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Personal Background
Described as “the greatest English novelist,” Charles Dickens is stud-

ied more than any other author writing in English, except for Shake-
speare. While his popularity with critics has fluctuated over time,
Dickens’ works have never lost their appeal for general readers, thanks
to the universality of his writing. He infused his realistic depictions of
society and memorable characters with enough humor and sensitivity
to entertain and satisfy both casual and serious readers.

Charles Dickens was born in Portsmouth, Hampshire, on Febru-
ary 7, 1812, to John and Elizabeth Barrow Dickens. His family moved
several times during his early years and finally settled in Chatham, a
seaport town in southern England, from 1817 to 1822. The Chatham
years were happy ones for Dickens; he attended a good school and
found much in the busy town and open countryside to entertain his
active mind.

In 1822, Dickens’ father’s job transferred the family to London,
where financial problems eventually led to John Dickens being sent to
debtor’s prison in 1824. Although the rest of his family joined his father
in prison, twelve-year-old Charles lived alone and worked at Warren’s
Blacking Factory. Although the experience lasted for only a few months,
it affected him deeply. Images of orphaned children and prisons would
permeate his stories and books throughout his writing career.

After being removed from the factory, Dickens spent the next three
years attending the Wellington House Academy, where he won a Latin
prize. At the age of fifteen, he left school and began working as a solic-
itor’s clerk at the law firm of Ellis and Blackmore. He eventually became
a shorthand reporter in the Doctors’ Commons law courts and then a
parliamentary and news reporter for the Morning Chronicle newspaper.
His years of observing the legal system gave him a familiarity and con-
tempt for the law and politics, which his books echo.

After an unsuccessful courtship of Maria Beadnell, a banker’s daugh-
ter whose parents viewed Dickens’ family and prospects as inadequate,
Dickens turned his attentions to Catherine Hogarth, daughter of jour-
nalist George Hogarth. Dickens and Catherine married on April 2,
1836, and eventually had ten children: Charles, Mary, Kate, Walter,
Francis, Alfred, Sydney, Henry, Dora, and Edward.

Domestically, Dickens eventually became estranged from his wife.
The couple separated in 1858, and Dickens began a relationship with
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actress Ellen Ternan that would last for the rest of his life. In March
1870, exhausted by his hectic schedule of readings and appearances,
Dickens gave his last public reading, stating, “From these garish 
lights I vanish now for evermore.” Three months later, on June 9, 1870,
Dickens died at age fifty-eight from a stroke and was buried in the Poet’s
Corner of Westminster Abbey. He remains one of England’s most pop-
ular authors, and readers throughout the world continue to enjoy his
books and stories.

Career Highlights
In 1833, Dickens started publishing “sketches,” or brief, informal

stories and essays, in the Monthly Magazine and in the Morning Chron-
icle under the pseudonym “Boz.” In February 1836, a collection of his
sketches appeared as Sketches by Boz. Also in February, Dickens received
a contract to write his first novel, a series of 20 monthly installments
called The Pickwick Papers. The popularity of the story of Samuel 
Pickwick and his Pickwick Club increased with each installment; by
the last chapter, the number of copies being sold had grown from 1,000
to 40,000, an exceptional number for the time.

The success of The Pickwick Papers launched a new era in publish-
ing. The concept of publishing a novel in installments was a new one
at the time, but it soon caught on with other authors, including
Anthony Trollope, William Makepeace Thackeray, and Wilkie Collins.
Serial literature benefited the publisher, the reader, and the author
through its affordability and accessibility. Publishers could introduce a
new title for one-twentieth the cost of publishing an entire book, plus
the advantage of selling advertising space in the publication. Mean-
while, readers gained a cheap source of literature and authors received
payment for each installment, rather than waiting for the entire book
to be finished before they could sell it and be paid. Writing in install-
ments worked well for Dickens, and he used this method to publish all
of his major fiction.

From 1837 to 1838, Dickens continued his literary success with
Oliver Twist, a story of an orphan boy’s experiences with the criminal
world of London. He followed that with Nicholas Nickleby (1838-39),
which exposed the abusive nature of Yorkshire boarding schools and
narrated the humorous adventures of a traveling theater company. Vic-
torian audiences made his next book, The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-41),
phenomenally popular—the morality tale of Little Nell roaming the
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countryside with her mad grandfather as they try to evade the malicious
Daniel Quilp enthralled readers and sold over 100,000 copies a week.

However, the Victorian audience did not take to Dickens’ next two
books, Barnaby Rudge (1841) and Martin Chuzzlewit (1843-44). 
Dickens’ first historical novel, Barnaby Rudge dealt with the Gordon
Riots that occurred in England in 1780, and its poorly structured story
resulted in a steady drop in sales. In Martin Chuzzlewit, Dickens
returned to Victorian England as a setting and used the materialism of
the Chuzzlewit family to highlight a theme of selfishness. Martin Chuz-
zlewit received mixed reviews and sales that improved slightly through-
out the course of its publication.

Technically superior to Dickens’ earlier works, with a more cohesive
plot and characters, Dombey and Son (1846-48) signals the beginning
of Dickens’ more mature works. The novel explores the theme of pride
through the story of the Dombeys, a family of wealthy merchants. Dick-
ens followed Dombey and Son with David Copperfield (1849-50), an
autobiographical novel that examines Copperfield’s early hardship and
later rise to prominence through a first-person narrative.

Continuing to build upon his skills, Dickens was not afraid to exper-
iment in his novels. In Bleak House (1852-53), his satire of the chancery
courts and examination of Victorian society, Dickens uses both a third-
person narrative and a first-person narrator to connect the societal per-
spective with a personal one. In his shortest book, Hard Times (1854),
Dickens highlights industrial and educational issues through a moral
fable. Meanwhile, scholars consider Dickens’ eleventh novel, Little Dor-
rit (1855-57), to be one of his most difficult novels. It presents a view
of society as a series of prisons, focusing especially on the oppressive
natures of class privilege and religion.

Remarkably, even as Dickens became a master of his craft and
enjoyed critical and popular success, he never stopped trying new
approaches to telling a story. His second historical novel, A Tale of Two
Cities (1859), recounts the events of the French Revolution. In it, he
experimented with developing the characters through the action of the
plot rather than through dialogue and detailed description.

His next book, Great Expectations (1860-61), focuses on the theme
of corruption and follows the first-person narrative of Pip, a young man
trying to become a gentleman. Unlike David Copperfield, Great 
Expectations examines the coming-of-age process with irony and social
insight. Dickens’ last completed novel, Our Mutual Friend (1864-65),
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deals with the corrupting power of money and the superficiality of soci-
ety through a third-person narrative. His final novel, The Mystery of
Edwin Drood (1870), was left unfinished. Critics continue to debate
whether the story was intended to be a study in the psychology of its
characters or a murder mystery thriller.

Dickens’ novels are his outstanding achievement, but he also wrote
nonfiction articles, two travel books, Christmas stories, and a history
of England for children. Additionally, as he steadily wrote novels, Dick-
ens continued his journalistic career, working as an editor at the peri-
odicals Bentley’s Miscellany and Master Humphrey’s Clock.
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Introduction
Scholars describe A Tale of Two Cities as the least Dickensian of Dick-

ens’ novels, yet it remains one of Dickens’ most widely read books. It
was originally published in weekly installments in All the Year Round,
from April 30 to November 29, 1859. From the book’s inception, it
received mixed critical reviews, but succeeded in capturing the imagi-
nation of general readers through its swift, exciting story and memo-
rable rendering of the French Revolution.

The idea for A Tale of Two Cities originated in two main sources.
Always interested in the interaction between individuals and society,
Dickens was particularly intrigued by Thomas Carlyle’s history, The
French Revolution. He saw similarities between the forces that led to the
Revolution and the oppression and unrest occurring in England in 
his own time. Although he supported the idea of people rising up 
against tyranny, the violence that characterized the French Revolution
troubled him.

Dickens was also drawn to the themes inherent in The Frozen Deep,
a play that Wilkie Collins wrote and in which Dickens acted. In the
play, two men compete for the same woman, Clara Burnham. When
she chooses Frank Aldersley over Richard Wardour, Wardour (played
by Dickens) vows revenge upon his rival, even though he doesn’t know
who his rival is. While on an arctic expedition together, the two men
get stranded. Wardour discovers that Aldersley is his rival, but instead
of leaving him to die, Wardour overcomes his anger and saves Alders-
ley’s life by carrying him to safety. Collapsing at Clara’s feet, Wardour
dies from his efforts while Clara weeps over him. The idea of Wardour’s
heroism and sacrifice strongly affected Dickens, and during the course
of the play, as Dickens notes in the preface to A Tale of Two Cities, he
“conceived the main idea of this story.”

An examination of Dickens’ personal life at the time he decided to
write A Tale of Two Cities also reveals what may have motivated him to
write this particular story. His marriage to Catherine Hogarth had been
deteriorating for years, and in May 1858, they decided to separate.
Meanwhile, he had met a young woman named Ellen Ternan while per-
forming in The Frozen Deep, and began a clandestine relationship with
her that would continue until his death. Additionally, a disagreement
with his publishers at Household Words led to his resignation as editor
and the creation of a new magazine, All the Year Round. Dickens used
A Tale of Two Cities to launch the new magazine, and the themes of
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secrecy and upheaval that run throughout the book may be reflections
of the experiences Dickens was encountering in his own life.

Dickens took a different approach to writing A Tale of Two Cities
than to his previous novels and described the book as an experiment.
Rather than relying upon dialogue to develop characters, Dickens
instead relied upon the plot. Consequently, the characters are defined
by their actions and by their place within the movement of the overall
story. Critics have complained that this technique results in a loss of
Dickens’ strengths in his writing, including his sense of humor and his
memorable characters. They agree, however, that Dickens’ experiment
created his most tightly plotted novel, in which the narrative moves
along quickly and smoothly. The book’s well-conceived structure neatly
blends all of the storylines and characters, so that by the end of the book,
no question remains as to how each element of the book impacts all the
others.

Dickens’ social ideas in this novel are straightforward: the French
Revolution was inevitable because the aristocracy exploited and plun-
dered the poor, driving them to revolt. Therefore, oppression on a large
scale results in anarchy, and anarchy produces a police state. One of
Dickens’ strongest convictions was that the English people might erupt
at any moment into a mass of bloody revolutionists. It is clear today
that he was mistaken, but the idea was firmly planted in his mind, as
well as in the minds of his contemporaries. A Tale of Two Cities was
partly an attempt to show his readers the dangers of a possible revolu-
tion. This idea was not the first time a simple—and incorrect—
conviction became the occasion for a serious and powerful work of art.

Violent revolutionary activity caught up almost all of Europe during
the first half of the nineteenth century, and middle-class Englishmen
naturally feared that widespread rebellion might take place at home.
Dickens knew what poverty was like and how common it was. He real-
ized the inadequacy of philanthropic institutions when confronted by
the enormous misery of the slums. That Dickens turned to the French
Revolution to dramatize the possibility of class uprisings is not surpris-
ing; few events in history offer such a concentration of terrors.

If the terrors of the French Revolution take a political form, the hope
that Dickens holds out in this novel has distinct religious qualities. On
a basic level, A Tale of Two Cities is a fable about resurrection, depicting
the main characters, Doctor Manette, Charles Darnay, and Sydney Car-
ton, as all being “recalled to life” in different ways. The Doctor regains
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his freedom and sanity, Darnay escapes a death sentence three times,
and Carton redeems his soul through sacrifice. By using the theme of
resurrection, Dickens demonstrates that the spiritual lives of all people
depend upon the hope of renewal. Without such hope, as in the case
of Madame Defarge, people lose what makes them human and resort
to violence and cruelty.

In order to convey the significance of revolution and resurrection in
the novel, Dickens relied upon his descriptive skills, which are perhaps
at their best in A Tale of Two Cities. Dickens adeptly portrays the 
horrors of mob violence throughout the novel, leaving the reader with
images of waves of people crashing through the battered gates of the
Bastille; of Foulon with his mouth stuffed full of grass as he is beaten
to death and beheaded; of the hundreds of unruly citizens singing and
dancing wildly around Lucie Manette as she stands alone outside her
husband’s prison. However, Dickens balances these visions of revolu-
tionary terror with images of rebirth and hope, such as Lucie’s golden
hair mingling with her father’s prematurely white hair in the moments
after he first remembers her mother, and Carton’s prophetic vision of
the future as he goes to the guillotine. Although A Tale of Two Cities
lacks the wealth of memorable characters found in other Dickens 
novels, the unforgettable images Dickens creates compensate for this
deficiency.

In the latter half of the twentieth century, critics began to reexam-
ine previous assessments of A Tale of Two Cities based on new trends in
criticism. Biographical critics read the book in terms of the revolution
occurring in Dickens’ life, while psychological critics analyzed the rela-
tionships between fathers and sons and the prison imagery in terms of
Dickens’ childhood. Meanwhile, historical and Marxist critics exam-
ined A Tale of Two Cities as a work of historical fiction and in terms of
political overtones. Although few people champion the book as the best
of Dickens’ novels, critics have given it more respect and increased atten-
tion in recent decades.

Regardless of critical interest in the novel, theatrical and film inter-
pretations of A Tale of Two Cities have fascinated audiences since Dick-
ens first published the book. Various productions have retold the story
of Carton’s sacrifice, including one in which John Barsad saves Carton
from the guillotine. The tale was especially popular with early movie-
goers; five silent films of the book were made between 1908 and 1925.
Since then, two more films of A Tale of Two Cities were made in 1935
and 1957, and the story has been repeatedly adapted for radio and 
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television. Such frequent interpretation by the media, combined with
the large number of students who read the novel each year, demon-
strates that Dickens’ story of revolution, sacrifice, and redemption con-
tinues to captivate modern imaginations. 

A Brief Synopsis

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,” Dickens writes
in the opening lines of A Tale of Two Cities as he paints a picture of life
in England and France. The year is late 1775, and Jarvis Lorry travels
from London to Paris on a secret mission for his employer, Tellson’s
Bank. Joining him on his journey is Lucie Manette, a 17-year-old
woman who is stunned to learn that her father, Doctor Alexandre
Manette, is alive and has recently been released after having been secretly
imprisoned in Paris for 18 years.

When Mr. Lorry and Lucie arrive in Paris, they find the Doctor’s
former servant, Ernest Defarge, caring for the him. Defarge now runs
a wine-shop with his wife in the poverty-stricken quarter of Saint
Antoine. Defarge takes Mr. Lorry and Lucie to the garret room where
he is keeping Doctor Manette, warning them that the Doctor’s years in
prison have greatly changed him. Thin and pale, Doctor Manette sits
at a shoemaker’s bench intently making shoes. He barely responds to
questions from Defarge and Mr. Lorry, but when Lucie approaches him,
he remembers his wife and begins to weep. Lucie comforts him, and
that night Mr. Lorry and Lucie take him to England.

Five years later, the porter for Tellson’s Bank, Jerry Cruncher, takes
a message to Mr. Lorry who is at a courthouse. Mr. Lorry has been
called as a witness for the trial of Charles Darnay, a Frenchman accused
of being a spy for France and the United States. Also at the trial are
Doctor Manette and Lucie, who are witnesses for the prosecution. Doc-
tor Manette has fully recovered and has formed a close bond with his
daughter.

If found guilty of treason, Darnay will suffer a gruesome death, and
the testimony of an acquaintance, John Barsad, and a former servant,
Roger Cly, seems sure to result in a guilty verdict. Questions from Dar-
nay’s attorney, Mr. Stryver, indicate that Cly and Barsad are the real
spies, but the turning point in the trial occurs when Sydney Carton,
Stryver’s assistant, points out that Carton and Darnay look alike enough
to be doubles. This revelation throws into doubt a positive identifica-
tion of Darnay as the person seen passing secrets, and the court acquits
Darnay.
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After the trial, Darnay, Carton, and Stryver begin spending time at
the Manette home, obviously attracted to Lucie’s beauty and kind
nature. Stryver decides to propose to her, but is dissuaded by Mr. Lorry.
Carton confesses his love to Lucie, but does not propose, knowing that
his drunken and apathetic way of life is not worthy of her. However, he
vows that he would gladly give his life to save a life she loved, and Lucie
is moved by his sincerity and devotion. Eventually, it is Darnay whose
love Lucie returns, and the two marry with Doctor Manette’s uneasy
blessing. While the couple is on their honeymoon, the Doctor suffers
a nine-day relapse of his mental incapacity and believes he is making
shoes in prison again.

Meanwhile, the situation in France grows worse. Signs of unrest
become evident when Darnay’s cruel and unfeeling uncle, the Marquis
St. Evrémonde, is murdered in his bed after running down a child with
his carriage in the Paris streets. Although Darnay inherits the title and
the estate, he has renounced all ties to his brutal family and works
instead in England as a tutor of French language and literature.

The Revolution erupts with full force in July 1789 with the storm-
ing of the Bastille. The Defarges are at the center of the revolutionary
movement and lead the people in a wave of violence and destruction.By
1792, the revolutionaries have taken control of France and are impris-
oning and killing anyone they view as an enemy of the state. Darnay
receives a letter from the Evrémonde steward, who has been captured
and who begs Darnay to come to France to save him. Feeling a sense
of duty to his servant and not fully realizing the danger awaiting him,
Darnay departs for France. Once he reaches Paris, though, revolution-
aries take him to La Force prison “in secret,” with no way of contact-
ing anyone and with little hope of a trial.

Doctor Manette, Lucie, and Lucie’s daughter soon arrive in Paris
and join Mr. Lorry who is at Tellson’s Paris office. Doctor Manette’s sta-
tus as a former prisoner of the Bastille gives him a heroic status with the
revolutionaries and enables him to find out what has happened to his
son-in-law. He uses his influence to get a trial for Darnay, and Doctor
Manette’s powerful testimony at the trial frees his son-in-law. Hours
after being reunited with his wife and daughter, however, the revolu-
tionaries again arrest Darnay, based on the accusations of the Defarges.

The next day, Darnay is tried again. This time, the Defarges pro-
duce a letter written years earlier by Doctor Manette in prison con-
demning all Evrémondes for the murder of Madame Defarge’s family
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and for imprisoning the Doctor. Based on this evidence, the court sen-
tences Darnay to death and Doctor Manette, devastated by what has
happened, reverts to his prior state of dementia.

Unknown to the Manette and Darnay family, Sydney Carton has
arrived in Paris and learns of Darnay’s fate. He also hears of a plot con-
trived to send Lucie and her daughter to the guillotine. Determined to
save their lives, he enlists the help of a prison spy to enter the prison
where the revolutionaries are holding Darnay. He enters Darnay’s cell,
changes clothes with him, drugs him, and has Darnay taken out of the
prison in his place. No one questions either man’s identity because of
the similarities in their features. As Mr. Lorry shepherds Doctor
Manette, Darnay, Lucie, and young Lucie out of France, Carton goes
to the guillotine, strengthened and comforted by the knowledge that
his sacrifice has saved the woman he loves and her family.

