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INTRODUCTION

Journey to the Center of the Earth:

THE FORGOTTEN WORLD




During the winter of 1864, Jules Verne had a fortuitous meeting with a specialist in seismic phenomena who had descended into Stromboli, a volcano in Sicily. This was the geographer Charles Sainte-Claire Deville, and he imparted to Verne fascinating details of his investigations into the interiors of volcanic craters. Thus, the seeds of Journey to the Center of the Earth were sown.

Indeed, Verne’s natural curiosity was so piqued by Deville’s geographical explorations that he put aside the novel he was currently working on, Voyages et Aventures du capitaine Hatteras (The Journeys and Adventures of Captain Hatteras) and began at once to lay out the strange tale described in Voyage au centre de la terre (Journey to the Center of the Earth). Both novels would eventually be published as the first two offerings in Verne’s Voyages Extraordinaires (Extraordinary Voyages).

Though Journey to the Center of the Earth is a classic of nineteenth-century French literature, the tale described in its pages continues to hold powerful sway over modern audiences. Praised as much for its poetic style as for its strange vision of a forgotten primeval world, Verne’s story burrows ever downward to reveal successive layers of our own distant past, making readers think about something they had never had cause to think of before: the staggeringly long history of our planet, and of our time upon it.

The Life and Work of Jules Verne

Born on February 8, 1828, at Nantes, Jules Verne was the eldest son of Pierre Verne, a prosperous provincial lawyer, and Sophie Allotte de la Fuÿe, the descendent of a long line of shipbuilders and sea captains.

Though Verne’s early years were spent among the fleets and vessels of the city’s thriving port, they were for the most part uneventful. It appears, however, that when Verne was eleven he stowed away on a merchant ship with plans to be a cabin boy. Details of the incident are murky and there are many competing versions. The story now most widely retold is commonly attributed to Verne’s second French biographer, Marguerite Allotte de la Fuÿe (a distant cousin), who claimed Verne’s early fascination with travel and foreign lands inspired him to stow away on a ship called the Coralie bound for the West Indies. In her telling, the adventurous young Verne made it all the way to the first port of call, Paimboeuf, only to find his father waiting for him. In a different, somewhat less exciting version of the story, Verne is intercepted by his father before the ship even puts out to sea. In any case, once safely home from his maritime escapade, Verne is said to have made a solemn vow to his shocked parents: in the future, he would travel only in his imagination. His promise proved prophetic.

After finishing his course of study in 1847, Verne moved to Paris to study law. Despite his own wish to cultivate a writing career, his father wanted him to take over his law practice. Verne tried to do both, but the young law student was soon distracted by his passion for the pen.

Drawing on his fascination with geography, Verne began to sketch out a series of ideas set around “extraordinary voyages.” Though he was making progress honing his style, it all ended when Pierre discovered his son was writing instead of studying law. He responded by cutting off Verne’s allowance.

The young author’s fortunes began to change when Verne met a famous novelist who would turn out to be a pivotal ally in his career—Alexandre Dumas the Elder. Taking the still-struggling writer under his wing, Dumas gave Verne a job as secretary of the Théâtre Lyrique. It was here that Verne’s first plays were produced, including, with some success, Broken Straws (1850).

Despite this flurry of activity, Verne obediently completed law school for his father’s sake. It wasn’t until he passed the bar that he finally gave up law for good. With his father’s blessing—though without his financial assistance—Verne continued to write while supporting himself with his minimal wages from the Lyrique.

During a visit to Amiens in 1856, Verne met Honorine de Viane Morel, the widowed daughter of an army officer. The couple married the following year, and Verne, taking his father’s advice, procured a job as a stockbroker to provide for his new family. Membership in the Paris Exchange did not interfere with his literary ambitions. From the beginning he kept a demanding schedule that required him to rise at 5 A.M. to put in several hours of writing before beginning his day job.

In January of 1863, just over a year after the birth of his only child, Michel Jean Pierre, Verne’s first short novel, Five Weeks in a Balloon, was published. It was an instant success. His publisher, Pierre-Jules Hetzel, became, along with Dumas the Elder, Verne’s second lifelong ally in literature. Hetzel signed him to a contract for two books a year for the following twenty years, at 10,000 francs a year. Verne retired from stockbroking, and from that day forward made his living by his pen.

Many of Verne’s early novels were as successful then as now, enjoyable in large part for the technological innovations they predict. Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864) follows a trio of adventurers who discover an underground world. From the Earth to the Moon (1865) and its sequel Round the Moon (1870) describe how two Americans and one Frenchman (trios would become a common theme in many of Verne’s works) arrange to be fired from a gigantic cannon and into the orbit of the moon. Both of these novels foretell with startling accuracy the kinds of challenges that would be faced by rocket travel more than a hundred years later—including the state of weightlessness that astronauts experience and the benefits of a Florida launch site.

