The Ideal City

Jules Verne: The Visionary


A visionary is person who is idealistic or one how dreams or prophets about principles, ideas or events that have yet to occur. The writer Jules Verne was born in the harbor city of Nantes in Western France. He is known to many people as the writer of such famous books like Twenty-Thousand Leagues under the Sea and Around the World in Eighty Days.  At the time when Verne wrote those two novels, flight had already been achieved and submarines had been built. If a visionary is a person who prophets events that have yet to occurr then the two events mentioned books do not do Verne justice. The stories in which Verne made predictions of would happen in the future defined Verne as a visionary. His short story “La Ville Idéale” is a relay of what Verne thought the city of Amiens would look like in the year 2000. Within the short story are predictions that one would now call safe or tame, as they are not radical or outrageous ideas such as intergalactic or cross dimension traveling. The predictions that Verne made within the short story would have been viewed as somewhat far-fetched for their time. However, now that more than a hundred years have passed, now that the year 2000 is a decade a behind us, one sees that the predictions that Verne made have come to exist as more than ideas or concepts. Verne spoke of changes in a city’s municipal management, transportation, and health policies, all of which are problems that other cities deal with today. However in the story, Verne offers what he thought were solutions to such problems, solutions that made a city more beautiful and more pleasant to live in. Creating a city where people can thrive in health, love, and business is what creates the ideal city. In modern times, given the advancements in technology and the liberation of thoughts, Amiens could easily qualify as an ideal city.  One even sees that some of the ideas that Verne held are still being realized today. After all this time, Verne’s ideal city can truly be called ideal.

 
While Verne spent most of his life in Nantes, he spent the last twenty years of his life in the Northern city of Amiens. He moved to Amiens in 1886 and died there in 1905. Verne was politically active in Amiens, serving as the town councilor of Amiens for fifteen years and headed several improvements within the city such as the Cirque. In 1872, he was admitted into the ‘l’Academie des Sciences des Arts et Lettres. On December 12 1975, he as the director of the Academy, presented “La Ville Idéale” to his audience.

La Ville Idéale


In the “Ville Idéale”, Verne presents to his audience a dream in which he saw what Amiens would be like in the year 2000. Within the story, Verne envisioned many improvements that were made in the city. In the story Verne accidentally dropped a coin and was surprised to hear the coin “jingle, as if it had hit something hard and not the soft earth of the boulevard” (Verne 86). Verne lived during the 1800s and paved roads were not as prevalent as they are now. In the dream, the ground beneath Amiens was laid with pavement, and from what one could in Amiens this is true. The streets of Amiens were a network of concrete and cobblestone. 


More than anything, the walking aspect of facilitated transportation changed for Verne. The train cars had a slightly different appearance. In Verne’s time, train cars were not connected in a way to allow the passengers to hop from one car to another. The cars were merely linked together. In 2000, the train cars were connected in a manner that did allow the passengers to peruse the cars, perhaps looking for an unoccupied bathroom or to talk to a person seated in a different car. The buses in Amiens grew larger. Verne imagined an omnibus, a bus that was bigger and held more people, Verne’s version of the double Decker bus. Currently in Amiens, there are two types of buses available for public use. One bus is shape like one of the buses people ride here in the United States, a typical sized bus. The other type is a longer bus that consists basically of two buses linked by a flexible connector to allow the bus to make the necessary turns.


Other things beside transportation changed in Verne’s dream; people and policy changed as well. When speaking of how the people dressed in the Amiens of 2000, Verne did acknowledge that the people seemed to be wearing the latest fashion from Paris, although his predictions did not stray far from the fashions of his day.  The women still wore dresses and complex hairdos “so embarrassingly large and so heavy” (87) that they required wicker cages for support. This is Victorian style attire, and varies significantly from the jeans, T-shirts, and short haircuts from today.  

