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      Context

      
      Charles Dickens was born in Portsmouth, England in 1812.
         As the second of eight children in a very poor family, he lived
         a difficult childhood. Eventually, his father was sent to debtor’s
         prison, and Dickens himself went to work at the age of twelve to
         help pay off the family’s debt. This troublesome time scarred Dickens
         deeply and provided him with substantial material for such stories
         as Great Expectations, Oliver Twist, and David
            Copperfield. Steeped in social criticism, Dickens’s writing
         provides a keen, sympathetic chronicle of the plight of the urban
         poor in nineteenth-century England. During his lifetime, Dickens
         enjoyed immense popularity, in part because of his vivid characterizations,
         and in part because he published his novels in installments, making
         them readily affordable to a greater number of people.
      

      
      The Industrial Revolution, which swept through Europe
         in the late eighteenth century, originated in England. The rapid
         modernization of the English economy involved a shift from rural
         handicraft to large-scale factory labor. Technological innovations facilitated
         unprecedented heights of manufacture and trade, and England left
         behind its localized, cottage-industry economy to become a centralized,
         hyper-capitalist juggernaut of mass production. In tandem with this
         transformation came a significant shift in the nation’s demographics.
         English cities swelled as a growing and impoverished working class
         flocked to them in search of work. As this influx of workers into
         urban centers continued, the bourgeoisie took advantage of the surplus
         of labor by keeping wages low. The poor thus remained poor, and
         often lived cramped in squalor. In many of his novels, Dickens chronicles
         his protagonists’ attempts to fight their way out of such poverty
         and despair.
      

      
      A Tale of Two Cities, originally published
         from April through November of 1859,
         appeared in a new magazine that Dickens had created called All
            the Year Round. Dickens started this venture after a falling-out
         with his regular publishers. Indeed, this period in Dickens’s life
         saw many changes. While starring in a play by Wilkie Collins entitled The
            Frozen Deep, Dickens fell in love with a young actress
         named Ellen Ternan. Dickens’s twenty-three-year marriage to Catherine
         Hogarth had become a source of unhappiness in recent years, and,
         by 1858, Hogarth had
         moved out of Dickens’s home. The author arranged to keep Ternan
         in a separate residence.
      

      
      Dickens’s participation in Collins’s play led not only
         to a shift in his personal life, but also to a career development,
         for it was this play that first inspired him to write A
            Tale of Two Cities. In the play, Dickens played the part
         of a man who sacrifices his own life so that his rival may have
         the woman they both love; the love triangle in the play became the
         basis for the complex relations between Charles Darnay, Lucie Manette,
         and Sydney Carton in A Tale of Two Cities. Moreover,
         Dickens appreciated the play for its treatment of redemption and
         rebirth, love and violence. He decided to transpose these themes
         onto the French Revolution, an event that embodied the same issues
         on a historical level. In order to make his novel historically accurate,
         Dickens turned to Thomas Carlyle’s account of the revolution. Contemporaries
         had considered Carlyle’s version to be the first and last word on
         the French peasants’ fight for freedom.
      

      
      Dickens had forayed into historical fiction only once
         before, with Barnaby Rudge (1841),
         and the project proved a difficult undertaking. The vast scope and
         somewhat grim aspects of his historical subject forced Dickens largely
         to abandon the outlandish and often comic characters that had come
         to define his writing. Although Jerry Cruncher and Miss Pross embody
         some typically Dickensian quirks—exaggerated mannerisms, idiosyncratic
         speech—they play only minor roles in the novel. While critics continue
         to debate the literary merits of the novel, no one denies the light
         that the novel sheds on Dickens’s development as a novelist. More
         experimental than the novels that precede it, A Tale of
            Two Cities shows its author in transition. Dickens would
         emerge from this transition as a mature artist, ready to write Great
            Expectations (1860–1861)
         and Our Mutual Friend (1864–1865).
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      The year is 1775, and
         social ills plague both France and England. Jerry Cruncher, an odd-job man
         who works for Tellson’s Bank, stops the Dover mail-coach with an urgent
         message for Jarvis Lorry. The message instructs Lorry to wait at
         Dover for a young woman, and Lorry responds with the cryptic words,
         “Recalled to Life.” At Dover, Lorry is met by Lucie Manette, a young
         orphan whose father, a once-eminent doctor whom she supposed dead,
         has been discovered in France. Lorry escorts Lucie to Paris, where
         they meet Defarge, a former servant of Doctor Manette, who has kept
         Manette safe in a garret. Driven mad by eighteen years in the Bastille,
         Manette spends all of his time making shoes, a hobby he learned
         while in prison. Lorry assures Lucie that her love and devotion
         can recall her father to life, and indeed they do.
      