List of Characters

Doctor Alexandre Manette A doctor from Beauvais, France,
who was secretly imprisoned in the Bastille for 18 years and suffers
some mental trauma from the experience. After being released, he
is nursed back to health by his daughter, Lucie, in England. Dur-
ing the Revolution, he tries to save his son-in-law, Charles Darnay,
from the guillotine.

Lucie Manette, later Darnay A beautiful young woman recog-
nized for her kindness and compassion. After being reunited with
her father, she cares for him and remains devoted to him, even after
her marriage to Charles Darnay.

Charles Darnay A French aristocrat. Darnay renounces his fam-
ily name of St. Evrémonde and moves to England, where he works
as a tutor and eventually marries Lucie Manette. He is put on trial
during the Revolution for the crimes of his family.

Sydney Carton A lawyer who looks like Charles Darnay and who
lives in a fog of apathy and alcohol. His love for Lucie Manette
motivates him to sacrifice his life to save the life of her husband.
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Mr. Jarvis Lorry An English banker. A loyal friend to the Manette
family, Mr. Lorry shepherds the family out of Paris after the Doc-
tor’s release from prison and during the Revolution.

Ernest Defarge The owner of a wine-shop in a Paris suburb.
Defarge is a leader of the Jacquerie (a roving band of peasants) dur-
ing the French Revolution.

Madame Thérèse Defarge A hard, vengeful woman who is
married to Ernest Defarge. Madame Defarge knits a registry with
the names of aristocrats she condemns and later leads the female
revolutionaries in killing and exacting revenge on her enemies.

Miss Pross A forceful Englishwoman who was Lucie Manette’s
nursemaid. She remains Lucie’s devoted servant and protector.

Jerry Cruncher A messenger for Tellson’s Bank and Jarvis Lorry’s
bodyguard. He is also secretly a graverobber.

Mrs. Cruncher Jerry’s wife. A pious woman, she is frequently
beaten by her husband for praying.

Young Jerry Cruncher Jerry’s son, who resembles his father in
appearance and temperament. He assists Jerry at Tellson’s.

C. J. Stryver A boorish lawyer who employs Sydney Carton. Stryver
is Darnay’s defense attorney in England and aspires briefly to marry
Lucie.

Roger Cly A police spy in England who faked his own funeral. He
appears later as a prison spy in revolutionary France.

John Barsad, or Solomon Pross A police spy in England who
becomes a spy in revolutionary France. Recognized as Miss Pross’
brother, he is forced to help Carton save Darnay.

Monseigneur the Marquis A greedy, self-absorbed French aris-
tocrat. He personifies all that is wrong with the upper classes in
pre-Revolutionary France.
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Marquis St. Evrémonde Darnay’s uncle. An immoral, cruel man,
he runs down a child with his carriage and is later murdered by the
child’s father.

Jacques One, Two, Three, and Four Members of the Jacquerie,
the revolutionaries who organize and implement the French Revo-
lution. The name comes from the nickname for peasants.

Théophile Gabelle An agent for the St. Evrémonde family. The
revolutionaries imprison this man during the Revolution for han-
dling some business affairs for Darnay. His letter begging for help
sends Darnay back to France.

Gaspard A peasant. This man murders the Marquis St. Evrémonde
for running down and killing his child.

Road-mender and Wood-sawyer A peasant. This man
becomes a bloodthirsty revolutionist.

Young Lucie Darnay The daughter of Lucie and Charles Darnay.
Madame Defarge threatens her life during the Reign of Terror.

Foulon A callous prison official who faked his own death. He is
hanged and decapitated by a mob after they storm the Bastille.

The Vengeance The grocer’s wife. Turned vicious by the Revolu-
tion, she becomes Madame Defarge’s main companion.

A Seamstress A frightened young woman who is executed with
Carton. She and Carton comfort each other on the way to the 
guillotine.
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Character Map
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Book the First—Recalled to Life
Chapter 1—The Period

Summary
The year is 1775, and life in England and France seems paradoxi-

cally the best and the worst that it can be. The rulers and ruling classes
of both countries may have the best of life, but they are out of touch
with the common people and believe that the status quo will continue
forever.

In France, inflation is out of control and an oppressive social system
results in intolerable and extreme injustices being committed against
average citizens, who believe they have the worst of life. The breaking
point—riotous rebellion—is near, and the populace of France secretly
but steadily moves toward revolution.

Meanwhile, in England, people give spiritualists and the supernat-
ural more attention than the revolutionary rumblings from American
colonists, and an ineffective justice system leads to widespread violence
and crime. While the English and French kings and queens carelessly
ignore the unrest and misery prevalent in their countries, silent forces
guide the rulers and their people toward fate and death.

Commentary
This first chapter presents the sweeping backdrop of forces and

events that will shape the lives of the novel’s characters. From the first
paragraph, Dickens begins developing the central theme of duality. His
pairings of contrasting concepts such as the “best” and “worst” of times,
“Light” and “Darkness,” and “hope” and “despair” reflect the mirror
images of good and evil that will recur in characters and situations
throughout the novel.

England and France in 1775 embody the concept of duality that
Dickens outlines in the first paragraph. Both countries are simultane-
ously experiencing very similar and very different situations. For exam-
ple, both the English and French monarchs—George III and Louis
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XVI, respectively—seem indifferent to the plight of their people and
cannot comprehend any power being great enough to eclipse their
divine right to rule. However, while their attitudes will result in revo-
lutions for both countries, the American revolution occurs an ocean
away, leaving the British infrastructure unscathed and saving the British
population from the massive loss of life and the horrors that will take
place during the French Revolution.

The differences between the two countries become more pro-
nounced when Dickens compares the concepts of spirituality and jus-
tice in each country. In England, people are enthralled with the
supernatural, especially with visionaries and ghosts that communicate
mystical messages. In France, though, people pay attention to religious
leaders out of fear rather than fascination. A man neglecting to kneel
to a distant procession of monks may be condemned to a torturous
death for his transgression. Dickens contrasts France’s harsh justice sys-
tem to England’s lax one. Criminals overrun England: Highwaymen
rob seemingly at will, prisoners revolt against their jailers, and violence
is answered with more violence. When the courts serve justice in Eng-
land, they serve it indiscriminately, with murderers and petty thieves
alike receiving the death penalty.

Glossary
(Here and in the following sections, difficult words and phrases are
explained.)

a king with a large jaw and a queen with a plain face on the throne
of England King George III and Queen Charlotte Sophia.

a king with a large jaw and a queen with a fair face on the throne
of France King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette.

Mrs. Southcott Joanna Southcott (1750-1814), an English religious
visionary.

Cock-lane ghost a poltergeist phenomenon studied by Horace Wal-
pole, Dr. Johnson, and Oliver Goldsmith. People greatly debated
its authenticity.

“a congress of British subjects in America” In January 1775, the
American Continental Congress presented a petition of its griev-
ances to the British Parliament.
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a certain movable framework that is, the guillotine.

highwayman a man, especially one on horseback, who robbed trav-
elers on a highway.

stand and deliver a highwayman’s order to his victims to stand still
and deliver their money and valuables.

gaols British spelling of jails.

turnkey a person in charge of the keys of a prison; warder; jailer.

blunderbusses muskets with a large bore and a broad, flaring 
muzzle, accurate only at close range. 

Newgate a London prison notorious for its inhumane conditions.

Westminster Hall Westminster Hall, located in London, was the chief
law court of England until 1870. 
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Chapter 2—The Mail

Summary
In England, the Dover mail coach makes its way up a hill one late

November night. The foreboding atmosphere of night and mist makes
everyone uneasy—the passengers, the coachman, and the guard. High-
way robberies are common, and the travelers are as wary of each other
as they are of anyone else they might meet on the road.

As the coach reaches the top of the hill, the travelers hear a horse
approaching at a gallop. The rider, Jerry, is a messenger from Tellson’s
Bank in London, and he has a message for one of the passengers, Mr.
Jarvis Lorry, an employee of the bank. Mr. Lorry reads the message,
which states, “Wait at Dover for Mam’selle.” Mr. Lorry tells Jerry to
return the answer, “Recalled to Life,” and the coach continues on its
way. As Jerry gallops back to London, he muses over Mr. Lorry’s mys-
terious response.

Commentary
Like many nineteenth-century authors, Dickens uses atmosphere

and setting to establish the mood of a story, and this chapter exempli-
fies his mastery of the technique. The action of the novel begins with
discomfort and anxiety as the characters slog along the muddy highway
in the dark, damp chill of a late November mist. The threat of highway
robbery that Dickens describes in the first chapter combines with the
misty cold to create a sense of vulnerability and apprehension.

Mr. Lorry serves as a figurative and actual link between France and
England throughout the book. As Dickens reveals in later chapters, Mr.
Lorry is first and foremost a man of business, and his business—
Tellson’s Bank—carries him between England and France. At this point,
though, his current business is a mystery to everyone but himself. 

The messages exchanged between him and Jerry are a puzzle to all
that hear them, especially Mr. Lorry’s response: “Recalled to life.” This
theme of mystery and secrecy will recur repeatedly and will play a 
central role in the unfolding of the plot.

20 CliffsNotes Dickens' A Tale of Two Cities



Glossary
the mail short for “mail coach,” a coach that carried mail and 

passengers.

arm-chest a chest containing weapons.

cutlass a short, curving sword, originally used by sailors.

jack-boots heavy, sturdy military boots that extend above the knees.

“The rider’s horse was blown” The horse was out of breath.

flint and steel Flint is a fine-grained, very hard rock that produces
sparks when struck against a piece of steel. Before the invention of
matches, people used flint and steel to start fires. 
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Chapter 3—The Night Shadows

Summary
As the coach rattles its way toward Dover, Mr. Lorry dozes restlessly,

reflecting upon his mission, “to dig some one out of a grave” who has
been “buried alive for eighteen years.” He envisions what the face of
the man must look like and contemplates how severely the years may
have affected him. Haunted by visions of the man’s face, Mr. Lorry
imagines a dialogue in which he repeatedly asks the man, “I hope you
care to live?” and the man always responds, “I can’t say.” 

Commentary
Continuing the theme of secrecy, Dickens compares Mr. Lorry’s

secret to the inner lives of all people, stating that every person is a “pro-
found secret and mystery to every other.” Dickens uses the passengers
in the coach to demonstrate his point: Although the three men are
traveling a long distance together in very close quarters, they act 
solitary enough to be traveling alone. Additionally, as described in
Chapter 2, the passengers are so bundled up against the cold that dis-
tinguishing any of their features is impossible. Their physical
anonymity, combined with their mistrust of each other due to the
prevalence of robberies, causes the three passengers to completely iso-
late themselves from one another. This concept of mystery and isola-
tion becomes increasingly important as the book progresses and
characters begin to make decisions based upon close-kept secrets.

Also important in this chapter is the introduction of the resurrec-
tion theme. Someone is indeed going to be “recalled to life,” and the
questions raised by such an event haunt Mr. Lorry. “Recalled to Life”
is also the title of Book I of A Tale of Two Cities, which indicates that
the upcoming resurrection is vital to the development of the plot in
this section of the novel. Although you still don’t know who the “dead”
man is or from where he is being resurrected, you do know that he is
somehow central to the plot.
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Dickens symbolically represents the significance of the resurrection
at the end of the chapter when Mr. Lorry awakens at daybreak and looks
out the coach window at a partially ploughed field, a wood, and the sun
rising into the clear sky. His troubled dreams have been dissolved by
the sunrise—a rebirth or resurrection of the sun—and the sun rises to
illuminate a field and a wood—the provinces of Death (the farmer) and
Fate (the woodman) that Dickens introduced in the first chapter. With
this imagery, Dickens suggests that recalling the mystery man to life
will also bring to light the silent forces that are moving France toward
revolution.

Glossary
“Something of the awfulness” Something of the impressiveness.

“Awfulness” here means “inspiring awe” rather than “terrible.”

coach and six a coach drawn by six horses.

alehouse a place where ale is sold and served; tavern.

cocked-hat a three-cornered hat with a turned-up brim.
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Chapter 4—The Preparation

Summary
Mr. Lorry arrives at the Royal George Hotel in Dover in the late

morning. After freshening up, he spends the day relaxing and meditat-
ing on his mission while he waits for the young woman, Lucie Manette,
to arrive. When Lucie arrives, Mr. Lorry introduces himself and pro-
ceeds to divulge the nature of her involvement in his current business
in Paris. Apparently Lucie’s father, Doctor Manette, whom she believed
to be dead, is alive, and has been secretly imprisoned in Paris for the
past eighteen years. The French authorities have recently released Doc-
tor Manette, and Tellson’s Bank is sending Mr. Lorry to identify the
Doctor (who was one of Tellson’s clients) and bring him to the safety
of England. As the Doctor’s daughter, Lucie will be responsible for car-
ing for him and nursing him back to health. The story shocks Lucie;
when Mr. Lorry tries to comfort her, she simply stares at him, gripping
his arm. Concerned by her numbed state, Mr. Lorry calls for help. A
large, red-haired woman runs into the room, shoves Mr. Lorry away
from Lucie and into a wall, and begins yelling at the inn’s servants to
bring smelling salts and cold water.

Commentary
As Mr. Lorry emerges from his room at the Royal George, the curi-

ous servants hover nearby to see what he looks like after shedding his
bulky winter coat and hat. Similarly, Dickens’ readers also wait for 
Dickens to reveal Mr. Lorry and his secret. As Dickens fills in the phys-
ical details of Mr. Lorry’s person, he is signifying that the details of Mr.
Lorry’s character and his mission will also soon be revealed.

What you discover is that, although Mr. Lorry insists that he is sim-
ply a man of business with no more feelings than a machine, he is actu-
ally a kind man who is deeply troubled by the Manettes’ situation. His
concern is apparent in his dreams about digging out Doctor Manette
and in the gentle way in which he discloses to Lucie that her father is
alive; he initially presents her father’s story as the story of an anony-
mous customer to give her time to adjust to the shocking news. Notice,
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however, that although Mr. Lorry’s mission is no longer a secret, the
resolution to one mystery leads to another—why was Doctor Manette
secretly imprisoned?

Glossary
forenoon morning; the part of the day before noon.

drawer a bartender; tapster.

packet a boat that travels a regular route, as along a coast or river, 
carrying passengers, mail, and freight.

Calais a seaport in northern France, on the Strait of Dover; located
across the English Channel from Dover.

claret a dry, red wine, especially red Bordeaux.

linen things made of linen; in this case, shirts.

piscatory flavor a fishy flavor.

horsehair a stiff fabric made from the hair of the mane or tail of a
horse.

Channel the English Channel.

pier glass a tall mirror set on a pier, or wall section, between two
windows.

Beauvais a town in France north of Paris.

pecuniary of or involving money.

compatriot a fellow countryman.

“the privilege of filling up blank forms” members of the French aris-
tocracy could issue warrants for the indefinite imprisonment of
their enemies without a trial.

Grenadier wooden measure a tall, cylindrical measuring cup.

smelling salts an aromatic mixture of carbonate of ammonium and
some fragrant scent used as an inhalant in relieving faintness,
headaches, and the like. 

Critical Commentaries: Book the First — Recalled to Life 25



Chapter 5—The Wine-shop

Summary
A street in the Parisian suburb of Saint Antoine is the scene of chaos

as a crowd gathers in front of a wine-shop to scoop up pools of wine
spilled from a broken cask. When the wine is gone, the people resume
their everyday activities. Left behind, however, are the stains of the red
wine on the street and the people’s hands, faces, and feet, foreshadow-
ing the blood that will be spilled there in later years.

Inside the wine-shop, Monsieur and Madame Defarge converse with
three other men, all called “Jacques.” Monsieur Defarge sends the men
upstairs, to a chamber on the fifth floor. Meanwhile, Mr. Lorry and
Lucie have entered the shop and, after a brief discussion with Monsieur
Defarge, they follow him upstairs to the fifth floor chamber, where the
three Jacques are peering inside through holes in the wall. Monsieur
Defarge unlocks the door, and he, Mr. Lorry, and Lucie enter the room.
Inside the darkened room, they see a white-haired man sitting on a
bench making shoes.

Commentary
Dickens leaves no doubt that the crowd scene in front of the wine-

shop is a glimpse of things to come. The wine soaking into the street
and smearing people’s faces and hands represents the blood that the
people will shed during the violence of the Revolution. To reinforce
that imagery, Dickens goes so far as to have one of the men in the
crowd dip his finger in the muddy wine and write “Blood” on a wall.
As Dickens predicts future violence, he also hints at how hunger, want,
and anger will transform decent, caring human beings into unthink-
ing, bloodthirsty animals. He describes some of the wine drinkers as
having “a tigerish smear about the mouth,” and the residents of Saint
Antoine have a “hunted air” and harbor a “wild-beast thought of the
possibility of turning at bay.” The image of the tiger will appear again
later in the book, as will the vision of an oppressed people losing their
humanity in their anger and quest for revenge.
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This chapter also introduces Monsieur and Madame Defarge, char-
acters that Dickens uses to embody the ideas and emotions of the Rev-
olution. Monsieur Defarge is a man of authority, as shown when he
reprimands Gaspard for writing “Blood” on the wall and in his con-
versation with the three Jacques. Although Dickens describes Monsieur
Defarge as “good-humored-looking,” and Monsieur Defarge demon-
strates kindness and loyalty to Doctor Manette, when considering the
injustice of the Doctor’s imprisonment, Monsieur Defarge becomes “a
secret, angry, dangerous man.”

In the subdued atmosphere of the wine-shop, Monsieur Defarge’s
air of authority and resolution are exceeded only by that of his wife.
Although she doesn’t say much, Madame Defarge communicates secre-
tively with her husband through coughs and facial expressions. She
also seems more hardened than her husband does. While the plight of
Doctor Manette enrages Monsieur Defarge, Therese Defarge remains
unresponsive. When Mr. Lorry and Lucie go with Monsieur Defarge
to see the Doctor, “Madame Defarge knitted with nimble fingers and
steady eyebrows, and saw nothing.” Her eerie calm and concentrated
focus indicate a steadfastness and determination that may in the end
prove more dangerous than the anger growing in the hearts of her hus-
band and the populace of Saint Antoine.

Glossary
lee-dyed soaked with the dregs of the wine.

Jacques the use of the name Jacques to signify French peasants began
in the peasant revolts in 1358. To maintain anonymity and to show
solidarity, rebels called each other by the same name. The network
of rebels using the Jacques appellation is referred to as the Jacquerie.

