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UNDERSTANDING DICKENS THROUGH SPARKNOTES
ON A TALE OF TWO CITIES

Charles Dickens' A Tale of Two Cities remains one of the most
widely read and studied novels in English literature. For students
and casual readers alike, a reliable sparknotes on a tale of
two cities can illuminate the dense historical backdrop, complex
characters, and interwoven themes that define this classic work.
Set against the tumultuous backdrop of the French Revolution,
the novel  explores resurrection,  sacrifice,  and the stark contrast
between London and Paris.  Whether you are preparing for an
exam, writing an essay, or simply seeking deeper appreciation,
this comprehensive guide will help you navigate the novel's key
elements with clarity and confidence.

The Historical Context That
Shapes the Novel
To fully grasp any sparknotes on a tale of two cities, it is
essential to understand the historical period Dickens depicts. The

French  Revolution  (1789–1799)  serves  as  more  than  mere
setting; it is a living, breathing force that drives the narrative
forward. Dickens wrote the novel in 1859, a time of social unrest
in England, and he drew parallels between the French Revolution
and the growing tensions in Victorian society. The novel opens
with the famous lines, “It was the best of times, it was the worst
of times,” immediately signaling the duality that permeates every
aspect  of  the  story.  The  aristocracy’s  oppression  of  the
peasantry,  the  rise  of  revolutionary  fervor,  and  the  Reign  of
Terror all  provide the raw material for Dickens’ meditation on
justice, vengeance, and human redemption.

COMPREHENSIVE SUMMARY: THE CORE OF ANY
SPARKNOTES ON A TALE OF TWO CITIES

A high-quality sparknotes on a tale of two cities must begin
with a clear, concise summary of the plot. The novel is divided
into three books, each marking a distinct phase in the story’s
development.

Book the First: Recalled to
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Life
The novel  opens  in  1775 with  Mr.  Jarvis  Lorry,  an  agent  for
Tellson’s Bank, traveling from London to Paris. He meets Lucie
Manette, a young woman who believes her father is dead. In
truth, Dr. Alexandre Manette has been imprisoned in the Bastille
for eighteen years. They journey to Paris to retrieve him, finding
him in  a  dim attic,  barely  recognizable,  absorbed  in  making
shoes. Dr. Manette is “recalled to life” through Lucie’s love and
care,  though  he  remains  fragile  and  prone  to  relapses.  This
section  establishes  the  theme  of  resurrection  that  echoes
throughout the novel.

Book the Second: The
Golden Thread
Set  five  years  later,  this  book  introduces  Charles  Darnay,  a
French aristocrat who has renounced his family name and title.
He  stands  trial  for  treason  in  England,  accused  of  passing
information to the French.  He is  acquitted largely due to the
clever  testimony  of  his  lawyer,  Mr.  Stryver,  and  the  sharp
observation of Sydney Carton, Stryver’s assistant. Carton bears a
striking resemblance to Darnay, a fact that becomes crucially
important  later.  The “golden thread” refers  to  Lucie Manette,
whose love and compassion weave through the lives of those
around her. Both Darnay and Carton fall in love with Lucie, but
she  marries  Darnay.  Meanwhile,  in  France,  the  revolutionary

storm gathers force. The Marquis St. Evrémonde, Darnay’s cruel
uncle, runs over a peasant child with his carriage and shows no
remorse. He is later murdered in his bed, setting the stage for the
family’s reckoning.

