe et ses œuvres’ (‘Edgar Poe and His Works’) in the Musée des familles.

Summer: publication of Voyage au centre de la terre (Journey to the Centre of the Earth). Verne gives up being a broker to devote all his time to writing.

1865 14 September–14 October, De la terre à la Lune (From the Earth to the Moon) serialized in the Journal des débats.

Start of serialization Les Enfants du capitaine Grant (published in English as In Search of the Castaways) in the Magasin d’éducation et de récréation.

A letter from George Sand mentions the idea for a voyage of undersea exploration.

1866 January: starts work on an illustrated geography of France.

March: moves to Le Crotoy on the Somme estuary, 10 miles north-west of Abbeville.

September: sails his converted fishing boat, the Saint Michel, to Bordeaux and back.

1867 16 March: travels to New York on the Great Eastern. Visits Niagara Falls. The brief trip provides material for Une Ville flottante (A Floating City, 1870) and inspiration for some thirty works set in the US.

1868 Géographie illustrée de la France et de ses colonies (Illustrated Geography of France and Its Colonies), published in three volumes by Hetzel.

1869 20 March: start of serialization of Vingt mille lieues sous les mers (Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea) in Hetzel’s Magasin d’éducation et de récréation.

1870 May: sails up the Seine to Paris just weeks before the start of the Franco-Prussian war.

15 August: Honorine first suspects that Verne has a mistress.

19 August: awarded Légion d’honneur.

November: too old for mobilization, joins the National Guard.

1871 March–May: Paris Commune, which dismays Verne.

3 November: death of Pierre Verne.

1872 Settles definitively in Amiens.

28 June: elected to the Académie des sciences, des lettres et des arts of Amiens.

6 November–22 December: serialization of Le Tour du monde en quatre-vingts jours (Around the World in Eighty Days) in Le Temps.

1873 First balloon ascent.

1874 Édouard Cadol, who collaborated with Verne on the novella and stage adaptation Le Tour du monde en quatre-vingt jours, sues Verne for plagiarism and wins compensation.

7 November: Le Tour du monde staged with great success.

L’Ile mystérieuse (The Mysterious Island), in which Captain Nemo reappears, is serialized 1874–5.

1875 Elected president of the Académie d’Amiens.

Verne sends his son for treatment for his behavioural problems at a clinic at Tours.

1876 April: illness of Honorine. Michel is aggressive and violent.

1877 2 April: to please his wife, Verne gives a reception and ball at Amiens, but Honorine falls ill with pleurisy, does not attend and makes a slow recovery.

First of several attempts to canvas support for his election to the French Academy, which come to nothing.

1878 4 February: Michel is sent as a cabin boy on a ship bound for India, in the hope that he acquires self-discipline.

Writing a Histoire générale des Grands Voyages et des Grands Voyageurs (General History of Great Journeys and Great Travellers), published 1878–80 in three volumes.

1880 1–24 July: sails his boat, the Saint Michel III, to Ireland, Scotland and Norway.

1884 May–July: last cruise of the Saint Michel III to Vigo, Gibraltar, Algiers, Tunis, Malta, then to Italy. He visits Rome and meets the Pope (7 July).

1885 8 March: holds another ball at Amiens, for which Verne dresses as a head waiter.

1886 15 February: sells the Saint Michel III and never buys another boat.

9 March: his nephew Gaston shoots him in the foot.

17 March: death of Hetzel, who is succeeded by his son.

1887 15 February, death of Verne’s mother.

Autumn: gives a series of readings in Belgium and Holland.

1888 15 May: elected as a centre-right conservative in the municipal elections at Amiens and is re-elected in 1892, 1896 and 1900.

1895 Publication of L’Ile à hélice (Propeller Island), unusually written in the present tense.

1896 Eugène Turpin (1848–1927), a French chemical engineer, sues Verne for basing Thomas Roch, the mad scientist of Face au drapeau (Facing the Flag), on him. Verne wins but privately admits the libel.

1897 Complains of dizziness, writer’s cramp, bronchitis and rheumatism.

27 August: death of Paul Verne, his brother.

1898 Death of Aristide Hignard.

1905 24 March: death of Jules Verne, aged seventy-seven, from diabetes.

2 May: Michel publishes in Le Figaro a list of all his father’s unpublished writing and undertakes to revise, complete and publish most of them.

1909 9 May: bust of Verne unveiled in Amiens.

1910 29 January: death of Honorine, aged eighty.

1918 Michel Verne founds Les Films Jules Verne, a production company, and subsequently adapts several novels for the screen.

1925 Death of Michel Verne.

2005 A statue of Verne is erected in Vigo (Spain) to commemorate the famous episode in Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (Part II, chapter 8).




Further Reading

Much has been written about the life and work of Jules Verne. The following selection includes some of the more recent and most helpful.
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1: A RUNAWAY REEF


fn1 About 106 metres. An English foot measures just 30.4 centimetres. (Verne’s notes included here as footnotes.)

3: AS MONSIEUR WISHES


fn1 A special kind of jetty provided for each individual vessel.


fn2 Small steam launches which service large steamships.

8: MOBILIS IN MOBILI


fn1 A wide-bladed knife always carried by an American.

12: ALL DONE BY ELECTRICITY


fn1 In fact, there are reports of an invention of this kind which claim that a new set of levers allows very considerable forces to be produced. Did by any chance the inventor ever meet Captain Nemo?

15: A FORMAL INVITATION


fn1 Small white clouds, fluffy, with serrated edges.
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