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Introduction
Charles Dickens is one of the most popular writers of all times, and 

is responsible for some of the best-known characters in English litera-
ture.

He was born in Portsmouth, England, in 1812 and moved to London 
with his family when he was about two years old. The family was very 
poor, and John Dickens, a clerk with the navy, could not earn enough. 
Charles, the second oldest, attended school for a while; his formal edu-
cation did not last long, though, since the family’s situation forced him 
to leave school at the age of twelve, and it was his mother who taught 
him to read after leaving school, Dickens found a job in a shoe polish 
factory; at about the same time, his father was sent to prison as a debtor.

The difficulties the family suffered and the general hopelessness 
he saw around him as he was growing up, shaped Dickens’s view of 
the world and strongly influenced the subject matter, events and                  
characters. Determined to leave behind the anxieties of his childhood, 
Dickens started  writing for a newspaper. He soon made a name for 
himself in London’s court and at the House of Commons.

His first success came with the appearance, in monthly parts, of what 
came to be known as The Pick-wick Papers. By the age of twenty-four 
he was famous, and he remained so until he died. While successful in 
public life, though, Dickens’s personal life was not happy. He married 
Catherine Hogarth in 1836 and they had ten children together. As time 
passed, they became increasingly unhappy, and they separated in 1858. 
Apart from his writing, Dickens found the time and energy to work for a 
number of organizations set up to help the poor and needy, showing the 
concern for people and social conditions that underlies so much of his 
writing. Under the pressure of these many activities his health became 
worse, and he died suddenly in 1870.
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Dickens wrote 20 full-length fictional stories and many works of 
non-fiction. He was a keen observer of people and places, had a great 
understanding of human nature, and showed a particular sympathy for 
young people. He was at his best describing memorable characters and 
scenes which were typical of life in mid-nineteenth-century London.

Oliver Twist (1837-9) tells of the adventures of a poor unloved child 
in London’s criminal underworld, while the cruelty of the private school 
system is attacked in Nicholas Nickleby (another early story).  During the 
1840s, Dickens wrote five ‘Christmas books’. The first of these, A Christ-
mas Carol, tells the story of rich and mean Ebenezer Scrooge who, late in 
life, learns the meaning of Christmas and discovers others that are less 
fortunate than himself.

In his later works, including Hard Times, Little Dorrit and
Our Mutual Friend, Dickens presents a much darker view of the 

world. His humour is used to attack the evil side of human experience, 
in particular,  industry and trade. Bleak House shows the unfairness of 
the legal system and how lawyers could lengthen the legal process for 
their own financial gain without any regard for the damage done to the 
lives of those involved in their cases. David Copperfield is an exception 
from this period: a much more light-hearted story and a moving de-
scription of a young man’s discovery of adult life.

A Tale of  Two Cities (1859) is the second of the two works of historical 
fiction written by Dickens. Like many of his stories, A Tale of  Two Cities was 
originally written and sold one part at  a  time, and  the book depends 
less on character for its interest than on the excitement of the develop-
ing tale. It is set in Lon-don  and  Paris at  the  time  of the  great  so-
cial  uprising of the French Revolution (1789-99), including the terrible  
period between  April  1793  and July 1794 when 40,000 people died. 
The book shows the cause of revolution and its effects on people’s day-
to-day lives. The historical detail of the book is based on the great work  
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The French Revolution , by Dickens’s friend, Thomas Carlyle. Dickens 
himself  made  many  journeys  to Paris,  and visited the  remaining                   
historical sights of the Revolution. Britain in Dickens’s time was socially 
much less settled than it is today, and many people felt that a popular 
uprising against the wealthier classes was an ever-present danger. They, 
therefore, took a great interest in the lessons to be learned from the 
French experience.

The story also tells the more private tale of Sydney Carton, and his 
final decision to put the good of others before his natural sense of self-
preservation. The passage at the end of the book, in which he explains 
his decision, has become one of the most famous in English literature.