      
      The year is now 1780.
         Charles Darnay stands accused of treason against the English crown.
         A bombastic lawyer named Stryver pleads Darnay’s case, but it is
         not until his drunk, good-for-nothing colleague, Sydney Carton,
         assists him that the court acquits Darnay. Carton clinches his argument
         by pointing out that he himself bears an uncanny resemblance to
         the defendant, which undermines the prosecution’s case for unmistakably
         identifying Darnay as the spy the authorities spotted. Lucie and
         Doctor Manette watched the court proceedings, and that night, Carton
         escorts Darnay to a tavern and asks how it feels to receive the
         sympathy of a woman like Lucie. Carton despises and resents Darnay
         because he reminds him of all that he himself has given up and might
         have been.
      

      
      In France, the cruel Marquis Evrémonde runs down a plebian child
         with his carriage. Manifesting an attitude typical of the aristocracy
         in regard to the poor at that time, the Marquis shows no regret,
         but instead curses the peasantry and hurries home to his chateau,
         where he awaits the arrival of his nephew, Darnay, from England.
         Arriving later that night, Darnay curses his uncle and the French
         aristocracy for its abominable treatment of the people. He renounces
         his identity as an Evrémonde and announces his intention to return
         to England. That night, the Marquis is murdered; the murderer has
         left a note signed with the nickname adopted by French revolutionaries:
         “Jacques.”
      

      
      A year passes, and Darnay asks Manette for permission
         to marry Lucie. He says that, if Lucie accepts, he will reveal his
         true identity to Manette. Carton, meanwhile, also pledges his love
         to Lucie, admitting that, though his life is worthless, she has
         helped him dream of a better, more valuable existence. On the streets
         of London, Jerry Cruncher gets swept up in the funeral procession
         for a spy named Roger Cly. Later that night, he demonstrates his
         talents as a “Resurrection-Man,” sneaking into the cemetery to steal
         and sell Cly’s body. In Paris, meanwhile, another English spy known
         as John Barsad drops into Defarge’s wine shop. Barsad hopes to turn
         up evidence concerning the mounting revolution, which is still in
         its covert stages. Madame Defarge sits in the shop knitting a secret
         registry of those whom the revolution seeks to execute. Back in
         London, Darnay, on the morning of his wedding, keeps his promise
         to Manette; he reveals his true identity and, that night, Manette
         relapses into his old prison habit of making shoes. After nine days,
         Manette regains his presence of mind, and soon joins the newlyweds
         on their honeymoon. Upon Darnay’s return, Carton pays him a visit
         and asks for his friendship. Darnay assures Carton that he is always
         welcome in their home.
      

      
      The year is now 1789.
         The peasants in Paris storm the Bastille and the French Revolution
         begins. The revolutionaries murder aristocrats in the streets, and
         Gabelle, a man charged with the maintenance of the Evrémonde estate,
         is imprisoned. Three years later, he writes to Darnay, asking to
         be rescued. Despite the threat of great danger to his person, Darnay
         departs immediately for France.
      

      
      As soon as Darnay arrives in Paris, the French revolutionaries arrest
         him as an emigrant. Lucie and Manette make their way to Paris in
         hopes of saving him. Darnay remains in prison for a year and three
         months before receiving a trial. In order to help free him, Manette
         uses his considerable influence with the revolutionaries, who sympathize
         with him for having served time in the Bastille. Darnay receives
         an acquittal, but that same night he is arrested again. The charges,
         this time, come from Defarge and his vengeful wife. Carton arrives
         in Paris with a plan to rescue Darnay and obtains the help of John
         Barsad, who turns out to be Solomon Pross, the long-lost brother
         of Miss Pross, Lucie’s loyal servant. 
      

      
      At Darnay’s trial, Defarge produces a letter that he discovered
         in Manette’s old jail cell in the Bastille. The letter explains
         the cause of Manette’s imprisonment. Years ago, the brothers Evrémonde
         (Darnay’s father and uncle) enlisted Manette’s medical assistance.
         They asked him to tend to a woman, whom one of the brothers had
         raped, and her brother, whom the same brother had stabbed fatally.
         Fearing that Manette might report their misdeeds, the Evrémondes
         had him arrested. Upon hearing this story, the jury condemns Darnay for
         the crimes of his ancestors and sentences him to die within twenty-four
         hours. That night, at the Defarge’s wine shop, Carton overhears
         Madame Defarge plotting to have Lucie and her daughter (also Darnay’s
         daughter) executed as well; Madame Defarge, it turns out, is the
         surviving sibling of the man and woman killed by the Evrémondes.
         Carton arranges for the Manettes’ immediate departure from France.
         He then visits Darnay in prison, tricks him into changing clothes
         with him, and, after dictating a letter of explanation, drugs his
         friend unconscious. Barsad carries Darnay, now disguised as Carton,
         to an awaiting coach, while Carton, disguised as Darnay, awaits
         execution. As Darnay, Lucie, their child, and Dr. Manette speed
         away from Paris, Madame Defarge arrives at Lucie’s apartment, hoping
         to arrest her. There she finds the supremely protective Miss Pross.
         A scuffle ensues, and Madame Defarge dies by the bullet of her own
         gun. Sydney Carton meets his death at the guillotine, and the narrator
         confidently asserts that Carton dies with the knowledge that he
         has finally imbued his life with meaning.
      

