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Dickens, Charles. A Tale of Two Cities (Ignatius Critical Edition): San Francisco: Ignatius Press,
2012.

INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK:

Published in 1859, it has sold over 200 million copies and is among the most famous works of
fiction in history. The novel depicts the plight of the French peasantry demoralized by the French
aristocracy in the years leading up to the revolution, the corresponding brutality demonstrated by
the revolutionaries toward the former aristocrats in the early years of the revolution, and many
unflattering social parallels with life in London during the same time period. It follows the lives
of several protagonists through these events. The most notable are Charles Darnay and Sydney
Carton. Darnay is a French once-aristocrat who falls victim to the indiscriminate wrath of the
revolution despite his virtuous nature, and Carton is a dissipated British barrister who endeavors
to redeem his ill-spent life out of his unrequited love for Darnay's wife, Lucie Manette. The
opening line of the book is perhaps one of the most famous lines eve written - "It was the best of
times, it was the worst of times ..." Dickens expresses sympathy for the downtrodden poor and
their outrage at the self-indulgent aristocracy. But Dickens is no friend of the vengeful mob that
storms the Bastille and cheers the guillotine. As with all his stories, his passion is for the
unforgettable and unrepeatable individuals he creates. The sorrows of the suffering masses, their
demands for justice, and the indiscriminate fury they unleash take flesh in Madame Defarge,
while the self-sacrifice that is the truest means of atonement and rebirth manifests in the unlikely
hero Sydney Carton. In 4 Tale of Two Cities, humanity does not show its best side in the mean
streets of Paris or even London, but in the intimate circle of loyal friends that gathers around the
honorable Doctor Manette and his lovely daughter, Lucie.

ABOUT CHARLES DICKENS

Charles Dickens (7 February 1812 — 9 June 1870) was an English novelist, journalist, short
story writer and social critic. He created some of literature's best-known fictional characters, and
is regarded by many as the greatest novelist of the Victorian era. His works enjoyed
unprecedented popularity (particularly through serialization in English newspapers) during his
lifetime and, by the 20th century, critics and scholars had recognized him as a literary genius.
His novels and short stories are widely read today. Born in Portsmouth, Dickens left school at
age 12 to work in a boot-blacking factory when his father John was incarcerated in a debtors'
prison. After three years, he returned to school before beginning his literary career as a journalist.
Dickens edited a weekly journal for 20 years; wrote 15 novels, five novellas, hundreds of short
stories and nonfiction articles; was a tireless letter writer; and campaigned vigorously

for children's rights, education and other social reforms.

QUOTES:

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of
foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light,
it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had
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everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all
going direct the other way—in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of
its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative
degree of comparison only.”—Narrator, chapter 1, pg. 5.

“I love your daughter fondly, dearly, disinterestedly, devotedly. If ever there were love in the
world, I love her.”—Charles Darney, chapter 10, pg. 152.

“Tell the Wind and the Fire where to stop...but don’t tell me.”—Madame Defarge, chapter 12,
pg. 389.

“Sow the same seed of rapacious license and oppression over again, and it will surely yield the
same fruit according to its kind.”—Narrator, chapter 15, pg. 422.

“Crush humanity out of shape once more, under similar hammers, and it will twist itself into the
same tortured forms. Sow the same seeds of rapacious license and oppression over again, and it

b

will surely yield the same fruit according to its kind.”—Narrator, chapter 15, pg. 422.

“I see a beautiful city and a brilliant people rising from this abyss. I see the lives for which I lay
down my life, peaceful, useful, prosperous and happy. I see that I hold a sanctuary in their hearts,
and in the hearts of their descendants, generations hence. 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.”—Syndey Carton,
chapter 15, pp. 427-428.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What did you think about the novel, 4 Tale of Two Cities?

2. What does the novel suggest about the origins of violence? In which situations is violence
justified? Is it always destructive or can it be redemptive? If so, when and how?

3. What causes the French mob to revolt? Do you think their actions are justified? Describe
the “character” of the mob.

4. Compare the characters of Madame Defarge and Sydney Carton. Is one a “villain” and
the other a “hero”?

5. “[T]he vigorous tenacity of love,” Dickens remarks of Miss Porss as she struggles with
Madame Defarge, is “always so much stronger than hate.” What is the role of hate and of
evil in the novel, and how are both characterized? Is love stronger than hatred in the
novel? If so, how does Dickens show the victory of one over the other?

6. Explain the first paragraph of the novel. How do contrasting “doubles” deepen reflection
of the themes of the novel? How are the situations of the two cities of London and Paris
similar and different?

7. Discuss the resurrection theme in A Tale of Two Cities. How is resurrection different
than insurrection, as considered in the novel?

8. Would you recommend A4 Tale of Two Cities? Why or why not?