Notre-Dame “Our Lady”: a famous, early Gothic cathedral in Paris;
the full name is Notre-Dame de Paris.

the window of dormer shape a window set vertically in a sloping
roof.

Critical Commentaries: Book the First — Recalled to Life 27



Chapter 6—The Shoemaker

Summary
The man making shoes works steadily at his bench. Aged and weak-

ened by his long years in prison, he seems to be aware only of the task
at hand—shoemaking—and does not even know that he has been
released from prison. When asked his name, he responds, “One Hun-
dred and Five, North Tower.” When Lucie approaches him, however,
she seems familiar to him, especially after he compares her hair to two
golden hairs that he kept tied in a cloth around his neck. He begins
remembering Lucie’s mother and is confused and troubled when he
hears Lucie’s voice, which sounds like her mother’s voice. Lucie embraces
her father, comforting him as he begins to weep.

Later, Monsieur Defarge helps Mr. Lorry and Lucie to remove 
Doctor Manette from the city. As the coach carrying Mr. Lorry, Lucie,
and Doctor Manette rumbles to the ship that will take them back to
England, Mr. Lorry can’t help looking at the man they have recovered
and wondering if the Doctor will be able to be “recalled to life.”

Commentary
After eighteen years of being physically and mentally removed from

the world, the Doctor has suffered greatly and appears to have lost all
sense of time, place, and self. Despite the fact that he is no longer in
prison, he still seems “buried alive” when you first see him. Both his
mind and body are hidden from view. Even after some light enters the
garret where he works, the Doctor looks more dead than alive, with his
hollow face, withered body, and a hand so thin that it looks transpar-
ent. Similarly, when Monsieur Defarge and Mr. Lorry try to talk to him,
his mind seems starved and wasted to the point of being able to com-
prehend only the most basic questions and to focus solely on his work.

Just as light enters the garret to reveal the Doctor physically, con-
tact with Lucie seems to awaken part of the Doctor’s mind and mem-
ories. The images of light and dark that run through A Tale of Two
Cities are especially apparent in this chapter. As Dickens literally and
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symbolically depicts the resurrection of the Doctor, the Doctor is
drawn out of the darkness of his imprisonment and into the light of
life. For instance, when for a moment the Doctor seems to nearly rec-
ognize Mr. Lorry, Dickens describes his returning blankness of expres-
sion as “a black mist” or as “darkness.” Meanwhile, Lucie’s face mirrors
his fleeting expression of awareness “as though it had passed like a mov-
ing light from him to her.” When Lucie goes to sit next to her father,
his attention falls on her golden hair. He shows her his wife’s golden
hairs that he has kept with him and, concentrating, “turned her full to
the light and looked at her.” Later, when father and daughter embrace,
“his cold white head mingled with her radiant hair, which warmed and
lighted it as though it were the light of Freedom shining on him.” The
warmth and love of his daughter are strong enough to bring Doctor
Manette back from the cold, colorless place his mind retreated to dur-
ing his years of imprisonment.

The melodramatic sentimentality of Lucie’s speeches to her father
somewhat spoil the poignant reunion scene between the Doctor and
Lucie. “Weep for it, weep for it!” she exclaims, and modern readers
struggle not to roll their eyes or laugh aloud. However, keep in mind
that the Victorians greatly enjoyed this type of melodrama, and when
Lucie cried out, “Weep for it,” Dickens’ readers wept.

Glossary
One hundred and five, North Tower Doctor Manette’s designation in

the Bastille.

provender food.

pallet bed a small bed or pad filled as with straw and used directly on
the floor

the box the driver’s seat of a coach.

adieu French for “farewell.”
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Book the Second—The Golden Thread
Chapter 1—Five Years Later

Summary
Five years have passed since Tellson’s Bank sent Mr. Lorry to bring

Doctor Manette back to England. Tellson’s continues to be “the tri-
umphant perfection of inconvenience,” with its old-fashioned dark and
cramped facility lending it an air of respectability and security. Jerry
Cruncher acts as a porter and messenger for the bank, and his son, who
is also called Jerry, often accompanies him. At home before work one
morning, the sight of his wife praying frustrates Jerry. He complains
that she prays against his prosperity and tells her he won’t tolerate it.
After breakfast, Jerry and his son walk to Tellson’s and station them-
selves in front of the bank before it opens. Soon the bank calls Jerry to
deliver a message. Meanwhile, Young Jerry puzzles over the source of
the iron rust that is always on his father’s fingers.

Commentary
Dickens depicts the venerable Tellson’s Bank as being in the busi-

ness of death. Described as dark, ugly, and cramped, Tellson’s boasts
an atmosphere of deliberate grimness and decay. Money, documents,
and valuables that go into Tellson’s for safekeeping are buried in
“wormy old wooden drawers” and acquire “a musty odor, as if they
were fast decomposing” or being “corrupted.”

Just as material goods are buried and decay in Tellson’s, the bank
transforms the people who deal with it as well. The bank hides clerks
who go to work at Tellson’s as young men until they become old. Addi-
tionally, Tellson’s literally sends people to their deaths; the bank iden-
tifies forgers, debtors, counterfeiters, and petty thieves who eventually
go to their graves under the harsh death penalty. Not coincidentally,
Dickens locates Tellson’s next to the Temple Bar, an arched gateway to
the city where the government sometimes displayed the heads of the
executed.
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Jerry Cruncher, the messenger, serves as “the live sign of the house,”
which indicates that he may have something to do with death as well.
Like many of the other characters in the novel, Jerry appears to have a
secret. Some of his physical characteristics and personality traits create
an air of mystery, such as his muddy boots, his rusty fingers, and his
paranoia regarding his wife’s prayers.

Glossary
bank note a promissory note issued by a bank, payable to the bearer

on demand and which can be used as money.

plate tableware, often made of silver or covered with a layer of silver
(plated).

Barmecide room a room in which things are an illusion. Barmecide
was a prince in the Arabian Nights who offered a beggar a feast and
set an empty plate before him.

purloiner a thief.

Whitefriars a dostrict of central London between Fleet Street and the
Temple area where criminals and fugitive debtors lived.

personal board a person’s daily meals.

choused cheated, swindled.

hackney coach a coach for hire, oftentimes a six-seat carriage drawn
by two horses.

laudanum a solution of opium in alcohol or wine used as a painkiller
or sleeping aid, or drunk as an intoxicant.
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Chapter 2—A Sight

Summary
Jerry is told to take a note to Mr. Lorry at the Old Bailey law court

and to stay there until Mr. Lorry needs him. After arriving at the Old
Bailey and giving the doorkeeper the note to deliver to Mr. Lorry, Jerry
makes his way into the crowded courtroom. The court is hearing a trea-
son case, punishable by the grisly sentence of being drawn and quar-
tered. The accused, Charles Darnay, stands quietly and calmly before
the crowd until he catches sight of Lucie and Doctor Manette, who are
witnesses against him. The spectators follow his eyes and are touched
by Lucie’s expression of fear and sympathy for Darnay.

Commentary
Dickens uses the courtroom scene to vilify the British legal system,

with the Old Bailey embodying the uncompromising harshness of the
law. Charles Darnay’s case in particular highlights the bloody nature of
criminal sentences: If found guilty, he will be drawn, half hanged, evis-
cerated while still alive, beheaded, and cut into pieces.

While such a sentence is gruesome in itself, more disturbing is the
avid interest the courtroom spectators take in Darnay’s fate. The man
who describes the sentence to Jerry speaks “with a relish” and the “eager
faces” of the crowd stare at Darnay with an “Ogreish” fascination.
Dickens points out that such an interest in a condemned man is “not
the sort that elevated humanity.” 

As Dickens shows repeatedly throughout the novel, crowds can
bring out the basest natures of people. Interestingly, the one thing capa-
ble of elevating the sensitivities of the crowd is the sight of Lucie
Manette’s concern and pity for the prisoner.

Glossary
Old Bailey London’s historic main criminal court on Old Bailey

Street.
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Tyburn public hangings in London took place at gallows called the
Tyburn Tree until 1783.

pillory a device consisting of a wooden board with holes for the head
and hands, in which petty offenders were formerly locked and
exposed to public scorn; the stocks. 

a trap a hinged or sliding door in a roof, ceiling or floor, which lifts
or slides to cover an opening.

Bedlam the Hospital of St. Mary of Bethlehem, a London insane asy-
lum, where Londoners went to watch the mentally unstable for
entertainment.
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Chapter 3—A Disappointment

Summary
The trial begins with the Attorney-General’s long and often-times

digressive statement of the treason charges against Darnay. Darnay’s
counsel, Mr. Stryver, attempts to discredit the prosecution’s two main
witnesses—John Barsad and Roger Cly—but the turning point in the
trial comes when Stryver’s associate, Sydney Carton, alerts him to the
remarkable physical resemblance between Carton and Darnay. Stryver
dramatically calls attention to the resemblance during the questioning
of another witness for the prosecution, casting doubt onto the man’s
testimony that he saw Darnay waiting for someone in a hotel. Stryver
then concludes the case with witnesses and a summation that paint
Barsad as the spy and traitor and Cly as his accomplice. Darnay, he
states, is an innocent victim whose confidential family affairs caused
him to travel between the two countries. After an hour and a half, the
jury returns with a verdict—Darnay is innocent.

Commentary
Here we see another instance of a man being “recalled to life,” as

Doctor Manette was in Book I. Dickens describes Darnay as being a
dead man, and the crowd, which buzzes like “a cloud of great blue-
flies” would over a dead body, views him as such. The dead man is
saved this time, not by Mr. Lorry or Lucie, but by an unlikely source—
Sydney Carton, the disinterested and disreputable-looking lawyer who
spends most of his time staring at the ceiling. 

Carton’s apparent lack of interest in his surroundings recalls
Madame Defarge’s attention to her knitting; both characters appear to
see nothing, yet the reader senses that they notice more than most.
Carton, for example, not only discerns the striking resemblance
between himself and Darnay, but also observes Lucie’s faint before the
other characters. Such actions suggest that Carton is a more compli-
cated man than his outward appearance initially suggests.
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Glossary
immolate to offer or kill as a sacrifice.

debauched corrupted by drunkenness or sensuality; depraved.
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Chapter 4—Congratulatory

Summary
Doctor Manette, Lucie, Mr. Lorry, and Mr. Stryver congratulate

Darnay on the verdict. After the group disperses, Carton approaches
Darnay and invites him to a nearby tavern for dinner. Once there, Car-
ton’s erratic behavior bewilders Darnay. When Darnay tries to thank
Carton for his assistance in the trial, Carton shrugs off the thanks and
informs Darnay that he doesn’t particularly like him. Despite this dis-
closure, Darnay reiterates his appreciation, pays the bill, and politely
excuses himself. Before Darnay can leave, however, Carton confesses
that he is drinking heavily because, “I am a disappointed drudge . . . I
care for no man on earth, and no man on earth cares for me.”

After Darnay leaves, Carton reflects that, despite their physical
resemblance, the differences between them are great. Darnay embod-
ies what Carton could have been. Carton muses that if he had been like
Darnay, he might have the opportunity of being cared about by Lucie.
Carton finishes his drink and falls asleep on the table.

Commentary
Central to the theme of doubles and mirror-images that runs

through A Tale of Two Cities are the characters of Sydney Carton and
Charles Darnay. The previous chapter established their physical simi-
larities; this chapter establishes the differences in their temperaments.
Where Darnay is polite, composed, and a gentleman, Carton is ill-
mannered, unkempt, and a heavy drinker. Dickens uses the contrast
between the two men to emphasize the degree to which Carton is wast-
ing his life, with Darnay serving as a representation of Carton’s unre-
alized possibilities. Dickens stresses this point in Carton’s moment of
self-reflection in front of the mirror. Contemplating his hostile feel-
ings for Darnay, Carton muses, “He shows you what you have fallen
away from, and what you might have been.” What Carton has fallen
away from is the possibility of a happy life with someone like Lucie
Manette.
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Glossary
Bastille a state prison in Paris that held many prisoners indefinitely

without trial; it was stormed and destroyed (1789) in the French Rev-
olution: its destruction is commemorated on Bastille Day, July 14.

robing room the room where judges and lawyers put on their official
robes.

the reckoning the bill.

winding sheet a cloth in which the body of a dead person is wrapped
for burial; shroud. Also refers to solidified candle drippings, signi-
fying death.
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Chapter 5—The Jackal

Summary
After a waiter at the tavern awakens him, Carton walks from the tav-

ern to Stryver’s chambers. The two work on some cases, with Carton
doing the brunt of the work. When they finish, Carton and Stryver dis-
cuss their school days together and the differences in their fortunes—
how Stryver moved ahead in his profession while Carton remained in
Stryver’s shadow. The discussion turns to Lucie, whom Stryver admires
and whom Carton dismisses as “a golden-haired doll.” With dawn
breaking, Carton heads home, envisioning for a moment how much
richer his life might have been if he had been a man who practiced self-
denial and perseverance. Facing the reality of his empty room, he goes
to bed, falling asleep on a pillow wet with tears.

Commentary
Continuing the development of Carton’s character, Dickens estab-

lishes Carton’s failure to live up to his professional potential by com-
paring him with Stryver. Although the two men went through school
together and have shared similar professional opportunities, Carton
remains the jackal (researcher and assistant) to Stryver’s lion (prominent
lawyer). Carton is undoubtedly more intelligent than Stryver, but he
lacks the ambition and resolve that make Stryver a success. Stryver notes
that Carton seems out of sorts that evening, and indeed, the events of
the trial have obviously stirred up feelings of dissatisfaction in Carton. 

As he makes his way home, the setting reflects Carton’s feelings of
emptiness and unhappiness: “the air was cold and sad, the dull sky
overcast, the river dark and dim, the whole scene like a lifeless desert.”
When he imagines “a mirage of honorable ambition, self-denial, and
perseverance” in which love, life, and hope are all possibilities, Carton
reveals his awareness of his wasted potential. His bitterness toward Dar-
nay and his shortness with Stryver reflect the feelings of regret that
have arisen in him upon seeing the one person he knows could redeem
him—Lucie Manette—and knowing that his choices have put her for-
ever out of his reach.
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Glossary
Bacchanalian propensities a tendency toward drinking alcohol.

the Sessions meetings of legal officials to transact court business.

Hilary Term and Michaelmas the terms during which the courts
heard cases. Hilary Term lasted from January 11-31, and Michael-
mas term lasted from November 2-25.

jackal someone who performs menial tasks for another.

perspective-glass any device that aids a person’s vision, like opera
glasses.
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Chapter 6—Hundreds of People

Summary
Four months have passed since the trial, and Mr. Lorry, Charles 

Darnay, and Sydney Carton have become regular visitors at the
Manettes’ home in Soho, where Miss Pross, Lucie’s governess, also lives.
While there one Sunday, Mr. Lorry and Miss Pross discuss the numer-
ous suitors for Lucie’s hand and the progress of Doctor Manette’s recov-
ery, and Darnay tells a story of a prisoner in the Tower of London who
wrote the word “dig” on a wall. Years later, when workmen found the
old cell, they dug into the floor beneath the inscription and found ashes
of a paper inside a leather case. Doctor Manette reacts badly to this
story, jumping as if startled and looking ill.

Later in the evening, as the group drinks tea and listens to the rain,
they hear the echoes of people’s footsteps from other streets. Lucie shares
a fancy she has sometimes that the echoing footsteps are “the echoes of
all the footsteps that are coming by-and-by into our lives.” Carton com-
ments that by the sound of the footsteps, there will be “a great crowd
coming one day into our lives.”

Commentary
Dickens refers to the Doctor’s imprisonment twice in this chapter,

first in the discussion between Mr. Lorry and Miss Pross and then in
the Doctor’s response to Darnay’s story. Both incidents are reminders
that the reasons behind the imprisonment are still a mystery; the Doc-
tor is keeping secret who imprisoned him and why. The Doctor’s star-
tled response to Darnay’s story indicates that he may have left a clue to
his imprisonment in the cell where he was kept.

Dickens also makes clear to the reader that Lucie serves as the emo-
tional center of the novel. Earlier in the book, he described her as a
“golden thread” running through the Doctor’s life and keeping him
sane. Similarly, in this chapter, Dickens states that “everything turned
upon her and revolved about her,” suggesting that her sphere of influ-
ence extends beyond her father and encompasses all who come in con-
tact with her. Lucie’s effect on people indicates that she is the golden
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thread running through the entire novel. She possesses some quality
that draws people to her and inspires them to be more than they are;
for instance, her father has become more than a shoemaking prisoner,
and Mr. Lorry has become more than a businessman. Similarly, Dar-
nay and Carton both appear to be courting Lucie, demonstrating a
desire to advance their lives from bachelorhood to marriage. As the
book progresses, her influence on them will become evident in increas-
ingly dramatic ways.

Making Lucie—a rather two-dimensional character—so central to
the book may seem strange, but keep in mind that Dickens created
Lucie to be an ideal rather than a real woman. She represents all that
is good in humanity—innocence, kindness, faith, and hope—and she
serves as a touchstone for other characters to find those qualities within
themselves. Her premonition at the end of the chapter that she hears
the echoes of the footsteps of those who will enter their lives, along
with Carton’s statement that crowds of people will be entering their
lives, implies that these higher qualities of humanity will be challenged
in the future.

Glossary
the lower regions the area of a house where servants often resided

and where one could find the kitchen.

sons and daughters of Gaul that is, French men and women.

a fit of the jerks an epileptic seizure.

the Tower the Tower of London, a fortress made up of several build-
ings on the Thames in London, where the English government held
criminals charged with high crimes.

footpad a highwayman who travels by foot.
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Chapter 7—Monseigneur in Town

Summary
A reception at the Parisian suite of Monseigneur, a French lord,

showcases the excesses and superficiality of the French aristocracy. The
Marquis St. Evrémonde angrily leaves the reception after being snubbed
by the other guests and treated coldly by Monseigneur. As his driver
carouses recklessly through the Paris streets, the carriage accidentally
runs over a child. The Marquis shows no remorse for the child’s death,
and when Gaspard, the child’s grief-stricken father, approaches the car-
riage, the Marquis throws him a coin. Defarge emerges from the crowd
to comfort Gaspard, and the Marquis throws him a coin as well. The
carriage begins to move on, and one of the peasants throws a coin back
into the carriage. Angered, the Marquis threatens the crowd and then
drives away.