      
   
      Character List

      
      
         Charles Darnay -  A
            French aristocrat by birth, Darnay chooses to live in England because
            he cannot bear to be associated with the cruel injustices of the
            French social system. Darnay displays great virtue in his rejection
            of the snobbish and cruel values of his uncle, the Marquis Evrémonde.
            He exhibits an admirable honesty in his decision to reveal to Doctor
            Manette his true identity as a member of the infamous Evrémonde
            family. So, too, does he prove his courage in his decision to return
            to Paris at great personal risk to save the imprisoned Gabelle.
         

      

      
      
         Sydney Carton -  An
            insolent, indifferent, and alcoholic attorney who works with Stryver.
            Carton has no real prospects in life and doesn’t seem to be in pursuit
            of any. He does, however, love Lucie, and his feelings for her eventually transform
            him into a man of profound merit. At first the polar opposite of
            Darnay, in the end Carton morally surpasses the man to whom he bears
            a striking physical resemblance.
         

      

      
      
         Doctor Manette -  Lucie’s
            father and a brilliant physician, Doctor Manette spent eighteen
            years as a prisoner in the Bastille. At the start of the novel,
            Manette does nothing but make shoes, a hobby that he adopted to
            distract himself from the tortures of prison. As he overcomes his
            past as a prisoner, however, he proves to be a kind, loving father
            who prizes his daughter’s happiness above all things.
         

      

      
      
         Lucie Manette -  A
            young French woman who grew up in England, Lucie was raised as a
            ward of Tellson’s Bank because her parents were assumed dead. Dickens
            depicts Lucie as an archetype of compassion. Her love has the power to
            bind her family together—the text often refers to her as the “golden
            thread.” Furthermore, her love has the power to transform those
            around her. It enables her father to be “recalled to life,” and
            it sparks Sydney Carton’s development from a “jackal” into a hero.
         

      

      
      
         Monsieur Defarge -  A wine shop owner and revolutionary in the poor
            Saint Antoine section of Paris, Monsieur Defarge formerly worked
            as a servant for Doctor Manette. Defarge proves an intelligent and
            committed revolutionary, a natural leader. Although he remains dedicated
            to bringing about a better society at any cost, he does demonstrate
            a kindness toward Manette. His wife, Madame Defarge, views this
            consideration for Manette as a weakness.
         

      

      
      
         Madame Defarge -  A
            cruel revolutionary whose hatred of the aristocracy fuels her tireless
            crusade, Madame Defarge spends a good deal of the novel knitting
            a register of everyone who must die for the revolutionary cause. Unlike
            her husband, she proves unrelentingly blood-thirsty, and her lust
            for vengeance knows no bounds.
         

      

      
      
         Jarvis Lorry -  An
            elderly businessman who works for Tellson’s Bank, Mr. Lorry is a
            very business-oriented bachelor with a strong moral sense and a
            good, honest heart. He proves trustworthy and loyal, and Doctor
            Manette and Lucie come to value him as a personal friend.
         

      

      
      
         Jerry Cruncher -  An
            odd-job man for Tellson’s Bank, Cruncher is gruff, short-tempered,
            superstitious, and uneducated. He supplements his income by working
            as a “Resurrection-Man,” one who digs up dead bodies and sells them
            to scientists.
         

      

      
      
         Miss Pross -  The
            servant who raised Lucie, Miss Pross is brusque, tough, and fiercely
            loyal to her mistress. Because she personifies order and loyalty,
            she provides the perfect foil to Madame Defarge, who epitomizes
            the violent chaos of the revolution.
         

      

      
      
         Marquis Evrémonde -  Charles Darnay’s uncle, the Marquis Evrémonde is
            a French aristocrat who embodies an inhumanly cruel caste system.
            He shows absolutely no regard for human life and wishes that the
            peasants of the world would be exterminated.
         

      

      
      
         Mr. Stryver -  An
            ambitious lawyer, Stryver dreams of climbing the social ladder.
            Unlike his associate, Sydney Carton, Stryver is bombastic, proud,
            and foolish.
         

      

      
      
         John Barsad -  Like
            Roger Cly, John Barsad is a British spy who swears that patriotism
            is his only motive. Barsad falsely claims to be a virtuous man of
            upstanding reputation.
         