It took Verne several more years to finish what is today considered a masterpiece: 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. One of Verne’s most brilliant creations, the mysterious, vengeful Captain Nemo, explores the watery depths in yet another spectacular literary invention—the deep-sea submarine Nautilus. Both Nemo and the Nautilus have fascinated generations of readers.

In 1873, Verne published his most popular novel, Around the World in Eighty Days, the story of “typical” English gentleman Phileas Fogg and his attempt to win the bet outlined by the title. Readers eagerly snatched up each new installment as it appeared in the Parisian Journal Le Temps, many making bets on the outcome of Fogg’s journey. Around the World has since been adapted for stage and film numerous times, including the 1956 movie starring David Niven and an illustrious cast of extras.

Jules Verne died at Amiens in 1905, but his work shows no sign of diminishing from the popular imagination.

Historical and Literary Context

Apes and Angels

Though Verne touches upon the eternal question—“Where did we come from?”—in Journey to the Center of the Earth, he could not have imagined the debate would still be raging today. He was writing at a time of dawning awareness that the geological history of the earth was not matching up well with the biblical version told in Genesis. The story of our creation—the one we had been telling one another for thousands of years—was changing before our very eyes.

The French translation of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species had just been published in Paris. The latest fossil finds suggested that the human species had existed for a hundred thousand years (a figure which has since risen to three million). Every valid geological discovery of the time cast another layer of doubt and brought another chorus of vehement denials. The word “valid” is an important distinction, because one did not have to look far to find bogus evidence staking a claim against the very notion of prehistory.

In his works, Verne walked a tight line between emerging evolutionary theory and anthropomorphic religious creationism. But he believed in the rightness of the scientific approach, and science was pointing him more in one direction than the other. The evidence from fossil recovery expeditions—and exhibitions—was everywhere.

Verne explored these themes by means of a fantastical story that nevertheless relied on real people, places, and discoveries. By doing so he created a topical novel that helped educate the public about the geological record of Earth which, in turn, shifted the great debate ever so slightly to the side of science. It had been expressed by an English bishop a few years before that one must either be on the side of the apes or the angels. Verne lined himself up with the apes.

Fantastic Tales and Science Fiction

Today, the conventions of science fiction are familiar to almost everyone: science fiction novels and films feature a world not as we know it today, but an imagined world based on some development in science or technology, sometimes human, sometimes not. We have all seen or read stories of forgotten worlds, from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World to Michael Crichton’s Jurassic Park. We have all thrilled or recoiled from literary and cinematic visions of the future, from Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World to more recent films like Children of Men. In fact, today’s writer is hard-pressed to come up with some potential application of scientific knowledge that has not yet been exploited in fiction. In Verne’s time, however, the idea of blending science and fantasy was new. The fictional journeys Verne created and developed represent our modest wishes to explore the last refuge of our fantasies and dreams, still relevant today. We want to shoot into space, dive in the ocean, descend to the core of the earth. These pilgrimages form the foundation for the science fiction that would follow.

While Verne and his British counterpart, H. G. Wells, made important original contributions to literature, they did have some existing literary traditions on which to draw. Science fiction, both in the nineteenth century and today, has much in common with the gothic and horror fiction of the Romantic period of the mid-nineteenth century and writers such as E.T.A. Hoffmann, George Sand, and Alexandre Dumas. Gothic novels tended to feature a brooding tone, remote settings, and mysterious events. The characters’ inner emotional lives receive a lot of attention, as does the struggle between good and evil. The style took its name from Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story, the first book identified as belonging to the genre. Published in 1764, it is set in a medieval society and features plenty of supernatural happenings. English writers Ann Radcliffe and Mary Shelley, and Nathaniel Hawthorne and Edgar Allan Poe in the United States, are regarded as masters of the gothic form.

Several of Verne’s novels, including 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, From the Earth to the Moon, and Journey to the Center of the Earth, also continue the ancient literary tradition of “the fantastic voyage.” These are some of the earliest forms of literature, their main characteristic being the undertaking of an astonishing pilgrimage into an inconceivable imaginative realm. In Journey, Verne burrows ever downward to uncover the strata of our distant past, a literary archaeologist providing for his audience an eerie glimpse of primeval man. Much earlier examples of the form include the ancient Sumerian story of Gilgamesh, Homer’s The Odyssey, the Persian and Indian folktales that form The Arabian Nights, and Marco Polo’s The Travels of Marco Polo (a true story, but still part of this tradition), all tales of amazing journeys, and all well known to Verne’s audience.
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JOURNEY TO THE CENTER OF THE EARTH





I



IT WAS on Sunday, the 24th of May, 1863, that my uncle, Professor Lidenbrock,1 came rushing suddenly back to his little house in the old part of Hamburg, No. 19, Königstrasse.

