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THE ENDURING POWER OF "A
TALE OF TWO CITIES BEGINNING"

Few  openings  in  literary  history  have
resonated  as  profoundly  as  the  first
words  of  Char les  Dickens'  1859
masterpiece, A Tale of Two Cities.  The
phrase "It was the best of times, it was
the worst of times" has become one of
the  most  quoted  and  recognised
passages in  the English  language.  But
what  makes  A  Tale  Of  Two  Cities

Beginning so compelling, and why does
it  continue  to  captivate  readers  more
than 160 years after its publication? This
article  delves  deep  into  the  genius  of
that  opening,  exploring  its  historical
context,  literary  brilliance,  and  the
thematic  foundations  it  lays  for  the
entire novel.

THE FAMOUS OPENING LINES: A
STUDY IN PARADOX

The novel begins with one of the most
famous paragraphs ever written. Dickens
immediately  establishes  a  world  of
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profound  contrasts:
"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..."
This relentless series of antitheses does
more than merely describe the era of the
French Revolution. It plunges the reader
into a state of tension and uncertainty. A
Tale Of Two Cities Beginning  is not
just  a  h is tor ica l  marker ;  i t  i s  a
philosophical statement about the dual
nature of all human experience. Dickens
is  telling  us  that  this  story,  and  by
extension life itself, cannot be reduced
to  simple  categories.  Every  triumph

contains a seed of  tragedy, and every
darkness holds a promise of light.

The Rhetorical
Power of the
Opening
From a purely technical standpoint, the
opening paragraph is  a  masterclass  in
rhetoric.  Dickens  uses  the  device  of
anaphora—the repetition of the phrase
"it  was"  at  the  start  of  successive
clauses. This creates a rhythmic, almost
biblical cadence that lends the words a
sense  of  gravity  and  inevitability.  The
paragraph  builds  momentum,  carrying
the reader forward through a cascade of
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contradictions  until  arriving  at  the
central paradox: "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."
This  final  line  is  crucial.  Dickens  is  not
merely setting a scene; he is critiquing
the  human  tendency  to  see  our  own
times  as  uniquely  significant.  By  linking
the turbulence of 1775 to the anxieties
of 1859 (when the novel was written), he
suggests that every age believes itself to
be living through the best  or  worst  of
times. This gives A Tale Of Two Cities
Beginning  a  timeless  quality  that
continues  to  resonate  with  readers
today.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: ENGLAND
AND FRANCE IN 1775

To  fully  appreciate  A  Tale  Of  Two
Cities  Beginning,  it  is  essential  to
understand  the  historical  realities
Dickens  was  drawing  upon.  The  novel
opens in  1775,  a  period of  simmering
unrest in France and relative stability in
England—though  both  nations  are
presented as flawed and tension-ridden.

France: The ancien régime was
crumbling under the weight of
economic mismanagement, social
inequality, and a corrupt
aristocracy. The French
Revolution, which would erupt in
1789, was brewing in the poverty
and resentment of the common
people. Dickens portrays France as
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a society "staggering" under the
burden of its own injustice.
England: While not facing
revolution, England is depicted as
a nation plagued by its own
problems: crime, poverty, and a
brutal legal system. The "tumbrils"
(the carts that carried prisoners to
execution) were not unique to
France. Dickens reminds us that
England, too, had its share of
darkness.

By  situating  his  story  in  this  specific
historical moment, Dickens uses A Tale
Of  Two Cities  Beginning  to  explore
universal themes of oppression, justice,
and the potential for violent change. The
opening  is  not  just  a  chronological
marker; it is a diagnosis of a sick society.

CHARACTERS INTRODUCED IN
THE OPENING: MR. LORRY AND
THE MESSAGE OF RESURRECTION

Immediately  following  the  famous
opening paragraph, the narrative shifts
to a specific scene: the Dover mail coach
labouring through a dark, muddy night.
Inside the coach is Mr. Jarvis Lorry, an
elderly  banker  working  for  Tellson's
Bank.  He  is  travelling  from London to
Paris on a mysterious errand.

The Cryptic
Message:
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"Recalled to Life"
One of the most striking elements of A
Tale Of Two Cities Beginning  is the
exchange  between  Mr.  Lorry  and  a
messenger  f rom  Tel lson 's .  The
messenger delivers a message that sets
the entire  plot  in  motion:  "Recalled to
Life."
When Lorry hears these words, he reacts
with visible shock. "I hope so," he says,
and the conversation takes on an air of
deep  secrecy.  Lorry  instructs  the
messenger  to  respond  to  any  inquiry
with the words: "Died last night." This is
not a literal death, but a cover story for a
man  who  has  been  imprisoned  for
eighteen  years  in  the  Bastille.
The  phrase  "Recalled  to  Life"  is  the

thematic heart of A Tale Of Two Cities
Beginning.  It  introduces  the  novel's
central  theme  of  resurrection.  Dr.
Alexandre  Manette,  who  has  been
"buried alive" in prison, is about to be
"resurrected" by his daughter Lucie and
Mr. Lorry. This motif of death and rebirth
wi l l  echo  throughout  the  novel ,
culminating  in  Sydney  Carton's  final,
sacrificial  act.

Establishing
Atmosphere:
Darkness, Mist,
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and Secrecy
Dickens  was  a  master  of  atmosphere,
and A Tale Of Two Cities Beginning is
suffused with a sense of foreboding. The
coach journey through the muddy, foggy
English  countryside  is  described  in
painstaking detail.  The passengers  are
suspicious  of  one  another.  The  coach
itself  is  described  as  a  "lumbering"
vehicle, struggling against the elements.
This atmosphere of secrecy and danger
serves several  purposes. It  mirrors the
political  instability  of  the  time,  where
spies and informants were common. It
also  establishes  the  novel's  tone  of
suspense.  Something  is  hidden,
something is buried, and the journey to
uncover it will be fraught with peril. The

physical  struggle of  the coach through
the mud becomes a  metaphor  for  the
difficult  journey  toward  truth  and
redemption  that  the  characters  will
undertake.