Commentary
Dickens uses the Monseigneur’s reception to display the extrava-

gances of the French aristocracy and to emphasize how unnatural the
members of the French upper class have become. Aristocrats such as
the Monseigneur have become so immersed in the spectacle of the
“Fancy Ball” that they have lost touch with reality. They place them-
selves at the center of the world, above God and above vocation. The
Monseigneur spurns the supremacy of God, for instance, when he
replaces “the Lord” with “Monseigneur” in the Biblical phrase “The
earth and the fullness thereof are mine, saith the Lord” and when he
removes his sister from a convent in order to gain money through her
marriage to a wealthy member of the Farmer-General. Other aristo-
crats pursue an empty life of posturing and ignorance, especially in
regard to their occupations. Gentlemen had no idea how to be mili-
tary or civil officers, and women of the ruling class cared nothing for
motherhood.

As with other characters throughout the book, Dickens uses physi-
cal appearance to represent the moral qualities of the French nobles.
“The leprosy of unreality” disfigures the people attending the reception.
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Self-absorption and greed similarly disfigure their hearts and minds.
The Marquis St. Evrémonde, with his attractive “face like a fine mask”
that changes to look treacherous and cruel, represents all that is evil in
the French aristocracy.

If the aristocracy does not care about God or about finding mean-
ing in their lives, they certainly will give no thought to the lives of the
lower classes. The incident with the Marquis and the child illustrates
this disregard for the common people. By believing he can pay for a
child’s life like a piece of merchandise, the Marquis reveals himself to
be heartless and supremely arrogant. Meanwhile, the silent challenge
offered by Defarge and Madame Defarge at the scene suggests that the
people’s tolerance for such cruel treatment is near the breaking point.

Glossary
escutcheon the shield on which a family displays its crest.

the merry Stuart who sold it Charles II.

a Farmer-General a member of a rich organization that made a liv-
ing off of high taxes.

Convulsionists members of a religious group with physical practices
similar to the Shakers or the Holy Rollers.

cataleptic having a condition in which consciousness and feeling
seem to be temporarily lost and the muscles become rigid: the 
condition may occur in epilepsy, schizophrenia, and other such
conditions. 

finger post a sign post.

Dervishes members of any of various Muslim religious groups ded-
icated to a life of poverty and chastity. Some dervishes practice
whirling, chanting, and the like as religious acts.

Palace of the Tuileries where the French king and queen lived in
Paris.
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Chapter 8—Monseigneur in the
Country

Summary
As the Marquis travels from Paris to the Evrémonde country estate,

he rides through a landscape of sparse and withered crops. When his
carriage stops in a village near his home, the Marquis questions a road-
mender who claims he saw a man riding under the carriage, but the
man is no longer there. Having alerted the village official, Gabelle, to
be on the lookout for the mystery man, the Marquis drives on. Before
he can reach his estate, however, a grief-stricken woman stops him at
the graveyard and begs him for a marker for the grave of her dead hus-
band. Ignoring her pleas, the Marquis continues on to his chateau.
When he arrives, he asks if “Monsieur Charles” has arrived from 
England yet.

Commentary
The bleak setting through which the Marquis rides testifies that the

irresponsible habits of the ruling class starve the land as much as they
starve the common people. Reminiscent of the spilled wine smearing
the faces and hands of the people of Saint Antoine, the setting sun
bathes the Marquis in a crimson light, symbolically covering him in
blood. Whether the blood represents that of the dying peasants, the
child he just killed, or his own bloody death is uncertain. What is cer-
tain is that, like many other members of his class, the Marquis con-
cerns himself only with his own well-being and can’t be bothered with
the fate of the people who rely upon him for their lives. He is very
interested, for example, in the whereabouts of the man the road-
mender spotted beneath his carriage but is indifferent to the plight of
the widow at the graveyard.
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Glossary
fagged up a steep hill toiled up the hill slowly and strenuously.

the heavy drag a brake used to slow the carriage down as it descended
the hill.

a forest for the chase the wood where hunting took place.

the chain of the shoe a chain beneath the carriage, attached to the
brake.

flambeau a torch.
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Chapter 9—The Gorgon’s Head

Summary
Once inside the chateau, in his elegant private rooms, the Marquis

prepares for supper and awaits his nephew’s arrival. When his nephew—
Charles Darnay—arrives, the two exchange brief formalities and then,
after the servants have left, Darnay tells his uncle that he is renouncing
all ties to his family and to France. Although he is coolly polite, the
Marquis’ dislike for his nephew is apparent. Darnay equally despises his
uncle, and the fear and hatred inspired by the Evrémond name 
troubles him. Before they part, the Marquis asks about Darnay’s rela-
tionship with Doctor Manette and Lucie and then smiles mysteriously.
In the morning, the Marquis is discovered dead—stabbed by a mem-
ber of the Jacquerie.

Commentary
With the murder of the Marquis—a man who represents evil in the

aristocracy—by a representative of the common people, the tension
and momentum build and the reader senses that the Revolution is near.
This uprising is acted out not only in the murder, but also in Darnay’s
rejection of his uncle and his country. Darnay’s real name, the reader
discovers, is Evrémonde, meaning “everyman,” and his ambition is to
fulfill his mother’s dying wish to right his family’s wrongs. Conse-
quently, Darnay can be viewed as the embodiment of the belief in every
man’s right to fairness and justice. When he renounces his family name
and property, the act is as revolutionary as a peasant murdering a lord.

Glossary
the Gorgon’s head in Greek mythology, a Gorgon is one of three sis-

ters with snakes for hair. They are so horrible that a beholder is
turned to stone.

a letter de cachet a document containing a royal warrant for the
imprisonment without trial of a specified person.
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Chapter 10—Two Promises

Summary
A year after the assassination of the Marquis, Darnay has made a life

for himself in England as a tutor of French language and literature. He
has been in love with Lucie since the trial, and he finally decides to speak
to Doctor Manette about his feelings. Darnay tells the Doctor that he
loves Lucie and wishes to marry her. Because he is unsure of Lucie’s feel-
ings for him, Darnay asks the Doctor not to say anything to her unless
she discloses similar feelings for Darnay. In that case, Darnay asks the
Doctor to tell her that Darnay has expressed his love for her and to not
say anything against him. The Doctor agrees, but when Darnay tries to
reveal his real name and background, Doctor Manette stops him and
makes him promise not to divulge the information until the morning
of Darnay and Lucie’s wedding. That evening, Lucie finds the Doctor
hammering at his shoemaker’s bench. When she calls to him, he stops
and makes no mention of his relapse or of Darnay’s visit.

Commentary
The Doctor’s response to Darnay’s declaration of love for Lucie indi-

cates that the Evrémonde family ties may yet have the power to 
disrupt his life. Additionally, Dickens has dropped hints that Darnay
or his family has something to do with the Doctor’s secret. The Doc-
tor has looked at Darnay with dislike, distrust, and fear on occasion,
even though Darnay has done nothing to cause offense. Similarly, the
secret smile that the Marquis wore when questioning Darnay about
Doctor Manette strongly suggests that he knows something about the
Doctor’s history.
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Chapter 11—A Companion
Picture

Summary
The same night that Darnay makes his declaration to Doctor

Manette, Stryver tells Carton that he has decided to marry Lucie. Stryver
feels that he is doing Lucie a favor by making her his wife; she is not
rich, but she is “a charming creature” who will make a nice home for
him. After describing how eligible and attractive he is to women, Stryver
chastises Carton for making himself so unattractive to women. He rec-
ommends that Carton find himself a wife to take care of him, all the
while missing the sarcasm in Carton’s replies.

Commentary
As the title of the chapter (“A Companion Picture”) suggests, the

scene between Stryver and Carton mirrors the scene between Darnay
and Doctor Manette. Whereas Darnay was respectful, humble, and
sincere in his discussion with the Doctor, Stryver is pompous, self-
absorbed, and obnoxious. Stryver’s views of marriage represent the 
traditional Victorian view of marriage, as something done for practi-
cal reasons. Darnay’s desire to wed Lucie stems from a more idealized,
romantic viewpoint. He loves Lucie and only wants her to marry him
if she loves him as well.
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Chapter 12—The Fellow 
of Delicacy

Summary
Having decided to wed Lucie, Stryver heads to Soho to let her know

of her good fortune. On the way, he drops by Tellson’s Bank to share
his marriage plans with Mr. Lorry. Rather than risk making Doctor
Manette or Lucie uncomfortable by receiving a proposal directly from
Stryver, Mr. Lorry suggests that Stryver let him visit the Manettes and
find out if Lucie would accept Stryver’s suit. Stryver agrees, and when
Mr. Lorry returns from Soho, he tells Stryver that he should drop his
suit. However, Stryver has already changed his mind and acts as if the
incident was all a misunderstanding caused by Lucie.

Commentary
Stryver’s sense of self-importance is so great that it physically man-

ifests itself as he shoulders his way through the London streets and
seems to fill Tellson’s already-cramped space. His outraged disbelief
that Lucie would be anything but thrilled by a proposal from him rein-
forces the worthiness of Darnay’s humble courtship. Similarly, Stryver’s
obtuseness highlights Mr. Lorry’s strengths—his diplomacy, his deep
attachment to the Manettes, and his ability to take control of a stress-
ful situation. These strengths will prove invaluable to the Manettes as
the novel progresses. 

Glossary
Vauxhall Gardens London’s first amusement park; the gardens,

located on the south bank of the Thames River, opened in 1660
and closed in 1859. Visitors enjoyed not only the natural setting,
but also food, drink, musical performances, fireworks, and balloon
launches.

Ranelagh a competitor of Vauxhall Gardens, open from 1742 to 1803
and famous for its masquerades.
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Chapter 13—The Fellow of No
Delicacy

Summary
One August afternoon, Carton resolves to reveal his feelings to Lucie.

He tells her that although he is a hopeless case and can never reform,
she revived his old dreams of leading a good life. Lucie suggests that he
may still be able to redeem his life, but Carton states that it is too late;
he knows his nature, and he will only sink lower. However, he wants
her to know how deeply he loves her and that he would freely give his
life for her and anyone she loved.

Commentary
Many characters have secrets in A Tale of Two Cities, but none

reveals itself as painfully as Sydney Carton’s does. He loves without
hope, and his love for Lucie has made him aware of how much poten-
tial happiness he has squandered through his dissolute lifestyle. He tells
her, “I am like one who died young. All my life might have been.” 
Carton’s situation somewhat parallels Doctor Manette’s imprisonment:
As a young man, Carton has buried himself alive with a long, empty
life stretching before him. The strength of his love for a woman gives
him the dream of freedom, but it also torments him because he can-
not have her. Unlike Doctor Manette, however, Carton inflicted his
own imprisonment, and he lacks the strength to recall himself to life.
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Chapter 14—The Honest
Tradesman

Summary
As Jerry Cruncher sits outside Tellson’s Bank, he notices a funeral

procession approaching. People yelling “Spies!” surround the hearse and
the mourning coach, and Cruncher discovers that the funeral belongs
to Roger Cly, one of the spies who testified against Darnay. When the
crowd tries to pull the sole mourner out of his coach, the mourner flees
the scene. The crowd then begins to pull the coffin out of the hearse,
but decides to accompany it to the graveyard instead. Cruncher joins
the unruly procession, which grows larger as it moves along. When the
coffin is finally buried, the mob begins assaulting passersby and 
ransacking businesses until a rumor of the police approaching breaks
up the mob. Meanwhile, Cruncher returns to Tellson’s, stopping at a
surgeon’s on the way.

Later that night, after seeing his wife and son to bed, Cruncher leaves
his house carrying a sack, a crowbar, a rope, and a chain. Curious about
his father’s mysterious nightly activities, Young Jerry follows Cruncher.
Two men join Cruncher as he walks along, and the trio soon reaches
the graveyard. As Young Jerry watches with horror, Cruncher and his
companions dig up a coffin and begin to pry it open. Young Jerry rushes
home, terrified that the coffin is hopping after him, and he awakes the
next morning to find his father beating his mother. As Young Jerry walks
to Tellson’s with Cruncher, he asks his father what a “resurrection man”
is. When Cruncher explains that it is a person who sells people’s 
bodies, Young Jerry pleases his father by saying that he wants to be a
resurrection man when he grows up.

Commentary
Dickens uses the funeral procession to demonstrate how easily a

rowdy crowd can become a destructive mob. The actions of the crowd
turn a solemn occasion—a funeral—into a festive one, with many of
the crowd members not even aware of the cause of the uproar. The
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momentum of the mob has swept them up, and they follow whatever
spontaneous commands they hear. In this way, rational, thinking indi-
viduals become mindless members of a violent entity. For Dickens,
mobs are unstoppable forces, frightening in their inhumanity.

Within the funeral mob, however, one man pursues his own pri-
vate agenda. Jerry Cruncher, the reader discovers, is a resurrection
man—a grave robber—and views Cly’s funeral as a business opportu-
nity. Cruncher’s work as a resurrection man parodies the resurrection
theme that runs through A Tale of Two Cities. Whereas people such as
Doctor Manette or the French peasants metaphorically return from
their living graves through love or revolution, Cruncher literally digs
fresh corpses from their graves to sell to surgeons or medical students.

Glossary
bear leader someone who lead a trained bear from place to place for

money.

public house a tavern or an inn that provided food and drink.

Izaak Walton (1593–1683); the author of The Compleat Angler, a
fishing manual.

resurrection man a man who digs up corpses to sell to surgeons or
medical schools for study.
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Chapter 15—Knitting

Summary
The mender of roads who spotted the man under the Marquis 

St. Evrémonde’s carriage accompanies Defarge to the wine-shop. In the
garret where Doctor Manette stayed, Defarge and Jacques One, Two,
and Three listen to the road-mender describe what happened to 
Gaspard, the man who killed the Marquis. Gaspard, who murdered the
Marquis for running down his child, went into hiding for nearly a year
after the killing. The French authorities recently captured, jailed, and
hanged him, and left his corpse dangling by the village fountain, with
his shadow poisoning the atmosphere of the town.

Monsieur and Madame Defarge later take the road-mender to 
Versailles, where the splendor of the court dazzles him. Caught up in
the emotion of the experience, the road-mender cheers the King,
Queen, and other nobles. The Defarges commend his behavior, feeling
that it will fuel the courtiers’ arrogance and ignorance of the revolu-
tionary movement. Additionally, the Defarges believe that the sight of
such luxury and finery will supply the road-mender with a focus for his
hatred and violence in the future.

Commentary
Gaspard’s tortured death demonstrates how the cycle of violence in

France is escalating: The Marquis killed Gaspard’s child with no regret,
Gaspard retaliated by killing the Marquis, and then the French gov-
ernment hunted down and executed Gaspard. As a result, Madame
Defarge condemns the entire Evrémonde family to death in her regis-
ter. From Dickens’ perspective, violence can only lead to violence, and
an uprising of the oppressed in France is inevitable.

As influential members of the revolutionary movement, the
Defarges represent different aspects of the rebellion. Both are leaders,
but Defarge focuses on organizing the Jacquerie while Madame
Defarge records in her knitted registry the names of people marked for
death. Defarge’s actions so far reveal him to be a man who values fair-
ness and justice. His principles, for example, caused him to risk his life
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presenting a petition to the King to save Gaspard. On the other hand,
Madame Defarge shows little concern for anything but her register of
death. The mender of roads fears her implacable demeanor, and when
he asks her what she makes, she replies, “Shrouds.” While Defarge
seems to be working toward a system that will serve justice and save
lives, Madame Defarge works single mindedly toward a system of
revenge and death.

Glossary
crag a steep, rugged rock that rises above others or projects from a

rock mass.

shroud a cloth used to wrap a corpse for burial; winding sheet. 
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Chapter 16—Still Knitting

Summary
As the road-mender departs for home and the Defarges return to

Saint Antoine, a policeman who is a member of the Jacquerie informs
Defarge to be alert for a new spy in the area, John Barsad. When they
reach the wine-shop, the Defarges discuss the progress of the revolu-
tionary activity. Defarge admits that the slowness of the process makes
him tired and depressed, and he worries that they won’t live to see their
work come to fruition. Showing a rare hint of sympathy, Madame
Defarge acknowledges that laying the groundwork for monumental
change takes a long time. However, she adds that once the Revolution
comes, it will be unstoppable, like lightning or an earthquake.

The next day, John Barsad visits the wine-shop and questions the
Defarges about the unrest in Saint Antoine caused by Gaspard’s execu-
tion. Both Defarges behave as if they don’t know what he’s talking about
and, as Barsad attempts more conversation, Madame Defarge knits his
name and description into her register. Barsad finally provokes an emo-
tional response from Defarge when he mentions that Lucie Manette is
engaged to marry Charles Darnay, the nephew of the Marquis 
St. Evrémonde. After Barsad leaves, Defarge remarks that he hopes des-
tiny keeps Lucie and Darnay from France. Meanwhile, Madame
Defarge knits Darnay’s name into her register next to Barsad’s.

Commentary
The differences between Defarge and his wife make themselves even

more apparent after their return from Versailles. While Defarge shows
a very human weariness with the seemingly endless road of revolution,
Madame Defarge remains unswerving in her commitment to the cause.
She views the movement as a creation process that will produce the
relentless forces of vengeance and retribution. She explains to her hus-
band, though, that “it is your weakness that you sometimes need to see
your victim and your opportunity, to sustain you.” In other words, the
promise of an ultimate fulfillment drives Madame Defarge, while
Defarge thrives on the concrete reality of day-to-day experience.
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The private moment between the couple after their day of indoc-
trinating the road-mender also highlights how completely their revo-
lutionary work has consumed them. Defarge’s depression that they
may not live to see the fruition of their efforts reminds the reader that
the Defarges are childless, and in effect, the Revolution is their child.
Just as Doctor Manette finds new life in his daughter, Defarge hopes
to find a new life for himself and his country through the Revolution.
However, like the aristocratic women, Madame Defarge is an unnat-
ural mother. She works not toward giving life but toward giving death.

The Defarges’ differing focuses on life and death especially emerge
when Barsad discloses the news of Lucie’s engagement and Darnay’s
identity. As Defarge hopes for their sake that they stay out of France
and therefore keep their lives, Madame Defarge coolly knits Darnay’s
name into her register next to Barsad’s, condemning them both to death.

Glossary
Christian name the baptismal name or given name, as distinguished

from the surname or family name; first name.

catechist a person who teaches, especially the principles of a religion,
by the method of questions and answers.
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Chapter 17—One Night

Summary
The night before Lucie’s wedding, she and her father sit outside and

discuss her upcoming marriage. Lucie tells her father how happy she is
and assures him that her love for Darnay will not interfere with their
relationship. Doctor Manette responds by telling her that marriage is a
natural step for her to take and that he is grateful that his imprison-
ment has not shadowed her life as it has his. He relates to her that when
he was in prison he would think of the child he had never known and
wonder what its fate was. No matter what he imagined, though, he
could never have imagined the degree of happiness that Lucie brought
into his life.

