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INTRODUCTION

As an example of Dickens’s literary work, The Tale of Two
Csties is not wrongly named. It is his most typical con-
tact with the civic ideals of Europe. All his other tales
have been tales of one city. He was in spirit a Cockney;
though that title has been quite unreasonably twisted to
mean a cad. By the old sound and proverbial test a
Cockney was a man born within the sound of Bow bells.
That is, he was a man born within the immediate appeal of
high civilisation and of eternal religion. Shakespeare, in
the heart of his fantastic forest, turns with a splendid
suddenness to the Cockney ideal as being the true one after
all. For a jest, for a reaction, for an idle summer love or
still idler summer hatred, it is well to wander away into the
bewildering forest of Arden. It is well that those who are
sick with love or sick with the absence of love, those who
weary of the folly of courts or weary yet more of their
wisdom, it is natural that these should trail away into the
twinkling twilight of the woods. Yet it is here that
Shakespeare makes one of his most arresting and startling
assertions of the truth. Here is one of those rare and
tremendous moments of which one may say that there is a
stage direction, ‘ Enter Shakespeare.” He has admitted
that for men weary of courts, for men sick or cities, the
wood is the wisest place, and he has praised it with his
purest lyric ecstacy. But when a man enters suddenly
upon that celestial picnic, a man who is not sick of cities,
but sick of hunger, a man who is not weary of courts, but
weary of walking, then Shakespeare lets through his own
voice with a shattering sincerity and crys the piaise of
practical human civilisation:—

1f ever you have looked on better days,

If ever you have sat at good men’s feasts,

If ever geen where bells have knolled to church,

If ever from your eyelids wiped a tear
Or know what ’tis to pity and be pitied.
vii
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There is nothing finer even in Shakespeare than that
conception of the circle of rich men all pretending to rough
it in the country, and the one really hungry man entering,
sword in hand, and praising the city. ‘* If ever been where
bells have knolled to church.” If you have ever been
within sound of Bow bells; if you have ever been happy
and haughty enough to call yourself a Cockney.

We must remember this distinction always in the case
of Dickens. Dickens is the great Cockney, at once tragic
and comic, who enters abruptly upon the Arcadian banquet
of the asthetics and says, ‘‘ Forbear and eat no more.”
And tells them that they shall not eat * until necessity be
served.” If there was one thing he would have favoured
instinctively it would have been the spreading of the town
as meaning the spreading of civilisation. And we should
(I hope) all favour the spreading of the town if it did mean
the spreading of civilisation. The objection to the spread-
ing of the modern Manchester or Birmingham suburb is
simply that such a suburb is much more barbaric than any
village in Europe could ever conceivably be. And again,
if there is anything that Dickens would have definitely
hated it is that general treatment of nature as a dramatic
spectacle, a piece of scene-painting which has become the
common mark of the culture of our wealthier classes.
Despite many fine pictures of natural scenery, especially
along the English road sides, he was upon the whole
emphatically on the side of the town. He was on the side
of bricks and mortar. He was a citizen; and, after all, a
citizen means a man of the city. His strength was, after
all, in the fact that he was a man of thecity. But, after
all, his weakness, his calamitous weakness, was that he was
a man of one city. '

For all practical purposes he had never been outside
such places as Chatham and London. He did indeed
travel on the continent; but surely no man’s travel was
ever so superficial as his. He was more superficial than
the smallest and commonest tourist. He went about
Europe on stilts; he never touched the ground. There is
one good test and one only of whether a man has travelled
to any profit in Europe. An Englishman is, as such, a
European, and as he approaches the central splendours of
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Europe he ought to feel that he is coming home. If he
does not feel at home he had much better have stopped at
home. England is a real home; London is a real home;
and all the essential feelings of adventure or the picturesque
can easily be gained by going out at night upon the flats of
Essex or the cloven hills of Surrey. Your visit to Europe
is useless unless it gives you the sense of an exile returning.
Your first sight of Rome is futile unless you feel that you
have seen it before. Thus useless and thus futile were the
foreign experiments and the continental raids of Dickens.
He enjoyed them as he would have enjoyed, as a boy, a
scamper out of Chatham into some strange meadows, as he
would have enjoyed, when a grown man, a steam in a police
boat out into the Fens to the far East of London. But he
was the Cockney venturing far; he was not the European
coming home. He is still the splendid Cockney Orlando
of whom I spoke above; he cannot but suppose that any
strange men, being happy in some pastoral way, are mysteri-
ous foreign scoundrels. Dickens’s real speech to the lazy
and laughing civilisation of Southern Europe would really
have run in the Shakespearian words:—
but whoe’er you be

‘Who in this desert inaccessible,

Under the shade of melancholy boughs

Lose and neglect the creeping hours of time.

If ever you have looked on better things,

1f ever been where bells have knolled to church.
If, in short, you have ever had the advantage of being
born within the sound of Bow bells. Dickens could not
really conceive that there was any other city but his own.

It is necessary thus to insist that Dickens never under-
stood the continent, because only thus can we appreciate
the really remarkable thing he did in The Tale of Two
Cities. It is necessary to feel, first of all, the fact that to
him London was the centre of the universe. He did not
understand at all the real sense in which Paris is the capital
of Europe. He had never realised that all roads lead to
Rome. He had never felt (as an Englishman can feel) that
he was an Athenian before he was a Londoner. Yet with
everything against him he did this astonishing thing. He
wrote a book about two cities, one of which he understood ;
the other he did not understand. And his description of
*
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the city he did not know is almost better than his descrip-
tion of the city he did know. This is the entrance of the
unquestionable thing about Dickens; the thing called
genius; the thing which every one has to talk about
directly and distinctly because no one knows what it is.
For a plain word (as for instance the word fool) always
covers an infinite mystery.