Our good Martha could not but think she was very much behind-hand with the dinner, for the pot was scarcely beginning to simmer, and I said to myself:

“Now, then, we’ll have a fine outcry if my uncle is hungry, for he is the most impatient of mortals.”

“Mr. Lidenbrock, already!” cried the poor woman, in dismay, half opening the dining-room door.

“Yes, Martha; but of course dinner can’t be ready yet, for it is not two o’clock. It has only just struck the half hour by St. Michael’s.”2

“What brings Mr. Lidenbrock home, then?”

“He’ll probably tell us that himself.”

“Here he comes. I’ll be off, Mr. Axel; you must make him listen to reason.”

And forthwith she effected a safe retreat to her culinary laboratory.

I was left alone, but not feeling equal to the task of making the most irascible of professors listen to reason, was about to escape to my own little room upstairs, when the street door creaked on its hinges, and the wooden stairs cracked beneath a hurried tread, and the master of the house came in and bolted across the dining room, straight into his study. But, rapid as his flight was, he managed to fling his nutcracker-headed stick into a corner, and his wide-brimmed rough hat on the table, and to shout out to his nephew:

“Axel, follow me.”

Before I had time to stir he called out again, in the most impatient tone imaginable:

“What! Not here yet?”

In an instant I was on my feet and in the study of my dreadful master.

Otto Lidenbrock was not a bad man. I grant that, willingly. But, unless he mightily changes, he will live and die a terrible original.

He was professor in the Johannæum,3 and gave the course of lectures on mineralogy, during which he regularly put himself into a passion once or twice. Not that he troubled himself much about the assiduity of his pupils, or the amount of attention they paid to his lessons, or their corresponding success. These points gave him no concern. He taught subjectively, to use a German philosophical expression, for himself, and not for others. He was a selfish savant4—a well of science, and nothing could be drawn up from it without the grinding noise of the pulleys: in a word, he was a miser.

There are professors of this stamp in Germany.

My uncle, unfortunately, did not enjoy great facility of pronunciation, unless he was with intimate friends; at least, not when he spoke in public, and this is a deplorable defect in an orator. In his demonstrations at the Johannæum the professor would often stop short, struggling with some obstinate word that refused to slip over his lips—one of those words which resist, swell out, and finally come forth in the anything but scientific shape of an oath. This put him in a great rage.

Now, in mineralogy, there are many names difficult to pronounce—half Greek, half Latin, barbarous appellations which would blister the lips of a poet. I have no wish to speak ill of the science. Far from it. But when one has to do with rhomboidal crystallizations, retinasphaltic resins, galena favosite, molybdates of lead, tungstates of manganese, and titanites of zircon,5 the most nimble tongue may be allowed to stumble.

The townsfolk were aware of this pardonable infirmity of my uncle’s, and they took advantage of it, and were on the watch for the dangerous passages; and when he put himself in a fury laughed at him, which was not in good taste, even for Germans. His lectures were always very numerously attended, but how many of those who were most regular auditors came for anything else but to make game of the professor’s grand fits of passion I shouldn’t like to say. Whatever my uncle might be, and I can hardly say too much, he was a true savant.

Though he sometimes broke his specimens by his rough handling, he had both the genius of a geologist and the eye of a mineralogist. With his hammer and steel pointer and magnetic needle, his blowpipe and his flask of nitric acid, he was a master indeed. By the fracture, the hardness, the fusibility, the ring, the smell, of any mineral whatever, he classed it without hesitation among the six hundred species science numbers today.

The name of Lidenbrock was consequently mentioned with honor in gymnasiums and national associations. Humphry Davy,6 Humboldt,7 and Captains Franklin and Sabine,8 paid him a visit when they passed through Hamburg. Becquerel,9 Ebelman,10 Brewster,11 Dumas,12 Milne-Edwards,13 Sainte-Claire Deville,14 took pleasure in consulting him on the most stirring questions of chemistry, a science which was indebted to him for discoveries of considerable importance; and in 1853 a treatise on Transcendent Crystallography,15 by Professor Otto Lidenbrock, was published at Leipsic, a large folio, with plates, which did not pay its cost, however.

