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Overview

A Tale of Two Cities is a historical novel set in London and Paris before and during the French
Revolution. It follows the lives of several characters whose fates become entangled with the
revolutionary upheaval. The story begins with the release of Dr. Alexandre Manette from the
Bastille after eighteen years of wrongful imprisonment, and his reunion with his daughter Lucie
in England. Lucie marries Charles Darnay, a French aristocrat who has renounced his title, but
their happiness is threatened by the revolutionary forces in France. The novel's central conflict
revolves around Darnay's arrest and trial in Paris, where he is condemned to death by the
revolutionary tribunal. The plot is driven by the selfless sacrifice of Sydney Carton, a dissipated
English lawyer who bears a striking resemblance to Darnay and who ultimately gives his life to
save him, echoing the novel's famous opening line about the best and worst of times.

The novel explores themes of resurrection, sacrifice, and the destructive power of vengeance.
Dickens uses the revolution as a backdrop to criticize social injustice and the brutality of both the
aristocracy and the mob. The characters, including the vengeful Madame Defarge and the loyal
Jarvis Lorry, embody the moral complexities of the era. The book is significant for its vivid
portrayal of the French Revolution, its memorable characters, and its powerful meditation on
redemption and the possibility of a new life. It remains one of Dickens's most popular and
enduring works, celebrated for its dramatic narrative and its profound insights into human
nature and society.

Key Takeaways

* Resurrection and rebirth are central to the novel, as characters like Dr. Manette and Sydney
Carton are given second chances at life and meaning.

* The French Revolution was a complex event driven by real grievances, but Dickens shows
how revolutionary justice can become as cruel as the tyranny it overthrows.

+ Self-sacrifice can be the ultimate act of love and redemption, as demonstrated by Sydney
Carton's choice to die for Charles Darnay.

* The novel warns against the dangers of mob mentality and the dehumanizing effects of
vengeance.

* Social injustice and extreme inequality can lead to violent upheaval, as seen in the contrast
between the aristocracy and the starving poor.
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* Personal identity and loyalty are tested in times of political turmoil, as characters like
Charles Darnay and Dr. Manette navigate their divided loyalties.

* The power of love and family can provide stability and hope even in the darkest of times.

Chapter Summaries
Book the First: Recalled to Life

The novel opens with the famous lines about the best and worst of times. Jarvis Lorry, a banker
at Tellson's, travels to Dover to meet Lucie Manette, who learns that her father, Dr. Manette, is
not dead but has been released from the Bastille. They travel to Paris and find Dr. Manette in the
care of his former servant, Ernest Defarge, who keeps a wine shop. Dr. Manette is in a state of
mental confusion and is slowly brought back to life by his daughter's love. The section
establishes the theme of resurrection and introduces the key characters and the setting of
revolutionary France.

Book the Second: The Golden Thread

Set five years later in London, this section follows the trial of Charles Darnay, accused of treason
against the British crown. Sydney Carton, a lawyer, and his colleague Stryver defend Darnay, and
he is acquitted due to a lack of clear evidence and Carton's quick thinking. Darnay and Lucie fall
in love and marry, while Carton, who also loves Lucie, declares his unworthiness. The section also
introduces the Defarges' growing revolutionary activities in Paris, including the knitting of a
register of enemies. The golden thread of Lucie's love weaves through the lives of the characters,
providing hope and connection.

Book the Third: The Track of a Storm

The final section moves to revolutionary Paris. Darnay returns to France to help a former servant,
but is arrested as an emigrant aristocrat. Dr. Manette's influence initially helps him, but Darnay is
eventually condemned to death by the revolutionary tribunal. Sydney Carton, who has followed
the family to Paris, devises a plan to save Darnay by switching places with him in prison. Carton
goes to the guillotine in Darnay's place, finding peace and redemption in his sacrifice. The novel
ends with Carton's prophetic vision of a better future, as the Manette family escapes to England.

Notable 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 everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we
were all going direct the other way." — Opening lines of the novel, setting the tone for the
contrasting themes of the era.
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