Commentary
Dickens juxtaposes the idyllic scene of Lucie and her father with

the previous scene between the Defarges in the wine-shop. Both pairs
take a quiet moment out of their busy lives to assess where their lives
are going. For the Manettes, the future is bright and hopeful, filled
with the promise of love and children. Lucie’s happiness is a triumph
for the Doctor because he has successfully kept his sorrows and hard-
ships from tainting her future. However, the only future the Defarges
look forward to is one of vengeance and retribution. The Doctor notes
that “there was a time in my imprisonment, when my desire for
vengeance was unbearable,” but through Lucie’s care he has overcome
that need for revenge. The Defarges cannot separate themselves from
the desire for retribution and, therefore, know none of the over-
whelming happiness and hope that the Doctor feels.

Glossary
apocryphal of doubtful authorship or authenticity; not genuine.
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Chapter 18—Nine Days

Summary
On the morning of Lucie and Darnay’s wedding, Doctor Manette

and Darnay engage in a private discussion. Afterwards, the Doctor is
very pale but composed. Lucie and Darnay are married and depart on
a two-week honeymoon. Mr. Lorry and Miss Pross escort a subdued
Doctor Manette home. Observing hints of the Doctor’s former mental
incapacity, Mr. Lorry tells Miss Pross that although he must take care
of some business, he will return soon. When he returns, the Doctor has
regressed to his previous state of total absorption in his shoemaking and
appears not to know Mr. Lorry or Miss Pross. The situation continues
for nine days, and Mr. Lorry arranges that neither the Doctor’s patients
nor Lucie and Darnay know about the Doctor’s relapse. Mr. Lorry also
takes an unprecedented leave of absence from Tellson’s to stay at the
Manette home and watch over his friend.

Commentary
Darnay’s disclosure of his name and background to Doctor Manette

seems to have confirmed the Doctor’s fears of his son-in-law’s family
connections. Although the Doctor has been healthy physically and men-
tally for many years, his relapse reveals that he can still be deeply hurt
by his past. His vulnerability heightens the sense of foreboding sur-
rounding the entire family. The reader knows that the Defarges have
identified and registered Darnay; in fact, the revolutionaries have con-
demned the entire Evrémonde line, including any children that result
from Darnay and Lucie’s marriage. 

Glossary
chaise any of several kinds of lightweight carriage used for leisure,

having two or four wheels and drawn by one or two horses. Some
have a collapsible top.
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Chapter 19—An Opinion

Summary
On the tenth morning, Doctor Manette awakens fully recovered

and unaware that anything unusual has transpired. Mr. Lorry tactfully
conveys to the Doctor what has happened and asks what caused the
relapse and how it can be prevented. The Doctor explains that he
expected the relapse, which was caused by the revival of certain mem-
ories. He believes that the worst is over and doubts that another relapse
could occur; if one did, it would most likely result from an intense expe-
rience that revived those same memories.

Mr. Lorry also questions the wisdom of keeping the shoemaking
bench and materials, pointing out that their presence reminds the 
Doctor of the past that has caused him so much pain. Uneasily agree-
ing, Doctor Manette requests that Mr. Lorry dispose of the bench and
tools without him. Therefore, Mr. Lorry and Miss Pross bury the tools
and burn the shoemaking bench after the Doctor leaves to join Lucie
and Darnay on their trip.

Commentary
One of the criticisms of A Tale of Two Cities is that it lacks the char-

acters of depth and complexity that one usually associates with Dick-
ens’ novels. However, Doctor Manette is perhaps the one exception to
this criticism. In his conversation with Mr. Lorry, he displays the mul-
tifaceted nature of his character, ranging from a loving father to a capa-
ble professional to a nervous victim. Although troubled by his relapse,
he seems more confident in its wake, possibly because he knew Dar-
nay’s revelation might trigger a relapse and he now believes nothing
else is likely to cause it to happen again. His insistence that he is not
overworked and needs to work in order to balance his mind displays
a self-knowledge that is especially impressive in light of the complete
lack of self-awareness that he exhibited when Mr. Lorry first observed
him in the Paris garret.
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Interestingly, his self-assurance flags only when Mr. Lorry brings up
the issue of the shoemaking materials. Instantly he changes from confi-
dence to nervous fidgeting and avoiding Mr. Lorry’s gaze. As Doctor
Manette explains his attachment to the bench and tools, he exposes the
reality and the horror of solitary imprisonment: “. . . it relieved his pain
so much, by substituting the perplexity of the fingers for the perplexity
of the brain, and by substituting, as he became more practised, the inge-
nuity of the hands, for the ingenuity of the mental torture. . . .” In other
words, the bench and tools represent a refuge into which his mind can
escape when faced with the remembrance of his agony of isolation.

Glossary
sagacity the quality or an instance of being sagacious; penetrating

intelligence and sound judgment; wisdom.

“guineas, shillings, and bank-notes” forms of British currency.
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Chapter 20—A Plea

Summary
Soon after Lucie and Darnay return from their honeymoon, 

Carton visits them. He takes Darnay aside and, in an unusually sincere
tone, asks for Darnay’s friendship and apologizes for his rudeness after
the trial. Darnay is casual about the apology, but assures Carton that
he has forgotten any past offences. Carton then asks permission to visit
the family occasionally, and Darnay grants it. Later that evening, after
Carton leaves, Darnay comments on Carton’s irresponsible nature, 
causing Lucie to reprimand him and ask that he show Carton more
consideration in the future.

Commentary
Carton’s apology to Darnay and his request to visit the family show

his respect for Darnay’s new place in Lucie’s life and his desire to remain
a peripheral part of the family’s life. His sincerity and earnestness in
speaking to Darnay echo the tone he took in speaking to Lucie before
her marriage, indicating that he is revealing the real Carton to Darnay.
However, Darnay lacks Lucie’s sensitivity and compassion and fails to
perceive the difference in Carton’s manner. When Darnay talks about
Carton as “a problem of carelessness and recklessness,” Dickens adds
that he is speaking of Carton “as anybody who saw him as he showed
himself.” While this statement may seem like a defense of Darnay’s
remarks, it actually comments on Darnay’s inability to “see” Carton’s
real self, even after Carton has shown it to him. In the end, Darnay
receives a glimpse of Carton’s worthiness through Lucie’s vision of him.
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Chapter 21—Echoing Footsteps

Summary
Eight years have passed, and the year is 1789. Darnay continues to

prosper, and he and Lucie have had two children—a daughter named
Lucie and a son who lived several years before he died. Both children
have been especially fond of Carton, who visits a few times each year.
Carton continues to work for Stryver, who has married a widow with
three sons. Time passes peacefully for the group in England while tur-
moil in France seems like “a dreadful sea rising.” Problems in France
begin to encroach upon the lives of those in England when Mr. Lorry
appears at the Manette-Darnay home one night, tired and irritable after
a long day at Tellson’s. Unrest in France has caused a run on the Paris
branch of Tellson’s Bank.

Meanwhile, in France, the residents of Saint Antoine arm themselves
with every type of weapon imaginable and begin to mass in the streets,
and the Defarges lead the crowd in an attack on the Bastille. Once inside
the prison, Defarge goes to Doctor Manette’s old cell and searches it for
something. Afterward, Defarge joins a group escorting the prison’s gov-
ernor to the Hotel de Ville. On the way there, the crowd attacks the
governor and beats him to death, and Madame Defarge cuts off his
head. In the course of the turmoil, the revolutionaries rescue seven pris-
oners from the Bastille and put the heads of seven guards on pikes.

Commentary
Dickens contrasts the calm of life in Soho with the turbulence in

Saint Antoine. Time has passed quietly for Lucie and her family, but
Mr. Lorry’s agitated visit indicates that their time of tranquility is over.
Mr. Lorry seems to anticipate trouble when he tells the Doctor, “these
hurries and forebodings by which I have been surrounded all day long,
have made me nervous without reason.” The “hot, wild night” reflects
his restlessness, and as a literal storm takes place in England, a storm of
violence rises in France.
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The storming of the Bastille, which occurred on July 14, 1789,
began the French Revolution, and Dickens blends history with fiction
in his recreation of the event. The revolutionaries did kill and behead
seven guards as well as the governor of the Bastille, De Launay. They
also freed seven bewildered prisoners. For the sake of the story, though,
Dickens places the Defarges at the center of the incident, with Defarge
coordinating the tactical aspects of the attack and Madame Defarge
leading the women in a frightening display of bloodlust. 

Additionally, the violence and chaos of mobs that Dickens has
hinted at previously in the novel explode here with full force. He
describes the mob as “a whirlpool of boiling waters,” a “raging sea,”
and a “howling universe of passion and contention.” For Dickens, the
mob is a potent force that is mindless, heartless, and inescapable.

Glossary
a run of confidence a large number of customers withdrawing their

money from a bank.

musket a smoothbore, long-barreled firearm, used especially by
infantry soldiers before the invention of the rifle.

pikes weapons formerly used by foot soldiers, consisting of a metal
spearhead a long wooden shaft. 
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Chapter 22—The Sea Still Rises

Summary
A week after the fall of the Bastille, the revolutionaries learn that

Foulon, a hated official who they thought was dead, is alive and has
been captured. Apparently Foulon, who had said that starving people
could eat grass, faked his death in order to escape the revolutionaries.
Upon learning that Foulon is being held at the Hotel de Ville, Madame
Defarge leads a mob to the hotel. With the help of the Defarges, The
Vengeance (Madame Defarge’s assistant), and Jacques Three, the mob
seizes Foulon, stuffs his mouth with grass, and then hangs him from a
lamp post. After he dies, they behead him and put his head on a pike.
The crowd then captures Foulon’s son-in-law, who has ridden into Paris
under heavy guard. The mob kills him and places his head and heart
on pikes. The men and women of the mob return to their homes that
night, still hungry but happy and hopeful for the future.

Commentary
The violence in Paris continues as Dickens again fictionalizes his-

torical events. Joseph-Francois Foulon was an actual person who
orchestrated his own funeral and was later killed in the way Dickens
describes. His mock funeral and subsequent capture conveniently tie
in to the resurrection theme found throughout A Tale of Two Cities. In
describing Foulon, Dickens is sympathetic. Foulon is an elderly
“wretched old sinner” who continues “entreating and beseeching for
mercy” as the crowd drags him through the streets.

The mob, however, has no mind to understand mercy. Dickens
depicts the process of people being transformed by the mob, stressing
the change taking place in the women, who he believes should be the
moral center of society. He describes the women as “a sight to chill the
boldest” as they “lashed into blind frenzy, whirled about, striking and
tearing at their own friends until they dropped into a passionate
swoon.” 
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Madame Defarge is especially disturbing, for she is the one woman
who seems to keep her sense of self. As she plays a game of cat and
mouse with Foulon, she watches him “silently and composedly” as he
begs for mercy. Her behavior here demonstrates her heartlessness and
potential for cruelty, preparing us for her ruthlessness in Book III.
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Chapter 23—Fire Rises

Summary
One July day, a stranger approaches the road-mender and asks for

directions to the Evrémonde chateau. That night, four figures set fire
to the chateau and the villagers watch it burn, making no effort to put
it out despite the pleas of servants from the chateau. Excited by the
destruction of the chateau, the villagers threaten Gabelle, the local tax
collector, who hides on his roof while the villagers pound on his door. 

Commentary
The rebellion begun in Paris is spreading to the countryside.

Although Dickens despises mob violence, he recognizes that the abuses
of the upper classes brought the country to the point of revolution,
saying “Monseigneur as a class had, somehow or other, brought things
to this.” Dickens also continues his depiction of the Revolution as a
force of nature when he describes the four members of the Jacquerie
who set fire to the chateau as “East, West, North, and South.” Rather
than giving them names and personas, Dickens has assigned them
directions. This technique conveys a sense that the revolutionaries are
the “red-hot wind” blowing in every direction to raze all vestiges of the
aristocracy.

Glossary
“wore a red cap now, in place of his blue one” French revolution-

aries wore red caps.

sacristan a person responsible for the ceremonial equipment in a
church.

tocsin an alarm bell.
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Chapter 24—Drawn to the
Loadstone Rock

Summary
Three more years have passed, and the French Revolution has suc-

ceeded in removing the royalty and aristocracy from power. France is
still unsettled, however, and many members of the French upper classes
who have fled to England use Tellson’s as an information hub. One after-
noon at Tellson’s, Darnay and Mr. Lorry discuss Mr. Lorry’s impend-
ing trip to France, where he will manage Tellson’s Paris office and try
to salvage some property and papers for Tellson customers. Amidst the
activity in the bank, Stryver loudly commiserates with French nobles.
When a letter for the Marquis St. Evrémonde surfaces, several French-
men and Stryver make disparaging comments about the current Mar-
quis St. Evrémonde, unaware that they are speaking of Darnay. Darnay
offers to deliver the letter to the Marquis. When Darnay reads the let-
ter, he is troubled to find it is from Gabelle, who has been imprisoned
for acting as Darnay’s steward. Feeling guilty about Gabelle’s impris-
onment and about leaving some matters unfinished, Darnay resolves
to go to France. Idealistically, he even imagines that he might be able
to calm some of the revolutionary fervor. Consequently, he writes let-
ters explaining the situation to Lucie and Doctor Manette and then
departs for France alone.

Commentary
Although Darnay’s secret departure from England for France where

revolutionaries regularly imprison and kill aristocrats may seem fool-
ish, he is acting in accordance with his nature. Darnay embodies jus-
tice and duty, and although he is devoted to his family, his sense of
responsibility forbids him to turn his back on Gabelle or on his coun-
try. Additionally, Darnay remains unaware of some of the dangers, such
as Madame Defarge’s register, awaiting him. Because he has renounced
his property and name, he thinks of himself as a common man. He
does not realize, however, that the revolutionaries in France still view
him as the Marquis St. Evrémonde, an aristocrat who deserves to die.

Critical Commentaries: Book the Second — The Golden Thread 67



As Darnay’s fate draws near, Dickens revisits the themes of resur-
rection and being buried alive. For instance, Darnay leaves for France
to recall Gabelle, who could be executed any time, to life. Meanwhile,
by going into the turbulent climate of revolutionary France, Darnay
is effectively burying himself alive.

Glossary
Sardanapalus’s luxury Sardanapalus (also known as Assurbanipal)

was an Assyrian king renowned for his lavish lifestyle.

Prison of the Abbaye a prison in Paris that held many aristocrats dur-
ing the French Revolution.

the Loadstone Rock a rock containing loadstone (or lodestone), a
naturally magnetic mineral. 
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Book the Third—The Track of a Storm
Chapter 1—In Secret

Summary
Charles Darnay travels through France to Paris, encountering bands

of revolutionaries in every village along the way who condemn him as
an aristocrat and emigrant and allow him to continue on only because
of his letter from Gabelle. A decree has passed, he learns, that sells all
the property of emigrants and condemns them to death. Eventually he
is forced to take an escort of two men with him. Once he arrives in
Paris, a prison tribunal declares him a prisoner “in secret” of La Force
prison. Defarge escorts Darnay to the prison and Darnay asks him to
notify Mr. Lorry of his imprisonment. Defarge refuses. When Darnay
enters the prison, the other prisoners all seem like ghosts to him. The
other prisoners express their pity that he is “in secret” (Darnay doesn’t
know what this means). Darnay is taken to a small cell where he is
locked up alone. He cannot help being reminded of Doctor Manette
and thinking of Lucie.

Commentary
One thing on which the critics agree is that A Tale of Two Cities is

masterfully plotted and structured. Dickens’ genius becomes more and
more apparent in the novel’s third book, as the various story lines merge
and the characters’ lives intersect. Dickens gives the novel a circular
feel as Darnay’s journey and imprisonment seem to repeat events that
have taken place before. His journey, for instance, parallels Mr. Lorry’s
trip to France in Book I. In both cases, each man travels secretly from
England to release an innocent man from prison. However, where
Defarge assisted Mr. Lorry, he imprisons Darnay.

Like Doctor Manette, Darnay has been locked away “in secret,” with
no chance of contacting family or friends and no hope of a trial. Addi-
tionally, as Darnay enters the prison and momentarily mingles with the
other prisoners, he seems to be buried alive, as the Doctor once was. To
him, the other prisoners appear as ghosts “all turning on him eyes that
were changed by the death they had died in coming there.” When he
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is taken to his cell, confined alone, he thinks, “Now I am left, as if I
were dead.” Darnay is now like a dead man, whose only hope is to be
recalled to life somehow.

Glossary
dragoon trot the pace of a mounted military unit.

eventide evening.

farrier a person who shoes horses.

ambuscade ambush.

La Force a prison in Paris.

wicket a grated window in a door.
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Chapter 2—The Grindstone

Summary
Mr. Lorry is troubled by the violence in the city as he sits in his

rooms at the Paris branch of Tellson’s Bank. Suddenly, Lucie and 
Doctor Manette rush into the room, and Lucie frantically tells him that
the revolutionaries have taken Charles prisoner. A mob enters the court-
yard outside and begins sharpening its weapons on a large grindstone
there. Encouraging Lucie to be calm, Mr. Lorry sends her into another
room and informs Doctor Manette that the mob is butchering the pris-
oners of La Force. As a former inmate of the Bastille, Doctor Manette
has some influence with the revolutionaries, so he leaves to try to save
Darnay’s life. 

Commentary
Dickens again dramatizes the horrors of mob violence, but this time

with a twist: Doctor Manette is able influence the mob to do some
good. Describing the scene at the grindstone as a vision of hell, 
Dickens depicts the mob members as savages and demons who work
in a “wicked atmosphere” of “gore and fire.” Their bloody, sweaty faces
are “horrible and cruel,” and the red of blood and fire is reflected “in
their frenzied eyes.” The sight terrifies Mr. Lorry, but Doctor Manette,
whom the reader has seen when lost and demented, simply smiles “a
cool bold smile” and goes down to the crowd. With his white hair and
calm demeanor, the Doctor is god-like in his ability to walk through
the mob unharmed, “put[ting] the weapons aside like water.” His years
as a prisoner have become a source of strength rather than weakness.
As a former prisoner, he is a hero, and as a hero, he can rescue his
daughter’s husband from a living death, just as she rescued him.