Moreover, my uncle was curator of the Museum of Mineralogy, belonging to M. Struve, the Russian ambassador,16 a valuable collection, of European celebrity.

Such, then, was the personage who summoned me so impatiently.

Fancy to yourself a tall, spare man, with an iron constitution, and a juvenile fairness of complexion, which took off full ten years of his fifty. His large eyes rolled about incessantly behind his great goggles; his long thin nose resembled a knife blade; malicious people declared it was magnetized, and attracted steel filings—a pure calumny; it attracted nothing but snuff, but, to speak truth, a superabundance of that. When I have added that my uncle made mathematical strides of three feet at every step, and marched along with his fists firmly clenched—a sign of an impetuous temperament—you will know enough of him not to be overanxious for his company.

He lived in his little house in Königstrasse, a dwelling built partly of brick and partly of stone, with a crenated gable end, which looked on to one of those winding canals which intersect each other in the center of the oldest part of Hamburg, which happily escaped the great fire in 1842.17

The old house leaned forward slightly, and bulged out toward the passersby. The roof inclined to one side, in the position a German student belonging to the Tugendbund18 wears his cap. The perpendicular of the house was not quite exact, but, on the whole, the house stood well enough, thanks to an old elm, firmly embedded in the façade, which pushed its flower buds across the windowpanes in spring.

My uncle was pretty rich for a German professor. The house was his own, and all its belongings. These belongings were his godchild Gräuben, a Virland girl,19 seventeen years old, his servant Martha, and myself. In my double quality of nephew and orphan, I became his assistant in his experiments.

I must confess I have a great appetite for geological science. The blood of a mineralogist flows in my veins, and I never grow weary in the society of my beloved stones.

On the whole, it was possible to live happily in this little house in Königstrasse, notwithstanding the impatience of the owner; for though he had a rough fashion of showing it, he loved me for all that. But, the fact was, he was a man who could not wait, and was in a greater hurry than nature.

When he used to plant mignonette and convolvuluses in his terra-cotta pots in the spring, every morning he went regularly and pulled their leaves, to hasten their growth.

With such an original, there was no alternative but to obey, so I darted into the study immediately.








II



THE STUDY was a complete museum, every specimen of the mineral kingdom was to be found there, all labeled in the most perfect order, in accordance with the three great divisions of minerals—the inflammable, the metallic, and the lithoid.

How well I knew this alphabet of mineralogical science. How many a time, instead of loitering about with boys of my own age, I amused myself by dusting these graphites, and anthracites, and pit coal, and touchstones; and the bitumens, and the resins, and organic soils, which had to be kept from the least particle of dust; and the metals, from iron up to gold, the relative value of which disappeared before the absolute equality of scientific specimens; and all those stones, enough to build the little house in the Königstrasse over again, and an extra room besides, which I would have fitted up so nicely for myself.

But when I entered the study now, I scarcely thought of those wonders. My mind was entirely occupied with my uncle. He had buried himself in his big armchair, covered with Utrecht velvet, and held a book in his hands, gazing at it with the most profound admiration.

“What a book! What a book!” he exclaimed.

This reminded me that Professor Lidenbrock was also given to bibliomania in his leisure moments; but an old book would have had no value in his eyes unless it could not be found anywhere else, or, at all events, could not be read.

“What! don’t you see it, then?” he went on. “It is a priceless treasure! I discovered it this morning while I was rummaging about in Hevelin’s, the Jew’s shop.”

“Magnificent!” I replied with forced enthusiasm.

Really, what was the good of making such a fuss about an old quarto volume, the back and sides of which seemed bound in coarse calf—a yellowish old book, with a faded tassel dangling from it?

However, the professor’s vocabulary of adjectives was not yet exhausted.

“Look!” he said, asking himself questions, and answering them in the same breath; “is it handsome enough? Yes; it is first-rate. And what binding! Does it open easily? Yes; it lies open at any page, no matter where. And does it close well? Yes; for binding and leaves seem in one completely. Not a single breakage in this back after 700 years of existence! Ah! this is binding that Bozerian, Closs, and Purgold1 might have been proud of!”

All the while he was speaking, my uncle kept opening and shutting the old book. I could not do less than ask him about the contents, though I did not feel the least interest in the subject.

“And what is the title of this wonderful volume?” I asked.

“The title of it?” he replied, with increased animation. “The title is ‘Heims Kringla,’ by Snorre Turleson,2 the famous Icelandic author of the twelfth century. It is the chronicle of the Norwegian princes who reigned in Iceland.”

