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      Context

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

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

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

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

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

   
      Plot Overview

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

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

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

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

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

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

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