Glossary
the Gazette an English government publication that listed bankruptcy

announcements.
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Chapter 3—The Shadow

Summary
Despite his personal devotion to Lucie and her daughter, Mr. Lorry

recognizes as a businessman that keeping the family of a La Force pris-
oner at Tellson’s could endanger the bank. Consequently, he finds a
nearby apartment for them and leaves Jerry Cruncher there to protect
them. The day drags on with no word from Doctor Manette. Finally,
that evening, Monsieur Defarge delivers a message to Mr. Lorry from
the Doctor, which states that Darnay is safe for the moment and that
Defarge has a note from Darnay to Lucie. As Mr. Lorry takes Defarge
to see Lucie, Madame Defarge and The Vengeance join them. Defarge
explains that the women want to see Lucie and her child so that they
can identify and protect her, should the need arise. After reading the
message from her husband, Lucie thanks Madame Defarge and begs
her to help Darnay. Madame Defarge responds coldly to Lucie’s
entreaties. When Miss Pross and young Lucie present themselves to
Madame Defarge, she barely notices Miss Pross, focusing instead on
young Lucie and casting a literal and figurative shadow on both Lucie
and her daughter.

Commentary
Although the news from Doctor Manette is hopeful, the menacing

presence of Madame Defarge offsets it. Defarge’s discomfort with the
interview is apparent in his reserved manner and especially when
Madame Defarge catches him worriedly biting his fingernail. Madame
Defarge, on the other hand, is as cold and pitiless as ever, and the reader
gets the feeling that the names and descriptions of Lucie and her daugh-
ter will shortly appear knitted into the register.

Madame Defarge’s cold confidence causes her to make an error in
judgment, however. She underestimates Lucie. Throughout the book,
Dickens has shown Lucie and Madame Defarge to be opposites: Lucie
represents love and compassion, while Madame Defarge represents
revenge and retribution. For Dickens, Lucie encompasses all that is
ideal in a woman—her morality, her kind heart, her domesticity, and
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her success as a wife and mother. On the other hand, Madame Defarge
exemplifies the ultimate “unnatural” woman, foregoing all of the ideal
qualities Lucie exhibits in order to devote her life to hatred and
vengeance. What Madame Defarge cannot predict or understand is
the degree of loyalty and power that Lucie commands through her lov-
ing and generous heart.
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Chapter 4—Calm in Storm

Summary
After four days, Doctor Manette finally returns from the prison. He

tells Mr. Lorry how he tried to influence the court tribunal to free his
son-in-law, but only secured a guarantee of Darnay’s safety. He also
recounts the erratic behavior of the mob, which one minute would vio-
lently attack condemned prisoners and the next minute would exuber-
antly cheer the freeing of other prisoners. Feeling strong in his power
as a Bastille survivor, Doctor Manette is confident that he will be able
to free Darnay. Despite the Doctor’s efforts, though, Darnay remains
in prison for a year and three months. In the meantime, the Doctor
becomes well known throughout Paris and gains status as the inspect-
ing physician for three prisons.

Commentary
Darnay has been imprisoned at one of the most dangerous times in

the Revolution for political prisoners. In September 1792, revolution-
aries killed between 1,110 and 1,400 prisoners, about half of Paris’ prison
population at that time. Without Doctor Manette’s influence, Darnay’s
captors almost surely would have killed him. The year that passes takes
France into the Reign of Terror and places the Manette and Darnay fam-
ily in the heart of the most violent period of the Revolution.

Dickens deliberately chose the timing of the story to correspond
with the September Massacres and the Reign of Terror. By doing so,
he is preparing a face-off between the forces of love and the forces of
hate. He positions the Doctor, Darnay, and Lucie, who are bound by
faith and love, against mobs motivated by violence and vengeance. His
technique may seem dramatic, but it is good storytelling—it builds
suspense and allows his characters to evolve and shine in ways they
never could have if they had remained in their quiet Soho home.

Dickens’ allusion to the dechristianization movement that was occur-
ring at this time is also significant. In an attack on the Catholic reli-
gion, the new government stated that the only religion of France was
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the religion of liberty and equality. As a result, the French vandalized
churches, forced priests to marry, and renamed the Notre-Dame cathe-
dral as the “Temple of Reason.” Dickens refers to the dechristianization
trend when he mentions the “Year One of Liberty” and the people’s
worship of the guillotine instead of the cross. He sees the devil in such
changes, stating that “the deluge of the Year One of Liberty” was “ris-
ing from below, not falling from above,” and referring to the guillotine
as “a toy-puzzle for a young Devil.”

By naming the executioner Samson, a name from the Old Testa-
ment, Dickens indicates that the people of France are living by the
vengeful law of the Old Testament—an eye for an eye, and a tooth for
a tooth. They have turned away from the cross, the symbol of the New
Testament, which teaches the Golden Rule—love thy neighbor. Addi-
tionally, in replacing the cross with the guillotine, the revolutionaries
have transferred their faith from resurrection and redemption to ret-
ribution and death.

Glossary
Year One of Liberty the new government of France created a new cal-

endar, based on the inception of the French Republic in 1792 rather
than on the birth of Christ. Consequently, 1792 was Year One.

the head of the king. . .the head of his fair wife Louis XVI was exe-
cuted on January 21, 1793. His wife, Marie Antoinette, was exe-
cuted on October 18, 1793.
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Chapter 5—The Wood-Sawyer

Summary
Throughout Darnay’s imprisonment, Lucie goes to the prison for

two hours each day hoping that her husband will be able to see her. The
spot where he might view her, however, is next to a woodcutter’s house.
The woodcutter, formerly the road-mender, torments Lucie by pre-
tending to saw off her and her daughter’s heads; Lucie gives him money
to leave her alone. One day, a wild mob comes dancing down the street
and surrounds a frightened Lucie. As it moves on, Doctor Manette tells
Lucie to blow Darnay a kiss because Darnay is watching. As she does
so, Madame Defarge walks by and greets them. The Doctor tells Lucie
that Darnay’s trial is scheduled for the next day.

Commentary
Lucie’s love and compassion distinguish her from the other char-

acters, but she also exhibits remarkable courage in the face of fright-
ening circumstances. Her love for Darnay prompts her to stand on an
isolated street every day, regardless of weather and despite the anxiety
the woodcutter must cause her. She deals with his crude nature intel-
ligently; rather than avoiding him, she speaks to him and gives him
money. Similarly, her response to the crowd whirling around her is not
to shriek or swoon, but to shade her eyes and explain that such dis-
plays of madness make her fear for her husband’s safety. By giving Lucie
exceptional courage and selflessness, Dickens creates a character who
is admirable enough to justify the devotion she inspires in others. The
reader’s belief that Lucie is worthy of deep attachment and sacrifice is
vital to the plausibility of the plot.

Glossary
the Carmagnole a dance popular during the French Revolution.

the Conciergerie a prison in the Palais de Justice where many pris-
oners sentenced to die by the guillotine spent their last days.
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Chapter 6—Triumph

Summary
At the trial the next day, Darnay offers an articulate and well-planned

defense of himself. However, the jury remains unconvinced of his inno-
cence until Doctor Manette and Mr. Lorry testify on his behalf. The
court spectators who called for Darnay’s head at the beginning of the
trial cheer wildly when the jury votes to free him. As the crowd swarms
around Darnay and carries him home, the rapid change in his situation
bewilders him. When he reaches home, he embraces Lucie and his
daughter, and he and Lucie pray together in thanks. Afterward, Lucie
embraces her father, who is proud of what he has accomplished.

Commentary
The image of Lucie’s head on her father’s breast brings the reader

full circle in the story of the father and daughter. Just as she dug him
out of his mental prison, he has unearthed her husband from his prison.
Darnay has been “resurrected,” just as the Doctor was. However, the
family’s happiness must be fleeting; regardless of the innocent verdict,
Madame Defarge has indelibly recorded Darnay’s name in her register.
Dickens shows the reader Madame Defarge, sitting in the front row
“with a spare piece of knitting under her arm as she worked.” That spare
piece of knitting is undoubtedly the portion of the register that con-
tains Darnay’s name. Although the jury has declared Darnay innocent,
one day’s verdict does not mean he is safe. Dickens repeatedly has
emphasized the changeable nature of the populace, even at Darnay’s
trial. Just as the tide of opinion shifted from bloodlust to intense sup-
port, a word from Madame Defarge can swing the tide back again.
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Chapter 7—A Knock at the Door

Summary
Although the Doctor voices confidence in the validity of Darnay’s

release, Lucie remains fearful for her husband’s safety. As the family
enjoys a quiet evening together, Miss Pross leaves on a shopping expe-
dition with Jerry Cruncher. Soon afterward, four rough men pound on
the door and enter the apartment. They inform Darnay that he is a pris-
oner again, based on accusations from three people: Monsieur and
Madame Defarge and someone else whom they refuse to name. 
Darnay’s new trial will take place the next day.

Commentary
Darnay’s re-arrest realizes Lucie’s fears. Although the rough men

name both Defarges as accusers, the reader knows that Madame Defarge
must be the person primarily responsible. One may wonder why
Madame Defarge allowed Darnay to be freed only to have him arrested
again that same day. Dickens foreshadowed this move at the killing of
Foulon, when Madame Defarge stayed close to Foulon in the mob and
let him go before snatching him back again, like a cat with a mouse.
Similarly, she allowed Darnay to experience a moment of freedom
before sending him back to almost certain death. This behavior is the
hallmark of cruelty, for it tortures the victim with a glimpse of what he
wants the most, making him realize how much he is losing. Madame
Defarge’s action reveals the depths of her ruthlessness.

Glossary
dumb lacking the power of speech; speechless.
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Chapter 8—A Hand at Cards

Summary
As Miss Pross and Jerry Cruncher enter a wine-shop, Miss Pross

screams at the sight of a man about to leave whom she recognizes as her
brother, Solomon Pross. Nervous about the attention Miss Pross is
drawing to him, Solomon tells her to be quiet, and they leave the shop.
Cruncher follows, trying to remember where he’s seen the man before.
When they reach a dark street corner, Sydney Carton, who has recently
arrived in Paris, joins them and identifies Solomon Pross as John Barsad,
the police spy from Darnay’s trial in England. Carton states that Barsad
is now a prison informer and threatens Barsad into going to Tellson’s
with him. Jerry accompanies the two men after they take a distraught
Miss Pross to her home.

At Tellson’s, Carton informs Mr. Lorry that Darnay has been arrested
again and that Doctor Manette was helpless to prevent it. Carton then
proceeds to intimidate Barsad, threatening to denounce him to the
French authorities as an English spy. The knowledge that Roger Cly,
the other police spy from England, is now in France and working as an
informer strengthens Carton’s case against Barsad. When Barsad protests
that Cly is dead, Jerry surprises everyone by insisting that Cly’s coffin
contained stones and dirt. Barsad gives in and asks Carton what he
wants. Carton inquires whether Barsad has access to the prison, and
when Barsad says he does, Carton takes him to another room for a pri-
vate conversation.

Commentary
A coherent picture begins to emerge from all the seemingly unre-

lated details of the novel. This cohesion is what makes the plot of A
Tale of Two Cities so masterful and sets it apart from Dickens’ other
novels. In his other books, Dickens would include the spies Barsad and
Cly, references to Miss Pross’ degenerate brother, and Jerry’s alternate
occupation, but they wouldn’t necessarily progress the main story.
However, as will soon be seen, Carton’s power over Barsad is essential
to the conclusion of the book, and the conversion of all of these minor
plot points contributes to the success of the whole.
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Glossary
cavalier a gallant or courteous gentleman; originally, a knight.

spencer a short jacket that ends at the waist.

a cant word a term from the secret slang of beggars, thieves, and the
like. 

tergiversation the use of evasions or subterfuge.
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Chapter 9—The Game Made

Summary
With Carton and Barsad in the other room, Mr. Lorry expresses his

outrage at Jerry’s grave robbing activities and tells Jerry that he will be
fired from Tellson’s. Never quite admitting his wrongdoing, Jerry asks
Mr. Lorry to let his son take his place at Tellson’s and tells him that he
will become a regular gravedigger to make up for the bodies he dug up.

Carton and Barsad emerge from the other room, and Barsad and
Jerry leave. Carton tells Mr. Lorry that the best he can do is to secure
access to Darnay in his cell. Mr. Lorry begins to weep as the implica-
tions of Darnay’s second arrest sink in. Moved by Mr. Lorry’s tears, 
Carton tells him in a sincere tone that he regards him as a father-figure
who has led a good and useful life, and that people will mourn Mr.
Lorry and remember him when he dies. Carton adds that a long life
wasted would be a miserable one. When Mr. Lorry leaves Tellson’s to
comfort Lucie and her father, Carton walks the streets all night with
the biblical passage, “I am the resurrection and the life,” echoing in his
mind. At one point, he drops in at a chemist’s shop to make a purchase.

The next day, Carton attends Darnay’s new trial. The bloodthirsty
jury includes the malevolent Jacques Three. The public prosecutor opens
the trial by stating that Darnay’s three accusers are the Defarges and
Doctor Manette. The Doctor protests this statement, but is repri-
manded. Defarge then explains that he retrieved a written paper from
the Doctor’s old cell in the Bastille. The paper was written by Doctor
Manette and contains his denouncement.

Commentary
As the story reaches its climax, the main themes of the novel reassert

themselves forcefully. Carton seems to have made some decision regard-
ing himself and Darnay, but Dickens keeps the decision hidden, rem-
iniscent of his earlier discussion of people’s secret selves. Additionally,
the resurrection theme that has recurred throughout the novel becomes
unmistakable here as Carton roams the streets hearing “I am the res-
urrection and the life” repeatedly in his mind and in the echoes of his
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footsteps. Dickens also represents the resurrection theme through the
transformation of a night into dawn. As the moon sets, he states,
“Then, the night, with the moon and the stars, turned pale and died,
and for a little while it seemed as if Creation were delivered over to
Death’s dominion.” But then the sun rises gloriously, and as Carton
looks at the sun’s rays, “a bridge of light appeared to span the air
between him and the sun.” Dickens seems to be indicating that 
Carton has prepared himself to die.

The beginning of the trial reminds us that the Doctor’s past remains
buried. Defarge, it seems, has dug it up in the paper he found in Doc-
tor Manette’s cell, and the mysterious connection between the Doctor
and Darnay is about to be revealed.

Glossary
cogitation serious, deep thought; meditation.

prevaricate to lie or to avoid telling the whole truth.
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Chapter 10—The Substance of
the Shadow

Summary
In December 1757, two noblemen sought out Doctor Manette and

requested his medical expertise. Secretly taking him to a country house
outside of Paris, the men—who Doctor Manette observed were twin
brothers—ordered the Doctor to care for a delirious young peasant
woman and her dying brother. The woman’s brother told the Doctor
that the noblemen had raped the woman and caused the deaths of the
woman’s husband and father. After taking a second, younger sister to
safety, the young man came after the noblemen who held his sister cap-
tive. One of the brothers stabbed him, mortally wounding him. As the
peasant man died, he cursed the brothers and their family line, signal-
ing the curse with a cross of blood. The peasant woman died shortly
afterward, and the brothers instructed Doctor Manette to remain silent
about the incident.

Troubled by what he had witnessed, the Doctor decided to write a
letter reporting the episode to the Court. Before he delivered the letter,
however, the older twin’s wife visited him, revealing that the brothers’
family name was Evrémonde. The woman explained that she hoped the
Doctor could help her to find the surviving member of the peasant fam-
ily—the younger sister whom the young man had taken away. When
the Doctor was unable to help her, she told her young son, Charles, to
pledge himself to righting the wrong committed by his uncle and father.

Doctor Manette then personally delivered the letter and that night
was kidnapped and secretly jailed by the Evrémonde brothers, who had
seen his letter. At the end of his narrative, the Doctor denounced the
Evrémonde family. After the document has been read, the courtroom
erupts into bloodthirsty cries against Darnay, and the jury sentences
Darnay to death on the following day.
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Commentary
The revelation of the Doctor’s secret is the climax of A Tale of Two

Cities: The main plot of the book has led up to the discovery of who
imprisoned him and why, and the disclosure of that information results
in Darnay’s death sentence and the subsequent events that will conclude
the story.

Doctor Manette’s narrative contains images and themes that have
recurred throughout the novel. Most obvious is the image of double-
ness, shown in the form of the twin Evrémonde brothers. Both men
are evil, and each brother’s ruthlessness seems to strengthen the other’s.
Through the vicious Evrémondes, Dickens makes a statement regard-
ing the nature of violence and cruelty. Just as evil reflects evil in the
two brothers, their murderous treatment of the peasant family even-
tually reflects back upon Darnay, the Evrémonde heir, as the French
citizens demand his death. Darnay’s mother recognizes the likelihood
of Darnay becoming a victim of his father’s sins when she tells the Doc-
tor, “If no other innocent atonement is made for this, it will one day
be required of him.” Thirty-six years later, the death sentence has real-
ized her premonition.

Glossary
quay a landing place along the bank of a river.

surgeon someone who cared for external injuries such as broken
bones or wounds. Surgeons were not physicians and were referred
to as “Mr.” rather than “Dr.”

anathematize to denounce or curse. 
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Chapter 11—Dusk

Summary
Darnay’s death sentence devastates Lucie, but she manages to con-

trol her shock for her husband’s sake. As the crowd jubilantly leaves,
the court grants her permission to embrace her husband one last time.
She and Darnay say their farewells, and Doctor Manette approaches
them. Darnay tries to comfort his father-in-law, but the Doctor only
wrings his hands and cries out. When the guards lead Darnay away,
Lucie faints. Carton picks her up and carries her to the waiting coach. 

Back at Lucie and the Doctor’s lodgings, young Lucie begs Carton
to help her parents. Carton kisses the still-unconscious Lucie goodbye,
whispering, “A life you love,” and then urges Doctor Manette to try to
influence the judges one last time. After arranging to meet with Mr.
Lorry and the Doctor later that evening, Carton leaves.

Commentary
As in the reunion scene between Lucie and her father in Book I,

Victorian melodrama somewhat mars the poignancy of the farewell
scene between Lucie and Darnay for modern readers. Dickens loads
the couple’s dialogue with saccharine endearments and pious senti-
ment. Darnay, for instance, names Lucie the “dear darling of [his]
soul,” while Lucie declares she will surely die from a broken heart and
will join him in heaven. Perhaps the most melodramatic moment
comes from Doctor Manette, who pulls his hair, wrings his hands, and
shrieks in anguish. He is obviously very close to reverting back to his
shoemaking state.

However, in the midst of the shrieking, fainting, and general despair,
Carton displays a remarkable calmness and sense of purpose. The cri-
sis that is devastating the lives of his friends seems to be giving him the
ambition and resolve that he has always lacked. He takes control of the
situation, giving the Doctor something constructive to do and com-
forting Mr. Lorry. When he picks up the unconscious Lucie, he has “an
air about him that was not all of pity—that had a flush of pride in it.”
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His whispered words to Lucie, “A life you love,” recall his words to her
years before when he told her “there is a man who would give his life
to keep a life you love beside you.” Keeping that statement in mind,
the reader must conclude that when he tells Mr. Lorry, “He will perish:
there is no real hope,” he is speaking of himself rather than Darnay.