“Indeed!” I said, doing my best to appear enthusiastic. “And it is translated into German, of course?”

“Translated!” cried the professor, in a sharp tone. “What should I do with a translation? Who cares for translations? It is the original work, in the Icelandic—that magnificent idiom at once grand and simple—which allows of the most varied grammatical combinations and most numerous modification of words.”

“Like German,” I said, making a lucky hit.

“Yes,” replied my uncle, shrugging his shoulders; “without taking into account that the Icelandic language has the three numbers like the Greek, and declines proper names like the Latin.”

“Does it?” said I, a little roused from my indifference. “And is the type good?”

“Type? Who is talking of type, you poor, ignorant Axel. So, you suppose this was printed! You ignoramus! It is a manuscript, and a Runic3 manuscript, too.”

“Runic?”

“Yes. Are you going to ask me to explain that word, next?”

“Not if I know it,” I replied, in a tone of wounded vanity.

But my uncle never heeded me, and went on with his instructions, telling me about things I did not care to know.

“The Runic characters were formerly used in Iceland, and, according to tradition, were invented by Odin4 himself. Look at them, and admire them, impious young man!—these types sprang from the imagination of a god.”

The only reply I could think of was to prostrate myself, for this sort of answer must be as pleasing to gods as to men, since it has the advantage of never embarrassing them. But before I could do this the current of the conversation was changed in an instant by the sudden appearance of a dirty parchment, which slipped out of the old book and fell on the floor.

My uncle pounced on this treasure with avidity, as can easily be supposed. An ancient document, shut up in an old volume, perhaps from time immemorial, could not fail to be of priceless value in his eyes.

“What is this?” he exclaimed, carefully spreading out on his table a piece of parchment, five inches long and three wide, on which some incomprehensible characters were inscribed in long transverse lines.
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I give the exact facsimile, for great importance attaches to these fantastic marks, as they led Professor Lidenbrock and his nephew to undertake the strangest expedition of the nineteenth century.

The professor looked at the queer characters for some minutes, and then pushed up his spectacles and said:

“It is Runic! these marks are exactly like those in the manuscript of Snorre Turleson. But what can they mean?”

As Runic appeared to me an invention of learned men to mystify the poor world, I was not sorry to see that my uncle could not decipher it. At least I judged so from the convulsive working of his fingers.

“Yet it is the ancient Icelandic!” he muttered to himself.

And Professor Lidenbrock could not but know this, for he was considered a veritable polyglot. Not that he could speak fluently the 2,000 languages and 4,000 dialects used on the surface of the globe, but he was familiar with a good part of them.

A difficulty like this, then, was sure to rouse all the impetuosity of his nature, and I was just expecting a violent scene, when two o’clock struck and Martha opened the study door and said:

“Soup is on the table.”

“Pitch the soup to the devil and the cook too, and those who eat it.”

Martha fled and I scampered after her, and hardly knowing how, found myself in my accustomed seat in the dining room.

I waited a few minutes. The professor did not come.

This was the first time to my knowledge that he had ever neglected the grave business of dinner. And what a dinner, too! Parsley soup, a ham omelette, and sorrel à la muscade, a loin of veal, and a compote of plums; and for dessert, crevettes au sucre, and all washed down with sparkling Moselle wine.

All this was what my uncle was going to lose for the sake of an old paper. Really, as a devoted nephew, I felt obliged to do his share of eating as well as my own, and I did it conscientiously.

“I never saw the like of this!” exclaimed our good Martha, “Mr. Lidenbrock not to come to dinner! It is incredible! This bodes something serious,” went on the old servant, shaking her head.

In my opinion it boded nothing except a frightful outbreak when my uncle found his dinner devoured.

I was just finishing my last crevette when a loud thundering summons tore me away from my voluptuous enjoyment. I made one bound into the study.








III



IT IS evidently Runic,” said the professor, knitting his brows, “but there is a secret in it, and I will discover it, or else—”

A violent gesture completed his sentence.

“Sit down there,” he added, pointing to the table with his fist, “and write.”

I was ready in an instant.

“Now, then, I am going to dictate to you each letter of our alphabet which corresponds to one of these Icelandic characters. We shall see what that will give us. But by St. Michael take care you make no mistake.”

The dictation commenced. I did my best. Every letter was called out one after another, and formed the following incomprehensible succession of words:
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When I had finished it my uncle snatched the paper from me and examined it attentively a long time.

“What can it mean?” he repeated mechanically.

On my honor I could not tell him. Besides, he did not ask me, he was speaking to himself.

