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Introduction

A Tale of Two Cities, a novel by Charles Dickens, published in 1859, is second on 
the all-time best-seller list, exceeded in sales only by Cervantes’ Don Quixote. J.K. 
Rowling’s first Harry Potter novel, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone is close 
behind. Literary experts have expressed different opinions about the merits of A Tale 
of Two Cities. I’ve heard or read evaluations that range from “It’s Dickens’ best” to 
“There’s not much between the first and last lines.”
For some time I’ve been drawn to A Tale of Two Cities by the way Dickens 
constructed the novel and by the literary elements he used to tell the story. Without 
expressing an opinion on whether this best-selling novel is good or bad literature, 
mainly because I don’t think I have one, I would like to draw attention to these 
elements that are seldom, if ever, all used together in other novels. I do find the novel, 
however, an enjoyable read.
Memorable First and last Words

The novel begins with “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, ...” and ends 
with “... it is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known.” Several novels 
have famous first lines, for example Jane Austin’s Pride and Prejudice begins with “It 
is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, 

Aux armes, citoyens! 
Formez vos bataillons, 
Marchons, marchons!

Lines from the French National Anthem 
La Marseillaise
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must be in want of a wife.” Others have memorable 
last lines, for example: Ernest Hemingway’s The 
Old Man and the Sea ends with “The old man was 
dreaming about the lions.” but I know of no other 
novel that has both.
The first and last words, quoted above are only parts 
of sentences. The first sentence actually consists 
of seven pairs of ideas like the one everyone 
remembers, followed by an emm dash (a long 
dash, three times longer than a hyphen) and then 

by another 34 words. The last sentence is a balanced sentence with the second part, 
quoted above, mimicking the first part. Some who write books about sentences like the 
balance of the paired ideas (Landon, 2013, p. 184-185) others don’t; one who doesn’t 
like either the first or last sentence is Fish (2011, p. 120).
It’s the words and phrases that people remember not the sentences. Dickens could 
have written other words instead of the ones he chose and conveyed the same ideas 
and thoughts. For example, he could have written, “Times were good, times were 
bad,” but I doubt the words would be remembered. Or, if the last sentence began 
with “This thing I do is better than ...” instead of what Dickens wrote, I doubt readers 
would remember them. I cannot imagine any words, other than the ones Dickens 
penned, that would carry a reader into the story and then carry them out with a similar 
sense of completion.
Non-linearity 

In A Tale of Two Cities, Dickens crafted a non-linear novel. The events of the novel 
happen back and forth in time and switch between different places. The scenes in the 
story happen in Paris, in London, the French countryside, on the Dover Road between 
Dover and London, and in the port of Dover, itself.
Scenes in A Tale of Two Cities take place in the present, past, and future. Scenes from 
the past are brought into the story by letters written in the past but the thoughts and 
actions are played out on stage, not as prologue. In my experience, integration of past 
events into the narrative arc is done more frequently in movies than novels. In the 
2016 movie, The Accountant, starring Ben Affleck and Anna Kendrick, the past is 
sliced into the narrative arc several times.
Dickens reaches into the future by entering the thoughts of a major character on his 
way to execution by guillotine. The imaginary scene resembles a flash back, except 
that it is a flash forward or a prophecy. I know of no other novel that slices the future 
into the narrative arc. Some novels have epilogues that tell the reader what happened 
after the end of the main story but they are in real time, not a future time that could 
exist only in the characters’ imagination.
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Past events can influence events in the present but future events cannot, at least we 
don’t think so. Consequently, the past can be sliced into the narrative arc without 
the reader having to provide a large suspension of disbelief. However, to slice future 
events into the narrative arc would require a very large suspension of disbelief. 
The 2016 science fiction movie, Arrivals, starring Amy Adams and Jeremy Renner, 
however, does expect the viewer to accept the large suspension. How one could do it 
in a non-science fiction story is beyond me.
Setting

Few novels start without an action, dramatic scene, or a character in an action or 
dramatic scene. Most writing instructions today emphasize the idea that stories should 
begin in the midst of an action. A Tale of Two Cities, however, begins with none of 
these; the entire first chapter contains no characters; it is given over to depicting the 
setting – time, place, and social system – in which the story takes place. Only in 
the second chapter do characters who are important to the story appear and they are 
secondary characters at that.
Primary Characters

Charles Dickens is famous for his characters; think of Ebenezer Scrooge, Bob 
Cratchit, and Tiny Tim in A Christmas Carol. The major characters in A Tale of Two 
Cities, however, were not given distinctive names:

Sidney Carton; London Barrister, hero of the story,
Charles St. Evrémonde (Charles Darnay) French nobleman,
Lucie Mannette, Marries Darnay,
Lucie St. Evrémonde, Child of Lucy Mannette and Charles Darnay  

(St. Evrémonde),
Madams Thérèse Defarge, French revolutionary, villain of the story.