Glossary
the dock the place where the accused stands or sits in court.
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Chapter 12—Darkness

Summary
Deciding to make himself known to the local citizens, Carton goes

to the Defarge wine-shop. Madame Defarge notices the resemblance
between Carton and Darnay, but she is soon convinced that Carton is
not Darnay because Carton pretends that he knows very little French.
As Carton appears to be absorbed in a newspaper, the Defarges, The
Vengeance, and Jacques Three discuss whether or not they should also
denounce Lucie, her daughter, and Doctor Manette. Madame Defarge
reveals that she is the younger sister of the peasant woman who was raped
by the Evrémondes and demands vengeance for the murder of her entire
family. Defarge, however, believes the killing should be limited.

After listening to the discussion, Carton goes to Mr. Lorry to tell
him of the danger to Lucie and her family. The Doctor appears, reduced
again to his demented state and searching for his shoemaking bench.
After calming the distraught man, Carton instructs Mr. Lorry to have
a carriage and everyone’s passport ready at two o’clock the following
afternoon.

Commentary
Dickens’ plot becomes even more cohesive with the discovery of

Madame Defarge’s connection to the Evrémonde family. With her dis-
closure, she reveals the last major secret of the book, and the reason for
her ruthless hatred of Darnay and all aristocrats becomes clear. 

Madame Defarge has stood apart from the other revolutionaries in
her attitude and purpose. For instance, rather than being swept up in
the revolutionary fervor of a mob, she incites and controls it for her own
objectives, as in the case of Foulon’s death. Similarly, rather than view-
ing the Revolution as an agent of positive change, as her husband does,
Madame Defarge regards it as an instrument of vengeance and retribu-
tion. Readers now understand that her cold-blooded rage is the product
of a devastating childhood trauma. In killing her family, the Evrémonde
brothers killed her heart. They also, in effect, killed their own future, for
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Madame Defarge seems intent upon wiping out the entire Evrémonde
line, including Darnay’s innocent wife and daughter.

Dickens uses the relationship between the Evrémonde brothers and
Madame Defarge to represent the relationship between the French aris-
tocracy and the lower classes. As he states repeatedly throughout the
book, the horrors of the French Revolution grew out of the horrors of
the old regime, just as Madame Defarge’s viciousness stems from the
ruthlessness of Darnay’s father and uncle.

Glossary
Jacobin journal the newspaper of a society of radical democrats in

France during the French Revolution: so called because their meet-
ings were held in the Jacobin friars’ convent. 

inveteracy persistence or tenaciousness.
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Chapter 13—Fifty-two

Summary
On the eve of his execution, Darnay comes to terms with his immi-

nent death. After writing letters to Lucie, Doctor Manette, and Mr.
Lorry, he spends the night restlessly trying to sleep. The next day, Car-
ton enters the cell at one o’clock in the afternoon and exchanges clothes
with him. Then, while Carton dictates a letter to Darnay, Carton drugs
him so that he loses consciousness. Two guards, who believe that Dar-
nay is Carton and that Carton is Darnay, then carry Darnay out of the
prison. At two o’clock, guards take Carton from the cell to a larger room
in which the fifty-two prisoners that the court has scheduled for exe-
cution are assembling. No one notices that he is not Darnay, except for
a meek little seamstress who asks Carton to hold her hand on the way
to the guillotine.

Meanwhile, the coach containing Mr. Lorry, Doctor Manette, Lucie,
Darnay, and young Lucie passes through the gates of Paris, where they
identify Darnay—who is still unconscious—as Carton. Despite delays
and fears of discovery, the group escapes France.

Commentary
The theme of doubles again appears when Carton uses his and 

Darnay’s remarkable resemblance to save Darnay’s life for a second
time. The first time Carton saved Darnay, Carton did so without risk
to himself. Afterward, the similarity in their features disturbed Car-
ton, for the resemblance reminded him of the difference in their per-
sonalities and possibilities. Darnay represented everything that Carton
could have been if he had not succumbed to alcohol and apathy. Sav-
ing Darnay this time, however, requires that Carton sacrifice his own
life. On the surface Carton appears to make the sacrifice simply out of
love for Lucie and her child. However, by considering the theme of
resurrection that Dickens has woven through the story, we realize that
Carton is also giving his life to save his soul. His remembrance of the
“I am the resurrection and the life” passage two nights earlier indicates
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that he expects to find eternal life through his death. Additionally, by
saving Darnay, he resurrects his best qualities in two ways. He has res-
urrected them in himself by planning and managing the crisis when
the others could do nothing to help, and, by giving new life to Dar-
nay, he has resurrected his own discarded potential through the man
who embodies the realization of that potential.

Glossary
two score and twelve fifty-two (a score is twenty).

cravat a neckerchief or scarf. 

a litter a stretcher for carrying the sick or wounded. 
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Chapter 14—The Knitting Done

Summary
Madame Defarge tells The Vengeance and Jacques Three that she

plans to denounce Lucie, Lucie’s daughter, and Doctor Manette that
evening after Darnay’s execution. She then leaves for Lucie’s residence,
knowing she will find Lucie grieving for Darnay. Showing grief for an
enemy of the Republic is considered treasonous, and Madame Defarge
plans to use Lucie’s grief against her.

Meanwhile, Miss Pross and Jerry make preparations to leave and
plan to meet up with Mr. Lorry’s coach later. Anxious for the others’
safety, Jerry vows that he will stop grave robbing and beating his wife
for praying if Mr. Lorry and his group return safely to England. Decid-
ing that two vehicles leaving their residence in one day might be suspi-
cious, Miss Pross tells Jerry to wait for her with a carriage outside
Notre-Dame cathedral at three o’clock. 

Madame Defarge enters the apartment as Miss Pross is preparing to
leave. Thinking quickly, Miss Pross closes the doors to all of the rooms
and pretends to be guarding Lucie and her family. Although the two
women can’t understand each other’s languages, they recognize that they
are enemies. After calling for Lucie and the Doctor, Madame Defarge
suspects that they have fled and tries to enter the room that Miss Pross
is blocking. The two women struggle and Madame Defarge pulls out
a gun. Miss Pross strikes it aside and the gun goes off, killing Madame
Defarge and permanently deafening Miss Pross. After locking the apart-
ment, Miss Pross rushes to the cathedral to meet Jerry and escape.

Commentary
Although killing off a central character like Madame Defarge in a

struggle with a minor character like Miss Pross may seem odd, Dick-
ens prepares the reader for Miss Pross’ role as protector early in the
novel. In our first encounter with Miss Pross, when the news that her
father is alive shocks Lucie, Mr. Lorry observes Miss Pross to be the
“wild-looking woman” with “a brawny hand” that sent him flying into
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a wall (see Book I, Chapter 2). Her response to Lucie’s being even
mildly threatened establishes her ability and willingness to defend “her
darling.” Miss Pross’ single-minded devotion to Lucie and her family
mirrors Madame Defarge’s unwavering determination to kill Darnay,
Lucie, and their family. Both women have dedicated their lives to the
family, but with different purposes: Miss Pross lives to help the fam-
ily flourish, while Madame Defarge lives to see them dead.

The final conflict between Miss Pross and Madame Defarge also
represents a larger conflict between love and hate. By having Miss Pross
triumph over Madame Defarge, Dickens indicates that love can con-
quer even the strongest hatred. Carton similarly defeats Madame
Defarge when he orchestrates Darnay’s freedom out of love for Lucie.
However, in both cases, the struggle exacts a price for evil’s defeat—
Miss Pross loses her hearing and Carton loses his life. Dickens seems
to be saying that good will overcome evil, but not without suffering
and sacrifice.
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Chapter 15—The Footsteps 
Die Out Forever

Summary
As the carts carrying the fifty-two prisoners roll through the Paris

streets, people crowd to see Evrémonde go to his death. In his cart, Car-
ton ignores the yelling crowds, focusing instead on the seamstress. When
they reach the guillotine, they discuss the afterlife, taking no notice of
prisoners steadily being executed ahead of them. They exchange a kiss
before she ascends the guillotine, and he then follows her in a tranquil
mood, remembering the resurrection passage from the Bible. Mean-
while, The Vengeance wonders why Madame Defarge is not there to
witness Evrémonde’s execution.

Before he dies, Carton has a vision of the future in which many of
the revolutionaries go to the guillotine and the evil of the Revolution
gives way to goodness and true freedom. In his vision, he foresees long
and happy lives for Mr. Lorry, Doctor Manette, and the Darnay fam-
ily, all of whom remember him lovingly. He also pictures Lucie and
Darnay having a son, whom they name after him and who will become
the man Carton always wanted to be. With this vision in mind, Car-
ton goes to his death thinking, “It is a far, far better thing that I do,
than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have
ever known.”

Commentary
Dickens concludes his book with the reiteration of several impor-

tant themes. First, he emphasizes that the French Revolution is the
natural result of years of oppression and extravagance on the part of
the aristocracy. The carts carrying the fifty-two prisoners to their deaths
parallel “the carriages of absolute monarchs, the equipages of feudal
nobles.” Additionally, Dickens describes the wheels of the carts as
“ploughing up a long crooked furrow among the populace in the
streets.” This imagery recalls the personification of Death as a farmer
in the first chapter of the book. In A Tale of Two Cities, however, death
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often leads to resurrection, and Dickens uses this theme to conclude
the book in a tone of hope. Carton’s final vision indicates that the evil
inherent in the previous regime and the current Revolution will even-
tually wear itself out and Paris and the people of France will be resur-
rected, “rising from this abyss.” For those dying in the Revolution,
Carton assures the seamstress that they will find everlasting life “in the
better land” of heaven and will reunite with their loved ones there.
Finally, Carton himself finds both resurrection and redemption
through his death. He not only has the comfort of being reborn into
the afterlife, but is also uplifted at the thought of being resurrected, in
a sense, through his namesake. In dying, Carton restores meaning to
his life and the lives of those he loves.

Glossary
the seers people with the supposed power to foretell events or a per-

son’s destiny; prophets.

expiation a making amends or reparation for guilt or a wrongdoing. 
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Doctor Alexandre Manette
A Tale of Two Cities is, in many ways, Doctor Manette’s story. The

Doctor’s release from the Bastille begins the novel, and the mystery of
his imprisonment creates tension throughout the book. The reading of
his letter ultimately condemns Darnay to death, forcing Carton to sac-
rifice his life. Despite the Doctor’s centrality to the book, however, many
people portray him as a weak, pitiful character, especially in theater or
film productions of A Tale of Two Cities. Such a perception does the
Doctor and the story a great disservice.

A close reading of the book reveals the Doctor to be one of its few
complex characters. Throughout the course of the novel, he is seen as
an aspiring young doctor, a prisoner who craves revenge and who
descends into madness, and a man who fights to regain his mind, his
family, and his profession. His life after prison is a continual struggle
against the shadows of madness and despair that are his legacy from the
Bastille. The love he has for his daughter helps him to overcome the
darkness in his life, even giving him the strength to welcome the son of
his enemy as a son-in-law. When his status as a Bastille prisoner becomes
an asset at the end of the book, he regains the strength and confidence
that characterized him before his imprisonment. When his bitter, angry
letter surfaces, however, the past undermines his stability.

Through the Doctor, Dickens makes a statement regarding the
nature of forgiveness and revenge. The Doctor’s ability to forgive brings
him happiness in his daughter’s marriage and children. However, his
past demand for revenge has the power to destroy his life and the lives
of his family. Additionally, whereas revenge leads the Doctor to a state
of dementia, forgiveness raises him to a level of intellectual vigor and
emotional happiness. In showing these contrasting aspects of Doctor
Manette’s character, Dickens emphasizes the concepts of the destruc-
tive power of revenge and the healing power of forgiveness.

Lucie Manette, later Darnay
Dickens describes Lucie as being beautiful physically and 

spiritually, and she possesses a gift for bringing out the best qualities of
those around her. She is one of the lesser-developed characters in the
novel, but she is “the golden thread” that binds many of the characters’
lives together. A reader can best judge Lucie by her actions and influ-
ences on other characters rather than by her dialogue, which tends to
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be melodramatic and full of stock sentimentality. Her dialogue aside,
Dickens portrays her as a compassionate, virtuous woman who inspires
great love and loyalty in the other characters. For example, Darnay, Car-
ton, and Stryver all court her and envision their futures being made
brighter with her as their wife. Additionally, both Mr. Lorry and Miss
Pross, who are without families, love Lucie as if she were their daugh-
ter and do everything they can to keep her safe. Although Lucie is a flat
character, she is an important one. She represents unconditional love
and compassion, and Dickens uses her to demonstrate how powerful
these qualities can be, even in the face of violence and hatred.

Charles Darnay
Although Darnay rejects the Evrémonde name and inheritance and

moves to England, he cannot escape his family history. Trying to make
amends to an unknown woman whose family was wiped out by his
father and uncle, he is arrested for treason in England; trying to save a
jailed family servant, he is arrested in revolutionary France, where he is
tried twice. His sense of responsibility motivates him to right wrongs,
but he is otherwise a passive character who lets events direct his fate
rather than trying to control it himself. Forces outside of his control
inevitably foil even his attempts to assert himself and atone for his fam-
ily’s transgressions, placing him in increasingly dangerous situations
from which he must be rescued.

Darnay represents justice and duty, qualities inherited from his
mother. He (and his mother) also stands for the members of the French
aristocracy who were aware of the damage their families were inflicting,
but who could do nothing to prevent it. Darnay’s willingness to atone
for his family’s wrongs and to work for a living demonstrate that even-
tually something good can come out of evil, a point that Dickens
emphasizes at the end of the novel.

Sydney Carton
Carton, Darnay’s double and alter-ego, has wasted his life on alco-

hol and apathy. He makes his intelligence obvious through his ability
to analyze cases for Stryver. He makes clear that he had the same oppor-
tunities for success as Stryver, but for some reason chose not to take
them. Besides some vague references to his student days and the dis-
closure that his parents died when he was young, Carton’s past remains
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a mystery to the reader. Consequently, the reader can only guess at what
caused him to become so dissolute. The only noble part of his life is his
love for Lucie and his affection for the rest of her family. His love for
her is strong enough to induce him to give his life for that of her hus-
band. Carton takes on a mythical aspect in sacrificing himself to save
his friends. He represents the sacrificial hero who is ritually slaughtered
of his own free will so that society might renew itself, a prospect he envi-
sions before he dies. Through his death, he redeems his sins and is
reborn in the afterlife and through the life of his namesake.

Therese Defarge
Childless and merciless, Madame Defarge is the antithesis of Lucie

Manette. Both women possess the ability to inspire others, but while
Lucie creates and nurtures life, Madame Defarge destroys it. Because
her entire family perished when she was a young girl, Madame Defarge
wants revenge, not merely on the family that caused the evil but on the
entire class from which it came. What makes her such a threatening fig-
ure is her stubborn patience, which bides its time until it can strike. In
this she is like some natural force that, when the opportunity is right,
becomes ferocious and unrelenting. Her secret management of Dar-
nay’s re-arrest is cunning, but shows immense cruelty as well. In seek-
ing to avenge her family, she has acquired the same ruthlessness as the
men who destroyed her family. Her knitting represents both her
patience and her urge to retaliate, because she knits the names of her
intended victims. Symbolically, Madame Defarge stands for the inten-
sity and bloodthirst behind the Revolution. Her relentless drive for
vengeance makes her strong, but it eventually destroys her because she
is unable to comprehend the powerful love that gives Carton the
strength to die for Darnay, and Miss Pross the courage to defeat her.

Ernest Defarge
Defarge was Doctor Manette’s servant as a young man, and he seems

to have a filial reverence for him during the Revolution. However, when
the Doctor was newly released from prison, Defarge was not above
exploiting his insanity as a spectacle to further the revolutionary cause.
As a revolutionary leader, Defarge organizes the Jacquerie and helps lead
the mob in storming the Bastille. He bases his desire for revolution more
upon a desire for positive change than the bloodthirst of his wife, as
demonstrated when he resists denouncing Doctor Manette, Lucie, and
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young Lucie simply because of their relationship to Darnay. His wife
interprets his scruples as weakness, giving the reader the impression that
before long revolutionaries such as Jacques Three will turn on Defarge
and send him to the guillotine himself. Defarge represents the more
rational aspect of the Revolution. He is not blinded by class hatred and
retains his conscience and sense of fairness. His ability to empathize
with those people Madame Defarge views as enemies, however, will
probably result in his death, showing how out of control the Revolu-
tion became as paranoia and violence destroyed its positive forces.

Jerry Cruncher
A porter for Tellson’s by day and a grave robber by night, he pro-

vides some of the little comedy in A Tale of Two Cities. His euphemisms
create a topsy-turvy world in which grave robbing becomes respectable
and prayer is degraded to “flopping.” In digging up buried bodies, he
parodies the theme of resurrection. Similarly, Jerry’s scenes of wife abuse
at home provide a darkly comedic contrast to the idyllic domestic scenes
in Lucie’s Soho home. He serves as a lever in the plot when his knowl-
edge of Roger Cly’s fake burial enables Carton to blackmail John Barsad
effectively. In the end, Cruncher redeems himself when he renounces
grave robbing and accepts his wife’s piety.
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Women in A Tale of Two Cities
Curiously, one of the aspects readers most commonly overlook when

studying A Tale of Two Cities is the centrality of women in the story.
The characters around whom the action revolves in both London and
Paris are women: Lucie Manette and Madame Defarge. Additionally,
Dickens uses women throughout the book to represent the moral cli-
mate of a group or family. Although Dickens may not develop his
female characters as fully as he does some of the male characters in A
Tale of Two Cities, nevertheless, the women provide the men in the novel
with an emotional foundation that causes the men to act for or react
against what the women represent.

Lucie and Madame Defarge, for instance, drive the action in their
respective spheres of influence. As the “golden thread” that binds the
lives of Doctor Manette, Mr. Lorry, Darnay, and Carton together, Lucie
is a passive character who influences others through who she is rather
than by what she does. The comfortable home she creates comforts the
men in her life and her devout compassion for others inspires them.
Her goodness enables them to become more than they are and to find
the strength to escape the prisons of their lives.

On the other hand, Madame Defarge stands at the center of the rev-
olutionary activity in Paris as an active agent of change, even when she
is just sitting in the wine-shop and knitting her death register. Madame
Defarge instigates hatred and violence, exemplified by her leadership in
the mob scenes and the way The Vengeance and Jacques Three feed off
of her desire to exterminate the Evrémonde line. Her patient ruthless-
ness helps to support her husband when he has doubts about the Rev-
olution. In the end, however, her desire for revenge becomes something
Monsieur Defarge reacts against as he recognizes that the killing must
end somewhere.

