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“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of foolishness, it was the age of wisdom…” So begins Dickens’ classic portrayal of the French Revolution in A Tale of Two Cities.  Though scholars and critics have long denounced the novel as not being one of Dickens’ best, Dickens nonetheless crafts a sweeping, memorable tale of revolution and resurrection, of revenge and rebirth, and, when taken to its core, of hate and love. Admirers of the author’s works have long listed the novel as among their favorites, and the main reason for this is its frenzied style that mirrors the chaotic struggles that take place within the novel, dragging the reader along on a ride they’ll not long forget.


Dickens was a master at the craft of characterization.  His ability to create memorable characters is legendary, and all one has to due to prove this fact is to ask any reader of Dickens for two characters, and their names should jump from their mouths.  Dickens continually kept his readers engrossed with his comical, tragic, all-too-human characters, literary figures such as Pip, Ms. Havisham, Ebeneezer Scrooge, Oliver Twist, and David Copperfield, among others.  However, Dickens tried his hand at historical fiction with A Tale of Two Cities, and as such he wished his readers to experience the events of the novel, namely the violence of the French Revolution.  Hence, the methods he used to craft his tale to ensure that the reader kept coming back for more were not through the development of the characters of the story, as was the norm, but instead through the twists and turns of the story itself.

Humor in A Tale of Two Cities

Although intended to be a serious novel, there are a few humorous aspects found in the novel, although, as one would imagine, it is not a light sense of humor that Dickens instills, but a rather dark one.  The funeral procession for Roger Cly is humorous in that it shows the single-mindedness of the French populace and their openness to suggestion:

’Dead as mutton,’ returned the other, ‘and can’t be too dead.  Have ‘em out, there!  Spies!  Pull ‘em out, there!  Spies!’

The idea was so acceptable in the prevalent absence of any idea, that the crowd caught it up with eagerness, and loudly repeating the suggestion to have ‘em out, and to pull ‘em out, mobbed the two vehicles so closely that they came to a stop.  (159)

The crowd doesn’t stop with its comical handling of the funeral procession there:

They had already got the length of opening the hearse to take the coffin out, when some brighter genius proposed, instead, its being escorted to its destination amidst general rejoicing.  Practical suggestions being much needed, this suggestion, too, was received with acclamation, and the coach was immediately filled with eight inside and a dozen out, while as many people got on the roof of the hearse as could by any exercise of ingenuity stick upon it.  (159)

Even after the body has been disposed of in a fashionable way, the crowd continued to be open for suggestions:

The dead man disposed of, and the crowd being under the necessity of providing some other entertainment for itself, another brighter genius (or perhaps the same) conceived the humour of impeaching casual passers-by, as Old Bailey spies, and wrecking vengeance on them.  Chase was given to some scores of inoffensive persons, who had never been near the Old Bailey in their lives, in the realisation of this fancy, and they were roughly hustled and maltreated.  (160)

While this scene is not the only instance of Dickens showing the lack of ingenuity and insight on the part of a mob, this instance is a rather comical one.  Dickens paints the image of a funeral car packed two or three times its capacity with mourners who were unaware of even who was inside!  Going even further, the one person who did know the deceased and wished to mourn for him was forced to vacate the procession after the hijacking by the mob.


Dickens was famous in his day for having quite a sense of humor, and so it is no wonder that his stories are filled with wonderfully humorous, quirky characters.  A Tale of Two Cities, while not filled, does have its comical figure.  The porter Jerry Cruncher, while darkly comical, is nonetheless the main source of comic relief in the novel.  For Jerry, body snatching is a respectable profession and praying is nothing more than “flopping.”  The figure of Jerry Cruncher is made even more darkly comical with the addition of Young Jerry, his son who is so much like his father that the reader can’t help but be frightened:

…Jerry took up his station on this windy March morning, with young Jerry standing by him, when not engaged in making forays through the Bar, to inflict bodily and mental injuries of an acute description on passing boys who were small enough for his amiable purpose.  Father and son, extremely like each other, looking silently on at the morning traffic in Fleet Street, with their two heads as near to one another as the two eyes of each were, bore a considerable resemblance to a pair of monkeys.  (66)

The Effects of Serialization

One of the problems with a serial novel encountered by the author is how to keep the reader coming back week after week to read the next part of the story.  Dickens got around this problem by infusing “mini mysteries” throughout the novel.  These “mini mysteries” helped to hook the reader and, when taken as a collective whole, they helped to twist and turn the plot along its winding course.


The reader is introduced to the “mini mystery” when Mr. Lorry informs Jerry that his answer to the message he has received is “’Recalled to life’”  (19).  Right away, Dickens leaves the reader to wonder what those three little perplexing words mean and how they relate to the story as a whole.  This mystery grows even deeper in the next chapter, when the question is posed of the reader as to how a dead man, or one who has been buried alive for many years, can be resurrected?  Dickens answers this question in chapter four of book one, when it is revealed that the man thought dead or buried is in fact neither, but rather has been imprisoned for the past eighteen years.