The main characters, at least the ones on the side of good, are buffeted and blown 
about by circumstances rooted in the setting. Dickens used a close similarity in 
likeness between Carton and Darnay in order to have Carton save Darnay .from 
drawing and quartering as a spy, falsely accused, early in the story. The same likeness 
facilitated a change of place between Carton and Darnay near the end of the story 
when Darnay was in prison, soon to be sent to the guillotine because of his noble 
status. Darnay finds himself in these fixes by circumstance and birth, not because 
of any actions on his part. Carton enters the first situation because it’s his job. The 
second, he wants happiness for Lucie and her family. Darnay (St. Evrémonde) changes 
hardly at all. Carton changes a little, maybe. The main characters on the side of the 
angels have been described as flat as mirrors.
On the other hand, in Madam Defarge, Dickens created a prototypical villain: 
dispassionate, ruthless, implacable, stripped of all empathy or sympathy. When we 
first meet Madam Defarge she appears to be standing half in shadow, half in light, 
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quietly menacing, knitting, a creature to avoid. Near the end of the story, her character 
is fully revealed when she seeks the death of a child because of the child’s ancestry. 
Writers today seek to have their characters change and become more complex 
through the story. Dickens showed with Madam Defarge that revealing character by 
increments through the story can be as effective as character change.
Supporting Characters

The supporting characters created for A Tale of Two Cities more closely fit the Dickens 
pattern: eccentric, odd turns of phrase, repeatedly uttered, and, sometimes possessing 
unusual names. Supporting characters move the story forward. The important 
supporting characters are:

Jarvis Lorry a banker,
Jerry Cruncher, a grave robber and messenger,
Miss Pross, a maid and nanny for Lucie and Lucie (wife and daughter).

The banker, Mr. Lorry, is the one who gets things done. He brought the elder Lucie out 
of France to Britain as a child when the father was imprisoned; he brought the father 
to Britain 18 years later; at the end of the story he brings the family out of France 
to Britain, grandfather, father, daughter, and grand daughter to escape execution by 
guillotine.
The grave robber, Jerry Cruncher, is the glue that holds the banker and maid/
nanny, Miss Pross, together as a team. He carries messages to them and aids in their 
extrication from difficult situations.
Characters Who Are Bit Players

In A Tale of Two Cities Dickens uses what can be described as bit characters, to add 
depth and verisimilitude to his story. These characters only appear once, do not have 
names, and speak or listen to only a few words. Their scenes could be deleted and the 
story would not be changed. However, I think the reader’s emotional involvement 
in the story would be diminished. For example, the exchange between Jerry and the 
door-keeper at the Old Bailey graphically makes evident the barbarity with which 
certain felons were treated and foreshadows the executions at the guillotine at the end 
of the story,

“Ah!” returned the man, with a relish; “he’ll be drawn on a hurdle to 
be half hanged, and then he’ll be taken down and sliced before his own 
face, and then his inside will be taken out and burnt while he looks on, 
and then his head will be chopped off, and he’ll be cut into quarters. 
That’s the sentence.” (A Tale of Two Cities, Chapter 2, Book the Second)

Other examples are the old clerk at the Bank who sends Jerry with a message to Old 
Bailey and the young girl, a seamstress, who accompanies Carton in the tumbril on 
their way to the guillotine. 
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Climax or Turning Point

Miss Pross plays a crucial role in the story. A Tale of Two Cities follows a simple 
narrative arc that traces rising tension from the start to a climax followed by falling 
tension and resolution. The climax comes late in the story but not at the end. It 
consists of scenes where good meets evil, the guns go off, something is decided, and 
the way to the resolution opens up. In A Tale of Two Cities this battle between good 
and evil is fought by two mature women, past middle-age.
I know of no other book where similar characters were created to resolve a story. 
Typically, it’s the protagonist, who is young, often male, or both, that fights the 
antagonist. Further, more often than not, the antagonist fits the same mould, young, 
often male.
Thoughts at the End

I think A Tale of Two Cities deserves the designation unique. Memorable first lines 
belong to A Tale of Two Cities and to no other novels I’ve ever read. Fairy tales have 
memorable first and last lines: “Once upon a time ...” and “They lived happily ever 
after.” but fairy tales are not novels. Having the climatic battle between good and evil 
fought by two elderly women is, in my experience, also unique. In addition, Dickens’ 
skills as a writer of stories are displayed in the novel.
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