Dr Manette, a French doctor, has been held in the terrible Bastille 
prison for many years. He is found, half crazy, by his daughter Lucie 
and Mr. Lorry, who has gone to Paris to search for him. They take him 
back to London, where his health and his memory gradually improve. 
Five years later, the Frenchman Charles Darnay is tried in London on 
charges of spying.

 He is freed, partly because he is very similar in appearance to the 
lawyer Sydney Carton; this similarity becomes even more important 
later in the story. Both Darnay and Carton are in love with Lucie. At the 
same time, the Revolution is breaking out in France. Darnay is forced 
to put his own life in danger by going back there to help the tax collec-
tor, Gabelle. Darnay is followed by Lucie and Dr Manette, who are also 
caught up in the exciting events that follow.
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1
The Shop of Monsieur Defarge

Saint - Antoine was one of the poorest parts of Paris. The children 
who lived there had the faces and sad voices of old men, and hunger 
seemed to be written on the face of every man and woman.

The shops contained only the worst bits of meat and only the cheapest 
loaves. Nothing brightened the streets except the shops that sold tools 
or weapons; these contained the sharpest of bright knives and the most 
murderous of guns, shining weapons which seemed to be waiting for 
the time when they would be brought out to do terrible work.

A large cask of wine had been dropped and broken, in one of the 
streets of Saint-Antoine. Red wine began to run over the rough stones 
forming little pools in the hollows and cracks among the stones.

Immediately everyone left whatever they were doing, and ran to the 
spot to collect some of the wine before it disappeared into the ground. 
Some knelt down and tried to drink it from their hands, but most of 
it ran through their fingers. Some brought cups and tried to fill them; 
others dipped cloths in the wine and then put them in their mouths. 
For a time, in that street of poor and miserable people, the joyful sound 
of laughter rang out. But soon all the wine was gone; the laughter died 
down and the people returned to what they had been doing before.

A tall man dipped his finger in some mud made red with the wine 
and wrote on the wall five big letters: BLOOD. The time would come 
when blood would flow in the streets of Saint-Antoine and would turn 
its stones red again.

The barrel of wine had been on its way to the wine shop at the 
corner. Outside stood the owner of the shop, Monsieur Defrage. He 
was a strongly built man of about thirty: with a face that was good-
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natured on the whole, but which showed signs of strong determination 
and a complete absence of any kind of weakness. He was a man who 
would be an enemy to be feared.

Monsieur Defarge stood looking at the struggle for the wine for 
some time. ‘It isn’t my affair,’ he said to himself. ‘As that barrel is broken, 
they must bring me another.’ Then his eye caught sight of the man who 
wrote the terrible word on the wall.

 He called to him ‘Gaspard, are your crazy?’  Why do you write in the 
public street? Are there no better places to write such words?’

Madame Defarge was sitting in the shop when her husband                  
re-entered it. She was a woman of about his own age, with a very keen 
eye, a strong face and a great calmness of manner. As her husband came 
in, she gave a little cough and looked in a certain direction as if to call his 
attention to some people who had just come into the shop.

The shopkeeper looked around until his eye rested on an oldish 
gentleman and a young woman who were seated in a corner. There 
were other people in the shop. But only these two were strangers. As he 
passed, he noticed that the old man attracted the attention of his young 
companion as if to say, ‘This is our man’.

‘What on earth are those two doing there?’ said Defarge to himself 
pretending not to notice the two strangers, and fell into a conversation 
with three men who were drinking at the bar.

‘How goes it, Jacques?’ said one of them to Monsieure Defarge. ‘Is 
all the wine drunk from the broken cask?’

‘Every drop of it, Jacques.’ replied Defarge.
‘It isn’t often,’ said the second man, ‘that these miserable creatures 

know the taste of wine, or of anything but black bread and death. Isn’t 
that so, Jacques?’
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‘It is so, Jacques,’ replied Monsieur Defarge.
The third man put down his glass.
‘Ah! Such poor cattle always have a bitter taste in their mouths; they 

lead a hard life. Am I right, Jacques?’
‘You are right, Jacques,’ replied Monsieur Defarge.
A movement from Madame Defarge attracted his attention . 

‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘the room that you wish to see is at the top of the 
stairs. Go into the courtyard. One of you has been there before and will 
show you the way.’