Book one itself is a bit of a “mini mystery” as it ends with a few intriguing unresolved elements, most notably the “BLOOD” incident from chapter five:

Those who had greedy with the staves of the cask, had acquired a tigerish smear about the mouth; and one tall joker so besmirched, his head more out of a long squalid bag of a nightcap than in it, scrawled upon a wall with his finger dipped in muddy wine-lees – BLOOD.

The time was to come, when that wine too would be spilled on the street-stones, and when the stain of it would be red upon many there.  (37-38)

Another intriguing element left unresolved in the first book is the recovery of Dr. Manette.  The outcome of this event is left rather hazy at the end of the first book, and in order to discover the fate of the good doctor the reader must continue on with the story:



‘I hope you care to be recalled to life?’



And the old answer:



‘I can’t say.’  (57)


The third “mini mystery” to be mentioned here (there are plenty more, but space prohibits the listing of all of them) is the mystery surrounding Jerry’s nighttime activities.  At first, the reader is only given small clues to this, beginning with the muddied boots and rust on his fingers, and followed by Jerry’s antagonism to prayer and the constant reference to himself as “an honest tradesman.”  His activities are even referred to as “fishing”, but the reader will find that Jerry’s fishing tackle is a bit strange:

Towards that small and ghostly hour, he rose up from his chair, took a key out of his pocket, opened a locked cupboard, and brought forth a sack, a crowbar of convenient size, a rope and chain, and other fishing tackle of that nature.  (162)

When it is finally revealed to the reader that Jerry is, in fact, a body snatcher, the clues all begin to make sense, and actually seem both clever and somewhat humorous.

The Victorian Stage

It is well known that Dickens was a great fan of both the Victorian theatre and public readings of his works.  He lived for the immediate reaction obtained from the crowd at such events.  It is also a well known fact that a major inspiration for the unfolding of the story of A Tale of Two Cities was a play that Dickens had acted in, written by his friend Wilkie Collins and entitled The Frozen Deep.  Dickens had played the noble hero of the play, who had ultimately given his life to ensure the safety of his chief rival, all so the woman he cared for could be happy.  It is of little wonder, then, that a majority of the novel reads as though it was scripted for the Victorian theatre (and would probably translate well to this era as a pretty decent soap opera).


One of the main sources of melodrama in the novel is the interaction between Charles Darnay and Lucie Manette.  Their manner of speaking to each other is, at often times, very stiff and informal, and yet highly overdramatic at the same time:

‘I think, Charles, poor Mr. Carton deserves more consideration and respect than you expressed for him tonight.’

‘Indeed, my own?  Why so?’

‘That is what you are not to ask me!  But I think – I know – he does.’

‘If you know it, it is enough.  What would you have me do, my Life?’

‘I would ask you, dearest, to be very generous with him always, and very lenient on his faults when he is not by.’  (208)

The scene concludes with even more melodrama than it began with:

‘And, O my dearest Love!’ she urged, clinging nearer to him, laying her head upon his breast, and raising her eyes to his, ‘remember how strong we are in our happiness, and how weak he is in his misery!’

The supplication touched him home. ‘I will always remember it, dear Heart…. God bless her for her sweet compassion!’  (208)

It seems that wherever Lucie goes, the melodrama is sure to follow.  Scene after scene involving Lucie and another character are often spilling over with theatrical conversations, such as her first meeting with Mr. Lorry:

A shiver ran through her frame, and from it through his.  She said, in a low, distinct, awe-stricken voice, as if she were saying it in a dream:

‘I am going to see his ghost!  It will be his ghost – not him!’

Mr. Lorry quietly chafed his hands that held his arm.  ‘There, there, there!  See now, see now!  The best and the worst are known to you, now.  You are well on your way to the poor wronged gentleman, and, with a fair sea voyage, and a fair land journey, you will be soon at his dear side.’

She repeated in the same tone, sunk to a whisper, ‘I have been free, I have been happy, yet his ghost has never haunted me!’  (34)

When Sydney Carton visits on Lucie in chapter thirteen of book two, it reads as though it is dialogue straight from a soap opera of today, with Carton’s forlorn admissions as to his own unworth and unhappiness.  Lucie’s heartbreaking reactions, such as “’Without it, can I not save you, Mr. Carton?  Can I not recall you – forgive me again! – to a better course?’” and “’Which I entreated you to believe again and again, most fervently, with all my heart, was capable of better things, Mr. Carton!’” are so overdramatic, they lend an air of absurdity to the whole scene, a scene that Dickens meant to touch the souls of his readers  (154-155).