Book the Third: The Track
of a Storm
The revolution erupts with full  fury. The Bastille falls, and the
aristocracy  faces  brutal  retaliation.  Darnay,  despite  his
renunciation, is drawn back to France to save a loyal servant,
Gabelle.  He  is  immediately  arrested  as  an  emigrant  and  an
aristocrat.  Dr.  Manette,  now a respected figure in France due to
his  imprisonment  in  the  Bastille,  uses  his  influence  to  secure
Darnay’s release. However, Darnay is rearrested the same day.
At his trial, a document discovered in Dr. Manette’s former cell is
read  aloud.  In  it,  Manette  denounces  the  entire  Evrémonde
family, including Darnay, for crimes committed against his family.
Darnay  is  condemned  to  the  guillotine.  In  the  novel’s  final  act,
Sydney  Carton,  who  loves  Lucie  deeply,  devises  a  plan.  He
switches places with Darnay, using their physical resemblance to
allow Darnay to escape with Lucie and their daughter. Carton
goes  to  the  guillotine  in  Darnay’s  place,  finding  peace  and
meaning  in  his  final  sacrifice.  His  last  words  echo  the  Lord’s
Prayer: “It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever
done.”



Sparknotes On A Tale Of Two Cities 3

3

KEY CHARACTERS YOU MUST KNOW

Any thorough sparknotes on a tale of two cities dedicates
significant attention to the novel’s characters, each representing
different  facets  of  the  human  condition  during  revolutionary
times.

Dr. Alexandre Manette: A former physician who endured
eighteen years of unjust imprisonment. His character arc
moves from brokenness to recovery and back to despair
when his past threatens his family. He embodies the theme
of resurrection and the lingering trauma of injustice.
Lucie Manette: The golden thread who connects all the
major characters. She represents love, compassion, and
domestic stability. While some critics find her one-
dimensional, she functions as the emotional center of the
novel, the force that inspires sacrifice and loyalty in others.
Charles Darnay: The French aristocrat who rejects his
family’s oppressive legacy. He stands for honor, integrity,
and the possibility of personal redemption. His repeated
returns to France, despite the risk, demonstrate his
commitment to justice and responsibility.
Sydney Carton: Perhaps the most memorable character in
the novel, Carton begins as a dissipated, cynical lawyer
who sees no value in his own life. His unrequited love for
Lucie transforms him, culminating in the ultimate act of
sacrifice. Carton’s arc is the novel’s most powerful
illustration of resurrection and redemption.
Madame Defarge: The implacable revolutionary who knits

the names of the condemned into her register. She
represents the dangers of vengeance and the cycle of
violence. Her hatred stems from personal trauma; her
family was destroyed by the Evrémonde brothers, including
Darnay’s father and uncle.
Mr. Jarvis Lorry: The faithful Tellson’s banker who serves
as a moral anchor throughout the story. His loyalty to the
Manette family spans decades, and he represents duty,
stability, and quiet kindness.
Miss Pross: Lucie’s fiercely protective governess. In a
notable subversion of expectation, she defeats Madame
Defarge in a physical struggle, proving that love can
overcome hatred.

MAJOR THEMES THAT DRIVE THE NARRATIVE

A  meaningful  sparknotes  on  a  tale  of  two  cities  cannot
overlook  the  novel’s  thematic  depth.  Dickens  weaves  several
major themes through the story, each contributing to its lasting
relevance.

Resurrection and
Redemption
The theme of resurrection is announced in the very first book. Dr.
Manette is “recalled to life” after eighteen years of living death.
This  theme  recurs  in  Darnay’s  escape  from  execution  and
culminates in Sydney Carton’s sacrificial death, which allows him



4

4 Sparknotes On A Tale Of Two Cities 2024-03-17

to  achieve  a  kind  of  spiritual  rebirth.  Carton’s  final  vision  of  a
better world, where he is remembered with love, suggests that
true life is found in giving oneself for others.

Sacrifice and Love
The novel  presents  sacrifice  as  the  highest  form of  love.  Carton
gives his life for Lucie’s happiness. Darnay risks his freedom to
help  his  servant.  Dr.  Manette  sacrifices  his  hard-won  peace  of
mind  to  save  his  son-in-law.  Even  Miss  Pross  sacrifices  her
hearing  in  her  struggle  with  Madame  Defarge.  These  sacrifices
stand  in  stark  contrast  to  the  selfishness  and  cruelty  of  the
aristocracy  and  the  vengeful  fury  of  the  revolutionaries.