“It is what we call a cryptogram,1 where the meaning is concealed by confusing the letters designedly, and to make an intelligible sentence they must be arranged in proper order. To think that here perhaps lies the explanation or indication of some great discovery!”

For my own part, I thought it was absolute nonsense, but I was wise enough to keep my opinion to myself.

The professor took up the book and the parchment again, and compared them.

“The two writings are not done by the same hand,” he said. “The cryptogram is of later date than the book. On the very face of it there is an irrefragable proof of it. The first letter is a double m, which would be sought in vain in Turleson’s book, for it was only added to the Icelandic alphabet in the fourteenth century. Consequently, there are at least 200 years between the manuscript and the document.”

This certainly seemed logical enough.

“I therefore come to the conclusion,” continued my uncle, “that these mysterious characters were inscribed by someone who came into possession of the book. But who on earth was it? Could he have put his name, I wonder, in any part of the manuscript?”

And my uncle pushed up his spectacles, and taking a powerful magnifying glass, began to examine carefully the first pages of the book. On the back of the first leaf he discovered a spot, which looked like a blot of ink. But, on closer inspection, sundry letters, half obliterated, could be distinguished. My uncle saw instantly that this was the chief point of interest, and fastened on it furiously, poring over it through his big magnifying glass, till at last he made out these marks, Runic characters, which he read off immediately.
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“Arne Saknussemm!”2 he cried, in a triumphant tone. “Why, that is a name, and an Icelandic name, too; that of a celebrated alchemist, a savant who lived in the sixteenth century.”

I looked at my uncle with a feeling of admiration.

“These alchemists,” he went on, “Avicenna,3 Bacon,4 Lully,5 Paracelsus,6 were the true, the only savants of their times. They made discoveries which may well astonish us. Why should not this Saknussemm have hidden under this incomprehensible cryptogram the secret of some surprising invention? It must be so. It is.”

The professor’s imagination was enkindled at this hypothesis.

“No doubt,” I ventured to reply; “but what interest could the savant have in concealing a wonderful discovery?”

“Why? Why? Ah, don’t I know? Didn’t Galileo act so about Saturn?7 Besides, we shall soon see. I will get the secret of this document; I will neither eat nor sleep till I find it out.”

“Oh!” thought I.

“No more shall you, Axel!”

“Plague it!” said I to myself. “It’s a good job I have had a dinner for two today.”

“The first thing to be done,” said my uncle, “is to find the language of the cipher.”

I pricked up my ears at this. My uncle continued his soliloquy.

“Nothing is easier. In this document there are 132 letters, in which there are 79 consonants and 53 vowels. Now this is just about the proportion found in the words of southern languages, while the northern idioms are far richer in consonants. Consequently this must be in a southern language.”

His conclusions were very just.

“But what language is it?”

It was this I waited for him to tell me, for I knew he was a profound analyst.

“This Saknussemm,” he went on, “was a learned man, and since he did not write in his mother tongue, he would be sure to employ the language in common use among the cultivated minds of the sixteenth century; I mean the Latin. If I am mistaken, I could try the Spanish, the French, the Italian, the Greek, the Hebrew. But the learned in the sixteenth century generally wrote in Latin. I may rightly, then, say, a priori—this is in Latin.”

I started, for my recollections of Latinity revolted against the pretension of this assemblage of uncouth words to belong to the soft tongue of Virgil.8

“Yes, Latin,” repeated my uncle; “but tangled Latin.”

“So be it,” thought I. “And if you disentangle it, my uncle, you’ll be clever.”

“Let us examine it thoroughly,” he said, taking up the sheet again on which I had been writing. “Here are 132 letters in evident disorder. In some words there are nothing but consonants, as in the first, mrnlls; others where the vowels, on the contrary, abound—the fifth, for example, unteief, or the last but one, oseibo. Now this arrangement has, clearly, not been designed. It is the mathematical result of the unknown law which ruled the succession of these letters. It seems to me certain that the primitive phrase has been written regularly, and then turned upside down, according to some law I must find out. Anyone who had the key of the cipher could read it fluently. But where is the key? Have you got it, Axel?”

I made no reply, and for a good reason. My gaze was fixed on a portrait hanging on the wall opposite me, the portrait of Gräuben, my uncle’s ward, who was just now at Altona, on a visit to her relations, and her absence made me very unhappy, for—I may as well confess it now—the pretty Virlandaise and the professor’s nephew loved each other with true German patience and placidity. We were betrothed, though unknown to my uncle, who was too much of a geologist to understand such sentiments. Gräuben was a charming young girl, a blonde, with blue eyes, rather inclined to be grave and solemn, but loving me none the less for that. For my part, I worshipped her, if there is such a word in the Teutonic language. The image of my little Virlandaise transported me in an instant from the world of realities to a world of fancies and memories.