It would seem that the overdramatic ways of Lucie are hereditary, because her father, Dr. Manette, has his fair share of theatrical lines and scenes in the book, as well.  His introduction to the reader is done in such a way as to draw as much suspense and anticipation out of the reader as possible, what with the walk through the alley and up the stairs into the wineshop’s garret, the inner chamber of the garret and the discovery and discussion involving the Jacques and the sort of attraction Lucie’s father has become to the people, and finally the opening of the door to his room, only to find the good doctor with his back to the door and his face to the window!  In the next chapter, the theatrical happenings continue, as Lucie meets her father for the first time, and the two hit it off quite dramatically:

‘O, sir, at another time you shall know my name, and who my mother was, and who my father, and how I never knew their hard, hard history.  But I cannot tell you at this time, and I cannot tell you here.  All that I may tell you, here and now, is, that I pray to you to touch me and to bless me.  Kiss me, kiss me!  O my dear, my dear!  (53)

Another sort of melodrama involving Dr. Manette is his continued relapses throughout the novel.  The response comes to be expected by the reader whenever something is perceived to upset the good doctor.  It is the Achilles’ heel in an otherwise noble and heroic character, and one that Dickens weaves into the character’s being so that he may set up the true heroic character of the novel.

Sydney Carton – The Hero of the Guillotine

While I mentioned above that this novel is largely plot-based, and not character-driven, as most Dickens novels are, there is one memorable character that Dickens implants on his reader’s minds – Sydney Carton.  When the reader is first introduced to Carton, he is seen as a sluggish, drunken, tactless being, and no love or admiration is thrown his way.  In keeping with the theme of the novel, however, Carton enjoys a spiritual rebirth, brought about by Lucie, as Carton reveals:

‘…I wish you to know that you have been the last dream of my soul.  In my degradation I have not been so degraded but that the sight of you with your father, and of this home made such a home by you, has stirred old shadows that I thought had died out of me.  Since I knew you, I have been troubled by a remorse that I thought would never reproach me again, and have heard whispers from old voices impelling me upward, that I thought were silent forever.  I have had unformed ideas of striving afresh, beginning anew, shaking off sloth and sensuality, and fighting out the abandoned fight…’  (154)

This rebirth of soul leads Carton to produce the most memorable scene in all of the novel, when he stages a daring rescue of Charles Darnay from his prison cell and takes his place under the guillotine, so that his love could continue being happy in her life.  Carton’s selfless sacrifice is captured masterfully in the novel’s closing lines: “’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’”  (367).  It is as though through his sacrifice, he has atoned for a life filled with unhappiness and remorse, and has found, at last, his purpose and meaning in this life.


The point where the reader becomes aware of Sydney Carton’s decent and honest soul, and achieves a glance at his fate in the novel, occurs during his first conversation with Lucie, when he says in parting:

‘My last supplication of all is this: and with it, I will relieve you of a visitor with whom I well know you have nothing in unison, and between whom and you there is an impassable space.  It is useless to say it, I know, but it rises out of my soul.  For you, and for any dear to you, I would do anything.  If my career were of that better kind that there was any opportunity or capacity of sacrifice in it, I would embrace any sacrifice for you and for those dear to you.  Try to hold me in your mind, at some quiet times, so ardent and sincere in this one thing.  The time will come, the time will not be long in coming, when new ties will be formed about you – ties that will bind you yet more tenderly and strongly to the home you so adorn – the dearest ties that will ever grace and gladden you.  O Miss Manette, when the little picture of a happy father’s face looks up in yours, when you see your own bright beauty springing up anew at your feet, think now and then that there is a man who would give his life, to keep a life you love beside you!’  (156)

This one revelation serves to endear the character of Sydney Carton to Dickens’ readership, and in one paragraph creates a caring, compassionate, would-be hero that the reader’s can carry with them and follow throughout the remaining course of the novel.

Dickens, the Master Creator

In his novel, A Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens abandoned his usual style of writing and penned a novel based on actual historical occurrences, a story that was unorthodox for him in that it was plot driven and not based on his characters.  To make sure the reader’s attention was peaked and that they would desire more of the story, Dickens inserted various plot devices into the novel – devices such as humor, the introduction of small mysteries, and a large dose of melodrama.  The novel reads much like a Shakespearean play and has all of the elements found in one – love, courtship, mystery, the involvement of the characters with one another, humor, suspense, action, a tragic but noble ending, and a prevailing heroic character in Sydney Carton, who serves to offer a little hope for a grim situation gone wrong.  In crafting this tale, Dickens has created both an exciting novel and a dramatic theatrical experience, one that sweeps the reader along on its journey, not stopping until the final curtain has fallen.
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