Violence and Oppression
Dickens does not shy away from the brutal realities of revolution.
The novel  depicts  the oppression of  the peasantry  with  vivid
detail, from the starving children to the casual cruelties of the
aristocracy. Yet Dickens also critiques the revolution’s descent
into mob violence and indiscriminate slaughter. The grinding of
the  revolutionary  mill  and  the  sharpening  of  the  guillotine
become recurring symbols of how oppression begets oppression
in an endless cycle.

Duality and Contrast
The novel is built on contrasts: London versus Paris, aristocracy
versus peasantry, love versus hatred, sacrifice versus selfishness,
order versus chaos. The opening sentence announces this theme,
and  it  runs  through  every  aspect  of  the  narrative.  Even  the
characters embody duality; Carton and Darnay look alike but lead
vastly  different  lives.  The  two  cities  themselves  represent
different  approaches  to  social  change.

Fate and Historical Forces
Dickens  suggests  that  individuals  are  swept  along  by  forces
larger  than  themselves.  The  revolution  is  portrayed  as  an
inevitable  consequence  of  systemic  injustice.  Yet  within  this
deterministic framework, individuals still  make choices.  Carton
chooses  sacrifice.  Darnay  chooses  responsibility.  Madame
Defarge  chooses  vengeance.  The  novel  balances  historical
inevitability  with  personal  moral  agency.

SYMBOLS AND MOTIFS WORTH NOTING

When consulting a sparknotes on a tale of two cities, pay
attention to the recurring symbols that enrich the narrative.

The Wine Cask: In the opening of Book the Second, a wine
cask breaks open in the streets of Saint Antoine. The
peasants scramble to drink the spilled wine, staining the
streets red. This foreshadows the bloodshed of the
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revolution and the desperation of the people.
The Knitting: Madame Defarge’s knitting is both a
practical activity and a symbolic register of death. Each
stitch encodes a name destined for the guillotine. The
knitting represents the cold, methodical nature of
revolutionary vengeance.
The Guillotine: The guillotine is the central symbol of the
revolution’s equality of death. It is described as a machine
that grinds indiscriminately, destroying good and bad alike.
It represents the dehumanizing logic of terror.
The Broken Wine Cask and the Grindstone: Both
symbolize the violence that erupts when oppression
reaches its breaking point. The grindstone, used to sharpen
weapons, becomes a grotesque image of revolutionary
fervor.
Shoemaking: Dr. Manette’s obsessive shoemaking
represents his trauma and his attempt to find order in
chaos. When he relapses, he returns to the bench, and the
sound of his hammer signals his psychological distress.

MEMORABLE QUOTATIONS AND THEIR SIGNIFICANCE

Any  comprehensive  sparknotes  on  a  tale  of  two  cities
highlights the novel’s most powerful passages. These quotations
capture the essence of the story and its themes.

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” This
opening line sets the tone for the entire novel. It encapsulates
the  duality  that  defines  the  revolutionary  era  and  the  human
experience  itself.
“A  wonderful  fact  to  reflect  upon,  that  every  human
creature is constituted to be that profound secret and
mystery  to  every  other.”  This  reflection  on  the  mystery  of
human identity speaks to the novel’s exploration of hidden pasts,
concealed  identities,  and  the  difficulty  of  truly  knowing  another
person.
“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.” Carton’s final words are the novel’s most famous.
They represent  the culmination of  his  transformation and the
triumph of sacrificial love over despair.
“The  sea  did  what  it  liked,  and  what  it  liked  was
destruction.” This description of the revolutionary mob captures
the terrifying  power  of  collective  action  when it  is  driven by
vengeance rather than justice.

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION: GOING BEYOND THE
SURFACE

A truly useful sparknotes on a tale of two cities