They paid for their wine and left. The oldish gentleman walked 
towards Monsieur Defarge and asked permission to speak to him. Their 
conversation was short. Almost at the first word Monsieur Defarge’s face 
showed keen attention. After a minute Defarge signalled his agreement 
and went out. The gentleman then called to the young lady, and they, 
too, went outside.

Madame went on with her knitting and took no notice.
Mr. Jarvis Lorry (the gentleman) and Miss Lucie Manette joined 

Defarge in the courtyard to men. In the courtyard Defarge did a 
surprising thing. He went down on one knee and put his lips to the
young lady’s hand.

Defarge, at one time, had been a servant of Dr. Manette, Lucie’s 
father. Lucie’s mother had died, and her father had disappeared; no one 
knew what had happened to him. His money was in Tellson’s Bank - an 
English bank. The baby Lucie was brought to England, and Mr. Jarvis 
Lorry, an official of Tellson’s Bank and an old friend of her father’s, was 
put in charge of her money and her education. Mr. Lorry had asked an 
English woman, Miss Pross, to bring up the child. Over the years Miss 
Pross became like a mother to Lucie and would have given her life for 
her.

Lucie was now a young woman, and strange news had brought her 
and Mr. Lorry to Paris-news that Dr Manette (who all had thought to be 



10

dead) was alive. He had been a prisoner in the Bastille, the great prison 
of Paris. Now he had been set free and was in the care of his old servant, 
Defarge.

Defarge rose to his feet. A remarkable change had come over his face. 
A look of anger and hatred had replaced his good natured expression 
-hatred for those who had harmed someone he loved, ‘The stairs 
are high,’ said Defarge. ’Let us go up slowly.’ ‘Is Dr. Manette alone?’ 
whispered Mr. Lorry.

‘Of course. He has been used to being alone for so long that now he 
cannot bear the presence of others.’

‘Is he greatly changed?’
‘Changed! You will not recognize him.’
As they neared the top of the stairs, Defarge took a key out of his 

pocket.
 ‘Do you keep his door locked?’
‘I think it safer to do so.’
‘Why?’
‘Why! Because he has lived so long locked up that he would be 

frightened if his door was left open.’
‘Is it possible?’ asked Mr. Lorry in surprise.
‘It is possible,’ replied Defarge bitterly . ‘In this beautiful world such 

things are possible, and not only possible, they are actually done every 
day. Such is the state of France.’

The conversation had been held in so low a whisper that none of it 
reached the young lady’s ears, but as they neared the top of the stairs she 
was shaking. Her face showed such deep anxiety, such terror, that Mr. 
Lorry spoke to her to calm her.

‘Courage, my dear! Courage! The worst will be over in a minute. 
Think only of the happiness you will bring him.’

At last they were near the top. Suddenly, at a turn in the stairs, they 
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came upon the three men who were looking into a room through the 
cracks in a door. Hearing footsteps they turned and rose. They were the 
three men who had been drinking in the wine shop.

‘Leave us, boys. We have business here.’ said Defrage.
The three went quietly down.
 Mr. Lorry was angry. He whispered to Defrage, ‘Do you make a 

show of Monsieur Manette?’
‘I show him to a selected few, to those to whom the sight is likely to 

do good. They are all men of my own name, Jacques. You are English 
and do not understand. Stay here a minute, please.’

Defarge ran his key along the door as if to give a warning to the person 
inside. Then he put it in the lock and turned it slowly. The door opened; 
he looked into the room and said something. A faint voice answered. 
Defarge looked back and signalled to them to enter. Mr. Lorry put his 
arm round Lucie’s waist and held her. ‘Go in,’ he said.

‘Go in.’
‘I am afraid,’ she answered, still shaking.
‘Afraid of what?’
‘I am afraid of him, my father.’
He pulled her arm around his neck, lifted her a little and hurried 

into the room.
Work was going on in the room. With his back towards the door and 

his face towards the window, a white-haired man sat on a long bench, 
bent forward. He was very busy, making shoes.

The Shop of Monsieur Defarge