Dickens also portrays the other women in the novel as either nur-
turing life or destroying it. Mothers play an especially important role
in this sense, as Dickens differentiates between natural and unnatural
mothers. Women such as Darnay’s mother, Madame Evrémonde, and
Lucie’s mother, Madame Manette, represented mothers who die young
but leave their children with a sense of conscience and love. Madame
Evrémonde’s exhortations to Darnay to atone for the family’s wrong-
doing, for instance, motivate him to risk his life in order to help 
others. Lucie is also a natural mother, nurturing her daughter and 
protecting her from harm.
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The women of Monseigneur’s court, however, represent unnatural
mothers, who care so little for their children that they push them off on
wet nurses and nannies and pretend that the children don’t even exist.
Similarly, Dickens portrays even the mothers of Saint Antoine who do
nurture their children as unnatural in the fact that they can spend the
day as part of a vicious mob killing and beheading people and then
return home smeared with blood to play with their children. The behav-
iors of both the aristocratic and the peasant women are destructive in
that they either create an environment that lacks love and guidance or
they guide the next generation into further anger and violence.

The French Revolution
When Louis XVI became King of France in 1775, he inherited a

country with economic distress, social unrest, a debauched court, and
problems with the nobility and parlement (the courts of justice). The
inheritance was fatal. At the time, the aristocracy was living on bor-
rowed money and the labors of the lower classes. The middle class was
becoming wealthy from its trade, manufacturing, banking, and con-
tracting. The lower middle class consisted of tradesmen and laborers,
with a few government officials.

The king, only twenty, was inexperienced and easily influenced, and
he soon tired of his country’s problems. He was a shy man who was
often indecisive and narrow-minded; he usually depended on his min-
isters for advice but frequently would reverse their decisions and decide
matters for himself, simply because he wanted to show his authority.
He sincerely believed that he ruled by the will of God, by the Divine
Right of Kings.

The court was in debt and in dire need of money because of years
of royal extravagance, financial deficits, and two wars. In order to cope
with these problems, Louis reinstated the parlements, which were made
up of aristocrats; he hoped that they could solve his problems. Although
the lower classes were suffering, the magistrates in the parlements
believed that reforms to help the lower classes were unnecessary. They
thought that the lower classes needed no social reforms and that such
people were born to bear the burdens of taxation. In contrast, members
of the nobility, because of their birth into the upper class, or Second
Estate, were exempt from any taxation. Not surprisingly, therefore, the
parlements passed numerous laws favoring the aristocracy.
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The parlements next asked Louis to return French rule to the Estates-
General (a body that had not met since 1614), and eventually Louis
gave in. Three legal status groups, or Estates, comprised the Estates-
General—called simply, the First, Second, and Third Estates. In the
First Estate were the clergy, usually the younger sons of the nobility.
The Second Estate comprised the nobility, while the Third Estate
included members of the working classes, plus some well-to-do mer-
chants and professional men such as lawyers, doctors, and members of
the minor clergy. Under the rule of the Estates-General, only the nobil-
ity could hold public office, high ranks in the military, important posts
in the government, or sit in parlements.

The commoners of France, overjoyed when Louis established the
Estates-General, soon became disappointed. Initially, they thought that
they would have their “own” Estate and, thus, a voice in government
policy-making They quickly realized, however, that they possessed no
real power. Organizing the new Estates-General on the same principle
of the 1614 concept meant one vote for each member of the Estates.
Thus, the clergy and the aristocracy could easily out-vote the Third
Estate, two to one, which they did repeatedly.

Political problems increased, and food riots broke out due to food
shortages. Rainstorms and hail ruined the crops of 1788, leaving 
people hungry. Paris, in particular, was a crowded, densely populated
city of poor people. The masses had no jobs and no money. They began
burning and looting the countryside, and even common soldiers began
talking against their aristocratic officers. Political pamphlets aggravated
the situation by demanding that the Third Estate have a stronger voice
in the government.

By the middle of June 1788, poor parish priests who belonged to
the First Estate began to desert their political base and join the Third
Estate. As a result, the Third Estate recognized that it was the only Estate
elected by “the people.” They declared themselves “the National Assem-
bly,” and immediately banned taxes.

This declaration placed Louis in an uncomfortable and difficult posi-
tion. Recognizing the legitimacy of the National Assembly would mean
surrendering his power, but not recognizing it might drive the Third
Estate to even greater rebellion. Unfortunately, he chose to listen to
Jacques Necker, his Minister of Finance, and to his queen, Marie
Antoinette, and decided to oppose the National Assembly. He closed
the chambers where the Assembly was to convene, but the Assembly
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immediately moved to an indoor tennis court. Despite the confusion,
the Assembly took an oath not to disband until they had a constitu-
tion, and they openly defied the king. They would have a constitution.

Three days later, Louis vetoed the legitimacy of the National Assem-
bly and ordered the Estates-General to return to their traditional 
system or he would dismiss them. When he left, the Second and most
of the First Estate followed him out. The Third Estate remained, and
one of them, Mirabeau, shouted that the Third Estate would leave the
assembly hall “only at the point of a bayonet!” Louis could not bring
himself to use force against the Estate because so many clergymen and
liberal noblemen had joined them. In a dramatic move, they defied the
King and won. The Revolution had begun.

Paris, always a hotbed of dissension, had a large populace ready to
fight against almost anything. In every corner, people seemed to meet
and conspire; everywhere, people talked of revolution. Hunger haunted
the city, and bread shortages constantly loomed over the population.
Thieves often stole grain shipped into the city before it even arrived,
and in the early summer of 1789, bread riots broke out.

Because the thousands of workers’ salaries could not possibly keep
pace with soaring prices, workers began wrecking factories and burn-
ing property. At this point, the Swiss Guard marched into Paris in early
July. Rumors immediately spread that the aristocrats were going to try
to stop the Revolution by armed force. In fact, however, Louis simply
stationed the Swiss Guard where he did because the French Guard
refused to fight against their own countrymen.

Four days before the Bastille fell, Louis dismissed Necker and the
rest of his cabinet and appointed a new council of anti-revolutionary
royalists. Almost immediately, rumors arose that the Swiss Guard and
the German Guard were preparing to murder the Parisian populace.
Even the French Guard believed the rumors. They joined the rioting
masses and broke into the Tuileries Palace, taking gunpowder, orna-
mental guns, and a cannon. Rioting and looting continued, destroying
small shops and government buildings.

On July 14, a mob of citizens seized 30,000 muskets from the
Invalides and attacked the Bastille, where the French government kept
the royal store of gunpowder. They hung and butchered the governor
and his guards and released the few prisoners. Strangely enough, the
mob still had sympathetic feelings for Louis; they had lost all respect
for him as a king, but still felt affection for him.
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In fact, the common people didn’t fear Louis as much as they feared
the cluster of noblemen surrounding him. Paranoia about royalist
schemes to quash the Revolution overtook them, and so they looted
and burned chateaus throughout the countryside. The people slaugh-
tered landlords simply because they were landlords. Consequently, aris-
tocrats began leaving France in droves; the country was no longer safe
for anyone but a ragged revolutionary. These uprisings and the general
climate were part and parcel of the “Great Fear.”

On August 4, the National Assembly passed a measure invalidating
all feudal rights of the aristocracy. The Assembly decided to divide
France into 83 departments, giving considerable freedom to all the
departments. Then they passed a law that, ironically, caused an even
greater schism between the classes. The new law stated that anyone
could vote—if they had paid their taxes. The peasants felt betrayed;
they had no money to pay taxes. The aristocracy had already taxed them
to death, and the Revolution was doing nothing for them.

The Assembly also suspended Louis from power until he signed the
new constitution and accepted his role as only a “constitutional
monarch.” Robespierre denounced him, and the sans-culottes—a revo-
lutionary group of small businessmen, laborers, and artisans, as well as
the very poor—demanded his removal. In addition, they called for a
Republic.

The new government began issuing paper money as legal tender
because it associated gold with aristocrats and the wealthy. Exiled nobles,
therefore, flooded France with forged paper money, adding to the
already deflated money value. Food prices continued to rise, and even
two years of good harvests failed to alleviate the peasants’ hunger. Mobs
began raiding and robbing supply convoys. Soap was in short supply,
and sugar was disappearing. Food riots began again.

Eventually, the National Assembly deposed Louis, put him and his
family under arrest, and sent him to prison in the Knights Templars
temple on August 13, 1792. The Assembly guillotined Louis on Janu-
ary 21, 1793. In August, the Assembly sent the queen to prison. It tried
her in October and guillotined her on October 16, 1793.

Robespierre then took control of the Revolution, and the “Reign of
Terror” began. He championed “the people’s rights,” but could not
understand why the masses ranked food and better wages as more
important than dedication to the principles of a free France. He saw
conspirators and plotters everywhere, and anyone disagreeing with him
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became a traitor. He convinced his colleagues that the preservation of
a safe society required force and terror. As a result, the new government
executed hundreds at Marseilles and Toulon and drowned nearly two
thousand in the Loire River at Nantes. The Revolutionary Tribunal was
subdivided into four courts, which sat day and night. By September,
the Law of Suspects had created so many accused people that the court
tried cases in groups of fifty. Courts tried everyone: priests, hoarders,
swindlers, aristocrats, and, of course, innocent men and women. Neigh-
bor turned in neighbor. In all, the Tribunal killed more than twenty-
five thousand people during the Reign of Terror.

The sans-culottes closed all the churches in Paris and even took over
Notre-Dame cathedral and made it an atheistic “Temple of Reason.”
This decision upset Robespierre, but his followers equally disapproved
of Robespierre’s police bureau. They plotted Robespierre’s downfall and
eventually accused him—just as he had accused others—and sent him
to the guillotine. After Robespierre’s death, France moved into a period
called the Thermidorian reaction, a relatively quiet period. The new
government, called the Directory, was inefficient and corrupt, but pro-
vided a relatively stable regime nevertheless. Unfortunately, the new
government put Napoleon Bonaparte in charge of its army. Unwittingly,
it replaced the country’s terrorists with someone who would soon
become its virtual dictator.
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CliffsNotes Review

Use this CliffsNotes Review to test your understanding of the original text,
and reinforce what you’ve learned in this book. After you work through
the review and essay questions, identify the quote section, and the fun and
useful practice projects, you’re well on your way to understanding a com-
prehensive and meaningful interpretation of Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities.

Q&A
1. Name the two cities to which the title refers?

2. Why does Dickens use the phrase “recalled to life” in reference to Doctor
Manette?

3. How does Sydney Carton save Charles Darnay from being found guilty
of treason during the trial in England?

4. During the day Jerry Cruncher is a porter for Tellson’s Bank. What is his
occupation at night?

5. What is Madame Defarge knitting?

6. Why does the Doctor spend nine days shoemaking after Lucie and Dar-
nay get married?

7. Why does Darnay return to France in 1792?

8. What three people denounce Darnay when the revolutionaries arrest him
for a second time in France?

9. How does Madame Defarge die?

10. How does Carton switch places with Darnay in prison?

Answers: (1) London and Paris. (2) Doctor Manette has been “buried
alive” in prison for eighteen years. When he is released, or “recalled to
life.” Mr. Lorry travels to Paris to restore him to a normal life. (3) Carton
points out the striking resemblance between Darnay and himself, which
wrecks the credibility of a witness’s testimony. (4) Jerry is a resurrection
man, or a grave robber. He digs up fresh corpses to sell to a surgeon for
dissection. (5) Madame Defarge is knitting a register of people who are
enemies of the Revolution and who will be condemned to die when the
revolutionaries take power. (6) The revelation that his new son-in-law is



the son of the man who sent the Doctor to prison for eighteen years trau-
matizes him. (7) He returns to France to assist Gabelle, his family’s stew-
ard, who is in prison for helping Darnay. (8) Monsieur and Madame
Defarge and Doctor Manette denounce Darnay. The Doctor’s denounce-
ment comes in the form of a letter he wrote in prison years earlier. 
(9) While struggling with Miss Pross, Madame Defarge shoots herself with
her own gun. (10) He gains access to the prison through John Barsad, a
spy. Carton then changes clothes with Darnay, drugs him, and arranges
for the guards to take Darnay out of the prison in his place.

Identify the Quote
1. It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.

2. I have sometimes sat alone here of an evening, listening, until I have made
the echoes out to be the echoes of all the footsteps that are coming by-
and-by into our lives.

3. When the time comes, let loose a tiger and a devil; but wait for the time
with the tiger and the devil chained—not shown, yet always ready.

4. It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far
better rest that I go to than I have ever known.

Answers: (1) Narrator; Book I, Chapter 1. (2) Lucie Manette; Book II,
Chapter 6. (3) Madame Defarge; Book II, Chapter 16. (4) Sydney Car-
ton; Book III, Chapter 15.

Essay Questions
1. Explain the first paragraph of the novel. What does Dickens mean by “It

was the best of times, it was the worst of times”?

2. Discuss the resurrection theme in A Tale of Two Cities. Which characters
are “recalled to life”? How?

3. Describe how Dickens depicts crowds and mobs throughout the novel.
What does Dickens seem to be saying about large groups of people?

4. A major criticism of A Tale of Two Cities is that Dickens does not fully
develop his characters. Do you agree with this assessment? Explain why
or why not.

5. Discuss the use of light and shadow imagery throughout the novel.
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6. Dickens represents women as being “natural” or “unnatural” in A Tale of
Two Cities. What characteristics does he idealize in women? What char-
acteristics does he view as abnormal? Do you agree or disagree with his
perspective? Why?

7. Dickens is known for his humor, but A Tale of Two Cities is noticeably
somber. Do any comic passages and characters exist in the novel? If so,
what are they? Why are they humorous?

8. Discuss Dickens’ views of the French Revolution. Does he believe it was
inevitable or preventable? What are his attitudes toward the French roy-
alty and aristocrats? Toward the peasants and revolutionaries?

Practice Projects
1. Construct a Web site that other students reading A Tale of Two Cities could

use. The Web site could include a page about major themes in the book,
a page about Charles Dickens, and a page about the French Revolution.

2. Write some journal entries from the perspective of one of the main 
characters.

3. Create a timeline that outlines the events of the novel and the events of
the French Revolution.
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CliffsNotes Resource Center

The learning doesn’t need to stop here. The CliffsNotes Resource Center shows
you the best of the best—links to the best information in print and online about the
author and/or related works. And don’t think that this is all we’ve prepared for you;
we’ve put all kinds of pertinent information at www.cliffsnotes.com. Look for
all the terrific resources at your favorite bookstore or local library and on the Inter-
net. When you’re online, make your first stop www.cliffs notes.com where
you’ll find more incredibly useful information about Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities.

Books and Articles
This CliffsNotes book, published by IDG Books Worldwide, Inc., provides a mean-
ingful interpretation of Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities. If you are looking for infor-
mation about the author and/or related works, check out these other publications:

ACKROYD, PETER. Dickens. New York: HarperCollins, 1990. Possibly the best
biography of Dickens ever written, Ackroyd skillfully details Dickens’ life in
an engaging narrative style that will transport you back to Victorian England
and make you eager to read all of Dickens’ works.

DAVIS, PAUL. Charles Dickens A to Z. New York: Checkmark, 1998. An excel-
lent resource for students, teachers, and general readers. With 2,500 entries on
Dickens’ life and works, this book provides historical background material that
will enrich a reader’s understanding of any Dickens novel.

GLANCY, RUTH. A Tale of Two Cities: Dickens’s Revolutionary Novel. Boston:
Twayne, 1991. The author provides a thorough discussion of the novel and
explains the importance of A Tale of Two Cities and its critical reception. Addi-
tionally, the author gives the novel a careful reading and examines the signifi-
cance of main characters and patterns of imagery.

NEWLIN, GEORGE. Understanding a Tale of Two Cities. Westport, CT: Green-
wood, 1998. This book is important for anyone serious about learning more
about the historical context of A Tale of Two Cities. It includes a chronology of
the historical and fictitious events in the novel and also contains many of the
original sources that Dickens used in writing the book.

SCHAMA, SIMON. Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution. New York: Vin-
tage, 1989. An exceptional history of the French Revolution, it presents the
facts of the revolution in a compelling narrative that conveys both the terror
and the excitement of the dramatic period.



SCHLICKE, PAUL, ed. Oxford Reader’s Companion to Dickens. Oxford: Oxford
UP, 1999. A thorough reference on Dickens and his works, this book provides
detailed entries on all of Dickens’ characters and works, as well as in-depth dis-
cussions of Dickens’ public and private life and the people and events that influ-
enced him.

It’s easy to find books published by IDG Books Worldwide, Inc. You’ll find them in
your favorite bookstores, on the Internet, and at a store near you. We also have three
web sites that you can use to read about all the books we publish:

• www.cliffsnotes.com

• www.dummies.com

• www.idgbooks.com

Internet
Check out these Web resources for more information about Charles Dickens, A Tale
of Two Cities, and Dickens’ other works:

“Charles Dickens.” http://www.helsinki.fi/kasv/nokol/dickens.html.
This site provides extensive links to Dickens-related sites, including full-text
versions of Dickens’ books and Dickens’ speeches. It offers some good histor-
ical information that can’t be found elsewhere.

“Charles Dickens Gad’s Hill Place.” http://www.perryweb.com/ Dickens/.
A fun site to browse, it has some interesting pictures, a fairly good Dickens
biography, and most importantly, a quote search. The quote search might be
a helpful tool for instructors teaching a Dickens book or for students writing
a paper on a Dickens book.

“The Dickens Project.” http://humwww.ucsc.edu/dickens/ index.html.
This is the Web site for the University of California’s center for Dickens stud-
ies. Because of its affiliation with a university, it has a more scholarly bent and
is a good place to start if you’re interested in doing some more serious work on
Dickens and his works. It provides updates on academic conferences and
research, has a Dickens electronic archive, and provides links to other online
resources.

“Rochester Dickens Fellowship.” http://members.tripod.com/ Dickens-
Fellowship CD/. This is the official Web site of one of the founding branches
of the Dickens Fellowship—an organization devoted to celebrating Dickens.
Its illustrations and regional information make it worthwhile to visit, especially
to get a taste of how the English celebrate Dickens.
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“The Victorian Web.” http://landow.stg.brown.edu/victorian/ vic-
tov.html. A phenomenal collection of information and links about every-
thing and anything you might need to know about the Victorian era, this site
includes history, religion, gender matters, technology, economics, the visual
arts, and more.

Recordings
BBC Radio Presents A Tale of Two Cities. New York: Bantam, 1988. A great drama-

tization of A Tale of Two Cities, the lively characterizations and faithful repro-
duction of Dickens’ language and tone make this production an excellent
learning aid and supplement to the text. 
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