LITERARY DEVICES IN THE
OPENING: HOW DICKENS HOOKS
THE READER

Dickens  employs  several  key  literary
devices  in  A  Tale  Of  Two  Cities
Beginning  to immediately engage the
reader  and  foreshadow  the  novel's
themes.

Antithesis: The entire first1.
paragraph is built on opposing
ideas (best/worst,
wisdom/foolishness,
light/darkness). This establishes
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duality as the novel's core
structural principle.
Foreshadowing: The2.
messenger's cryptic words, the
whispered conversations, and the
ominous description of the road all
hint at the violence and upheaval
to come.
Symbolism: The "mud" and "fog"3.
of the opening pages are not just
weather conditions. They
represent the moral confusion and
obscured truths that characters
must navigate. The "mail coach"
itself becomes a symbol of the
established order—slow,
vulnerable, and under threat.
Personification: The coach is4.
described as a living thing,
"labouring" and "struggling"

through the night. This gives the
inanimate world a sense of agency
and danger.

THEMATIC FOUNDATIONS LAID IN
THE BEGINNING

A Tale Of Two Cities Beginning is not
merely an introduction to a story; it is an
introduction to a worldview. The opening
pages lay the groundwork for the novel's
most important themes.

Resurrection and
Renewal
As mentioned, the message "Recalled to
Life" is the central motif. Dr. Manette's
release  from  the  Bastille  is  a  literal
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resurrection, but the theme extends to
other  characters.  Sydney  Carton,  a
dissipated  lawyer  who  seems  to  have
wasted his life, will  undergo a spiritual
resurrection through his  love for  Lucie
Manette.  Even  the  city  of  Paris,  torn
apart  by  revolution,  seeks  a  form  of
political resurrection. The beginning asks
us  to  consider  what  it  means  to  be
"dead"  and  what  i t  means  to  be
"alive"—physically,  spiritually,  and
socially.

Duality and
Contrast
The  opening  paragraph's  relentless
series  of  antitheses  establishes  duality
as the novel's governing principle. The

story constantly moves between London
and Paris, between the aristocracy and
the peasantry, between love and hate,
between  sacrifice  and  selfishness.  A
Tale Of Two Cities Beginning teaches
us  to  see  the  world  not  in  black  and
white,  but  as  a  constant  interplay  of
opposing forces. This duality is not just a
narrative device; it is a moral framework.
Dickens suggests that within every great
evil lies the potential for great good, and
vice versa.

Sacrifice and
Redemption
The journey of Mr. Lorry to "resurrect"
Dr.  Manette  is  an  act  of  sacrifice.  He  is
an  old  man  undertaking  a  difficult  and
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dangerous  journey  out  of  loyalty  and
duty.  This  small  act  of  sacrifice
foreshadows  the  much  larger  sacrifice
that  wil l  conclude  the  novel.  The
beginning  suggests  that  redemption  is
possible,  but  it  comes  at  a  cost.  This
theme of vicarious suffering—one person
giving  their  life  for  another—is  the
novel's most profound and moving idea.

WHY "A TALE OF TWO CITIES
BEGINNING" REMAINS ICONIC

There  are  many  great  novels  with
memorable  openings,  but  few  have
achieved  the  cultural  penetration  of
Dickens'  first  lines.  Why  is  A  Tale  Of
Two  Cities  Beginning  so  iconic?
First,  the  language  is  universal.  The
opening paragraph does not mention the
French Revolution by name. It speaks to

any  era  of  crisis,  any  period  of  great
change  and  anxiety.  This  has  allowed
the words to be borrowed and adapted
by  speakers,  writers,  and  activists  for
generations. The words feel as relevant
today as they did in 1859.
Second, the opening is emotionally and
intellectually  stimulating.  It  does  not
simply inform the reader of the time and
place;  it  makes  the  reader  feel  the
tension and contradiction of the era. The
rhythmic,  incantatory  quality  of  the
prose draws the reader into the story's
emotional vortex.
Third, the opening perfectly balances the
universal and the specific. While the first
paragraph  is  a  sweeping  philosophical
statement,  the  second  paragraph
immediately grounds us in a concrete,
sensory  world:  the  muddy  road,  the
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creaking  coach,  the  suspic ious
passengers.  This  movement  from  the
abstract to the concrete is a masterful
narrative technique.

SITUATING THE BEGINNING IN
DICKENS' CAREER

When Dickens wrote A Tale of Two Cities
in 1859, he was at the height of his fame
but  also  experiencing  a  period  of
personal  and professional  transition.  A
Tale  Of  Two  Cities  Beginning
represents  a  departure  from  the
sprawling, comic, and densely populated
novels (like Bleak House or Little Dorrit)
that  had  defined  his  earlier  career.  This
novel is tighter,  more focused on plot,
and more overtly historical.

The  beginning  reflects  this  shift.  It  is
more sombre, more controlled, and more
deliberately symbolic than the openings
of  his  earlier  works.  The  famous  first
paragraph is not just a hook; it is a thesis
statement for an entire literary project.
Dickens wanted to write a novel about
the great forces of history and the power
of  individual  sacrifice,  and  A  Tale  Of
Two Cities Beginning announces that
ambition with unmistakable clarity.

MODERN RELEVANCE: WHY WE
STILL READ IT

In  an  age  of  political  division,  social
media  echo  chambers,  and  growing
economic  inequality,  A  Tale