I could see my faithful companion in labors and pastimes. Every day she helped me to put my uncle’s precious collection of stones in order and put on the labels. Indeed Miss Gräuben was quite a mineralogist. She would have put more than one savant to the blush. She loved to dive into the deepest questions of science. What delightful hours we had spent in studying together, and how often I had envied the unconscious stones handled by her charming hands!

And when our tasks were over, how we used to go out and wander along the shady walks by the Alster9, and then repair to the old black, tarred mill, which looks so picturesque at the far end of the lake, chatting all the way and holding each other’s hands! I used to tell her droll stories which made her laugh heartily, and beguiled the time till we reached the banks of the Elbe, and after saying “Good night” to the swans, which swim about among the tall white irises, we returned to the quay of the steamboat.

I had just got to this point when my daydream was rudely interrupted by a violent rap on the table from my uncle’s knuckles, which recalled me to reality.

“Look here!” he said, “it seems to me that if one wished to mix up and confuse any sentence, the first thing he would think of would be to write the words vertically instead of horizontally, in groups of five or six.”

“Indeed!” thought I.

“We must see what that makes. Write some sentence on this bit of paper, but, instead of putting the letters one after the other, put them in vertical columns, grouping them in numbers of five or six.”

I understood what he meant, and immediately wrote from top to bottom.
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“Very good!” said the professor, without reading it. “Now arrange these words in horizontal lines.”

I obeyed, and this sentence was the result:
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“Perfectly so,” said my uncle, seizing the paper from my hands. “This has the look of the old document already. Vowels and consonants are grouped in the same disorder. There are even capitals in the same way in the middle of words, and also commas, exactly as in the parchment of Saknussemm.”

I could not but think these remarks very ingenious.

“Now, then,” said my uncle, addressing me, “I don’t know what sentence you have written, but all I need to do to enable me to read it is to take the first letter of each word in succession, and then the second, and then the third, and so on.”

And to his great amazement, and certainly still more to mine, my uncle read:

Je t’aime bien, ma petite Gräuben!*


“Eh, what?” said the professor.

Positively, like a lovesick fool, I had written this tell-tale sentence, without knowing it.

“Ah! you love Gräuben,” resumed the professor, in a thoroughly magisterial tone.

“Yes—No—” I stammered out.

“Ah! you love Gräuben,” he repeated, mechanically. “Well, well, let us try my method with the document in question.”

My uncle was completely absorbed again in his subject of contemplation, and had already forgotten my imprudent words. I say imprudent, for a savant’s head cannot understand affaires du cœur, but fortunately the great business of the document carried him away completely.

Professor Lidenbrock’s eyes flashed like lightning through his spectacles, and his fingers trembled as he took up the old parchment again to make his important experiment. He was greatly excited. At last he coughed violently, and in a grave tone read out the following letters, naming successively the first of each word, and then the second, and so on as he had done in my unfortunate sentence.


mmessunkaSenrA.icefdoK.segnittamurtn

ecertserrette,rotaivsadua,ednecsedsadne

lacartniiiluFsiratracSarbmutabiledmek

meretarcsilucoIsleffenSnI



I must confess I felt excited as I ended the series. The letters themselves, named one by one, sounded perfectly meaningless, but I fully expected to hear my uncle come out in a pompous style with some magnificent piece of Latinity.

But who could have thought it! instead of this a tremendous thump of his fist sent the table spinning, jerked out the ink, and made my pen fly out of my hands.

“That’s not it,” he thundered out. “It does not make sense.”

Next minute he was off like a shot, rushing down the stairs with the speed of an avalanche, and away out into the street as fast as his legs could carry him.








IV



HE IS gone!” cried Martha, running up to see what the noise was about, for the door closed with such a bang that it shook the house from top to bottom.

“Yes,” I replied, “clean gone.”

“And without his dinner?”

“He won’t have any!”

“Nor supper either?” said the old domestic.

“Nor supper either,” I said.

“What!” exclaimed Martha, clasping her hands.

“No, my good Martha, he will neither eat any more himself, nor allow anyone else in the house to eat.”

“Goodness me! Then there is nothing for us but starvation?”

I did not dare to say that with such an autocrat as my uncle this was our inevitable fate.

The old servant was evidently alarmed, however, and went back to her kitchen sighing.

Now that I was alone, the thought came into my head, that I would go and tell Gräuben the whole affair. But how could I get away? The professor might be back any moment. And suppose he called me, and wanted to recommence his logogryphical labors, which old Œdipus1 himself would not have undertaken? And if I am not forthcoming, what would be the consequence?