      

      
      
         Roger Cly - Like
            John Barsad, Roger Cly is a British spy who swears that patriotism
            alone inspires all of his actions. Cly feigns honesty but in fact
            constantly participates in conniving schemes.
         

      

      
      
         Gabelle - The
            man charged with keeping up the Evrémonde estate after the Marquis’
            death, Gabelle is imprisoned by the revolutionaries. News of his
            internment prompts Darnay to travel to France to save him.
         

      

      
   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Sydney Carton

         
         Sydney Carton proves the most dynamic character
            in A Tale of Two Cities. He first appears as a
            lazy, alcoholic attorney who cannot muster even the smallest amount
            of interest in his own life. He describes his existence as a supreme
            waste of life and takes every opportunity to declare that he cares
            for nothing and no one. But the reader senses, even in the initial
            chapters of the novel, that Carton in fact feels something that
            he perhaps cannot articulate. In his conversation with the recently
            acquitted Charles Darnay, Carton’s comments about Lucie Manette,
            while bitter and sardonic, betray his interest in, and budding feelings for,
            the gentle girl. Eventually, Carton reaches a point where he can
            admit his feelings to Lucie herself. Before Lucie weds Darnay, Carton
            professes his love to her, though he still persists in seeing himself
            as essentially worthless. This scene marks a vital transition for
            Carton and lays the foundation for the supreme sacrifice that he
            makes at the novel’s end.
         

         
         Carton’s death has provided much material for
            scholars and critics of Dickens’s novel. Some readers consider it
            the inevitable conclusion to a work obsessed with the themes of
            redemption and resurrection. According to this interpretation, Carton becomes
            a Christ-like figure, a selfless martyr whose death enables the
            happiness of his beloved and ensures his own immortality. Other
            readers, however, question the ultimate significance of Carton’s
            final act. They argue that since Carton initially places little
            value on his existence, the sacrifice of his life proves relatively
            easy. However, Dickens’s frequent use in his text of other resurrection
            imagery—his motifs of wine and blood, for example—suggests that
            he did intend for Carton’s death to be redemptive, whether or not
            it ultimately appears so to the reader. As Carton goes to the guillotine,
            the narrator tells us that he envisions a beautiful, idyllic Paris
            “rising from the abyss” and sees “the evil of this time and of the
            previous time of which this is the natural birth, gradually making
            expiation for itself and wearing out.” Just as the apocalyptic violence
            of the revolution precedes a new society’s birth, perhaps it is
            only in the sacrifice of his life that Carton can establish his
            life’s great worth.
         

      

      
      
         Madame Defarge

         
         Possessing a remorseless bloodlust, Madame Defarge embodies
            the chaos of the French Revolution. The initial chapters of the
            novel find her sitting quietly and knitting in the wine shop. However,
            her apparent passivity belies her relentless thirst for vengeance.
            With her stitches, she secretly knits a register of the names of
            the revolution’s intended victims. As the revolution breaks into
            full force, Madame Defarge reveals her true viciousness. She turns
            on Lucie in particular, and, as violence sweeps Paris, she invades
            Lucie’s physical and psychological space. She effects this invasion
            first by committing the faces of Lucie and her family to memory,
            in order to add them to her mental “register” of those slated to
            die in the revolution. Later, she bursts into the young woman’s
            apartment in an attempt to catch Lucie mourning Darnay’s imminent
            execution.
         

         
         Dickens notes that Madame Defarge’s hatefulness does not reflect
            any inherent flaw, but rather results from the oppression and personal
            tragedy that she has suffered at the hands of the aristocracy, specifically
            the Evrémondes, to whom Darnay is related by blood, and Lucie by
            marriage. However, the author refrains from justifying Madame Defarge’s
            policy of retributive justice. For just as the aristocracy’s oppression
            has made an oppressor of Madame Defarge herself, so will her oppression,
            in turn, make oppressors of her victims. Madame Defarge’s death
            by a bullet from her own gun—she dies in a scuffle with Miss Pross—symbolizes
            Dickens’s belief that the sort of vengeful attitude embodied by
            Madame Defarge ultimately proves a self-damning one.
         

      

      
      
         Doctor Manette

         
         Dickens uses Doctor Manette to illustrate one of the dominant motifs
            of the novel: the essential mystery that surrounds every human being.
            As Jarvis Lorry makes his way toward France to recover Manette,
            the narrator reflects that “every human creature is constituted
            to be that profound secret and mystery to every other.” For much
            of the novel, the cause of Manette’s incarceration remains a mystery
            both to the other characters and to the reader. Even when the story
            concerning the evil Marquis Evrémonde comes to light, the conditions
            of Manette’s imprisonment remain hidden. Though the reader never
            learns exactly how Manette suffered, his relapses into trembling
            sessions of shoemaking evidence the depth of his misery.
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