Health was also an issue that Verne addressed in his short story. If the citizens of a city are healthy, then the city itself is healthy.  A working health care system is a problem that many countries must concern themselves with today, as apparent in the news of today with the United States trying desperately to start providing universal health care. When Verne awoke to find himself in the year 2000, he is told by his personal physician that illness and sick people are a thing of the past.  A doctor’s job is to keep his patients well and healthy, one could assume that if a patient falls ill then the doctor is not doing his job. In La Ville Idéale, doctors are paid so as long as they keep their patients healthy. They lose wages if a patient is ill.  The doctors are given more incentive to keep their patients well, so they actively do their job. Theoretically speaking,  fewer  people  would be sick in Amiens 2000. 


One thing that Verne envisioned would be called radical even today. Verne thought that in the future there would a tax for not getting married. Men and women had more reason to get married because if one was not married at the age of eighteen, then one was required to pay tax. That tax was increased every year if one remained unmarried. It would certainly be a law that would ensure a countries population remained stable, with the birth rate equaling the death rate. However people would call this treading on personal rights.

The Places of Amiens

Verne also mentioned many famous buildings in his story, like Rue Trois Cailloux, and the Library. However he mentions these places briefly, too brief to mention how or what about these places had changed.   However through pictures one can tell how city’s features have changed in the past years. One of the places that Verne referenced was the theatre located on Rue Trois Cailloux. This particular area was  bombed during War World War II, and now only the intricately carved façade of the theatre remains. The interior of the building is modern, complete with a bank set up inside the doors. 

The Rue Trois Cailloux today, is the centre-ville of Amiens. It is a long stretch of shops that pedestrians can peruse. The street was and still partially is a place where authority was located. The town hall of the city is still located along the street. And other famous sites are situated on streets that branch from Trois Cailloux, such as the famous Amiens Cathedral. Also located in centre-ville is a famous clock know as Marie sans Chemise, the Marie without a smock. Prior to World War II, the lamppost like land mark had a clock mounted above the statue of Marie. During the war the  post was damaged and the Marie remained smockless and clockless. The Marie sans Chemise has since been repaired, and clock was once again placed above the Marie.

The Hortillonages of Amiens have changed little since the times of the Romans. They are still gardens situated on floating islands located along the Somme. And they are still privately owned and change hands through families. 

This project was intended to understand why Amiens was the ideal city. Verne had loved the city if Amiens, and based his ideal city on Amiens. By personal accounts, the city of Amiens is lovely, more than lovely. It is situated in a location in which Paris and Normandy are in bearable traveling distances, the food (although this has probably been stated numerous times) was better, it had a Cathedral that is arguably better than even Notre Dame in Paris, the families with which the students of this year’s correspondence stayed with for the duration of the trip were beyond kind, and many people were more than happy to welcome the American correspondents. Amiens is a beautiful city; one could see why Verne was stricken enamored with the city. 

But in truth the concept of an ideal city is relative. The idea varies from person to person. There some things that Verne established within his ideal city that vary little from person to person; they are the ideals that make a city perfect. Good public transportation and a functioning health system are things that countries have strived for. Never before has this been more apparent as now, when countries advocate public transportation to reduce carbon emission, leading to a greener city. Countries, developed and undeveloped alike, seek a better health care system for their citizens. Transportation and health are just two aspects that made Amiens an ideal city in 2000, and they are two aspects that make a city livable by today’s standards.  Verne had envisioned something that most probably would not have considered during his time, but most can see now his vision is something many consider. Granted his celibacy tax has not taken effect, and it was one of the features that made his city ideal, but perhaps someday some countries will put this into action. This is speaking in regards to countries like Japan, where the women are choosing profession over marriage. However, Verne’s ideal city lacks characteristics that other people may find appealing, more ideal. For the more romantic, Paris is a more befitting city. For the valiant Normandy is a place to take pride in. One thing is for certain, Amiens is more than ideal for the students who visited this past spring, and it’s more than ideal to come back and visit.  
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