The wisest plan was to stay, and I had plenty to do, for a mineralogist in Besançon had just forwarded us a collection of silicious nodules, which had to be classified. I set to work, picking out, labeling, and arranging in their glass case all these hollow stones, full of small glittering crystals.

But this occupation did not engross me entirely. Strangely enough, I could not get the old document out of my mind. My brain was disturbed, and an uneasy feeling began to steal over me. I had the presentiment of some approaching catastrophe.

In the course of an hour, all the stones were in their right places, and I ensconced myself in the large velvet easy chair, swinging myself, and throwing back my head. I lighted my “hookah,” the carved bowl of which represented a Naiad2 reclining carelessly. I amused myself with watching the progress of carbonization which was gradually turning my Naiad into a thorough negress, and kept listening for footsteps on the stair. But there was not a sound. Where could my uncle be? I fancied him striding along the road to Altona, among the beautiful trees, gesticulating, and making cuts at the wall with his stick; thrashing the grass vigorously, nipping off the tops of the thistles, and disturbing the tranquillity of the solitary storks.

Would he come back triumphant or dejected? Would he master the secret, or give it up? As I was thus questioning myself, I mechanically took up the paper on which I had written the incomprehensible series of letters, and I said:

“What can this mean?”

I tried to group the letters so as to form words. It was impossible. Let me arrange them as I might, putting two or three, or five, or six together, I could make no intelligible sense. True, the 14th, 15th, and 16th would make the English word ice, and the 83rd, 84th, and 85th would make sir, and also, in the middle of the document, I noticed the Latin words rota, mutabile, ira, nec, atra.

“Hang it!” I said to myself, “these last words certainly do go to prove my uncle is right about the language in which the document is written. And in the 4th line again, I noticed the word luco, which means the sacred wood. On the other hand, I read in the 3rd line the word tabiled, a thoroughly Hebrew expression, and on the last, the vocables mer, arc, mère, which are pure French.

It was enough to craze one. Four different idioms in this meaningless sentence. What connection could there be between the words ice, sir, colère, cruel, sacred wood, chair, grant, mère, arc, or mer? The first and the last might easily be brought together since there was nothing astonishing in finding a sea of ice mentioned in a document written in Iceland. But as for understanding the remainder of the cryptogram, that was quite another thing.

I fought and fought with this insurmountable difficulty, gazing fixedly at the document till my brain grew giddy, and the letters seemed whirling round my head.

A sort of hallucination came over me. I felt stifled, as if from want of air, and involuntarily began to fan myself with the sheet of paper. The back and front of it alternately met my eye, and as it waved rapidly to and fro I fancied I could see on the back some perfectly legible Latin words, among others craterem and terrestre.

Light broke in on my mind instantly. I caught a glimpse of the clue. I had found the key to the cipher. To understand this document it was not even necessary to read it through the back of the page. No, just as it was, exactly as he had dictated it to me, it could be spelled out easily. The professor was right in his arrangement of the letters, and right about the language of the document. A mere nothing would enable him to read the whole sentence fluently, and this mere nothing chance had just revealed to me.

It may be imagined how excited I was. My eyes began to swim and I could scarcely see. I had spread out the paper on the table, and one glance would make me possessor of the secret.

At last I managed to calm myself somewhat. I made myself walk twice round the room to quiet my nerves, and then dropped again into the capacious armchair.

“Now, then, we’ll read it,” I exclaimed, taking a long breath.

I leaned over the table, and, placing my finger on each letter in succession, read the whole sentence aloud.

But what stupefaction, what terror seized me! I sat motionless, as if paralyzed. What! Had anyone really ever done what I had just read? Had any mortal man been bold enough to make the search?

“But no, no!” I cried, leaping up from my chair; “my uncle shall not know it. He would not be satisfied with the mere knowledge of the fact. He would undertake the journey for himself. Nothing could hinder him. Such a daring geologist as he is would start off in spite of everything, come what might! And he would drag me with him, and we should never return. Never! Never!”

I cannot describe my state of agitation.

“No, no, that shall never be,” I said, passionately, “and since I can prevent my tyrant from getting such a notion into his head, I will. If he were to begin twisting and turning the document about he might chance to discover the key. We’ll destroy it.”

There was still a spark of fire in the grate. I snatched up both the sheet of paper and the parchment of Saknussemm, and, with a feverish hand, was just going to fling them on the hot embers, and make an entire end of the dangerous secret, when the study door opened and my uncle appeared.
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