The Tale of Two Cities is one of the more tragic tints of
the later life of Dickens. It might be said that he grew
sadder as he grew older; but this would be false, for two
reasons. First, a man never or hardly ever does grow sad
as he grows old; on the contrary, the most melancholy
young lovers can be found forty years afterwards chuck-
ling over their port wine. And second, Dickens never did
grow old, even in a physical sense. What weariness did
appear in him appeared in the prime of life; it was due
not to age but to overwork, and his exaggerative way of
doing everything. To call Dickens a victim of elderly
disenchantment would be as absurd as to say the same of
Keats. Such fatigue as there was, was due not to the
slowing down of his blood, but rather to its unremitting
rapidity. He was not wearied by his age; rather he was
wearied by his youth. And though The Tale of Two Cities
is full of sadness, it is full also of enthusiasm; that pathos
is a young pathos rather than an old one. Yet there is one
circumstance which does render important the fact that
The Tale of Two Cities is one of the later works of Dickens.
This fact is the fact of his dependence upon another of the
great writers of the Victorian era. And it is in connection
with this that we can best see the truth of which I have
been speaking; the truth that his actual ignorance of
France went with amazing intuitive perception of the
truth about it. It is here that he has most clearly the
plain mark of the man of genius; that he can understand
what he does not understand.

Dickens was inspired to the study of the French Revolu-
tion and to the writing of a romance about it by the
example and influence of Carlyle. Thomas Carlyle un-
doubtedly rediscovered for Englishmen the revolution
that was at the back of all their policies and reforms. It
is an entertaining side joke that the French Revolution
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should have been discovered for Britons by the only
British writer who did not really believe in it. Neverthe-
less, the most authoritative and the most recent critics on
that great renaissance agree in considering Carlyle’s work
one of the most searching and detailed power. Carlyle
had read a great deal about the French Revolution.
Dickens had read nothing at all, except Carlyle. Carlyle
was a man who collected his ideas by the careful collation
of documents and the verification of references. Dickens
was a man who collected his ideas from loose hints in the
streets, and those always the same streets; as I have said,
he was the citizen of one city. Carlyle was in his way
learned; Dickens was in every way ignorant. Dickens
was an Englishman cut off from France; Carlyle was a
Scotsman, historically connected with France. And yet,
when all this is said and certified, Dickens is more right
than Carlyle. Dickens’s French Revolution is probably
more like the real French Revolution than Carlyle’s. It is
difficult, if not impossible, to state the grounds of this strong
conviction. One can only talk of it by employing that
excellent method which Cardinal Newman employed when
he spoke of the * Notes’ of Catholicism. There were
certain ‘‘notes” of the Revolution. One note of the
revolution was the thing which silly people call optimism,
and sensible people call high spirits. Carlyle could never
quite get it, because with all his spiritual energy he had no
high spirits. That is why he preferred prose to poetry.
He could understand rhetoric; for rhetoric means singing
with an object. But he could not understand lyrics; for
the lyric means singing without an object; as everyone
does when he is happy. Now for all its blood and its black
guillotines, the French Revolution was full of mere high
spirits. Nay, it was full of happiness. This actual lilt
and levity Carlyle never really found in the Revolution,
because he could not find it in himself. Dickens knew
less of the Revolution, but he had more of it. When
Dickens attacked abuses, he battered them down with
exactly that sort of cheery and quite one-sided satisfaction
with which the French mob battered down the Bastilles
Dickens utterly and innocently believed in certain things;
he would, I think, have drawn the sword for them. Car-
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lyle half believed in half a hundred things; he was at once
more of a mystic and more of a sceptic. Carlyle was the
perfect type of the grumbling servant; the old grumbling
servant of the aristocratic comedies. He followed the
aristocracy, but he growled as he followed. He was
obedient without being servile, just as Caleb Balderstone
was obedient without being servile. But Dickens was the
type of the man who might really have rebelled instead of
grumbling. He might have gone out into the street and
fought, like the man who took the Bastille. It is some-
what nationally significant that when we talk of the man in
the street it means a figure silent, slouching, and even
feeble. When the French speak of the man in the street,
it means blood in the street.

No one can fail to notice this deep difference between
Dickens and the Carlyle whom he avowedly copied.
Splendid and symbolic as are Carlyle’s scenes of the French
Revolution, we have in reading them a curious sense
that everything is happening at night. In Dickens even
massacre happens by daylight. Carlyle always assumes
that because things were tragedies therefore the men who
did them felt tragic. Dickens knows that the man who
works the worst tragedies is the man who feels comic; as
for example, Mr. Quilp. The French Revolution was a
much simpler world than Carlyle could understand; for
Carlyle was subtle and not simple. Dickens could under-
stand it, for he was simple and not subtle. He under-
stood that plain rage against plain political injustice; he
understood again that obvious vindictiveness and that
obvious brutality which followed. *‘Cruelty and the
abuse of absolute power,” he told an American slave
owner, ‘‘are two of the bad passions of human nature.”
Carlyle was quite incapable of rising to the height of that
uplifted common sense. He must always find something
mystical about the cruelty of the French Revolution. The
effect was equally bad whether he found it mystically bad
and called the thing anarchy, or whether he found it
mystically good and called it the rule of the strong. In
-both cases he could not understand the common-sense
justice or the common-sense vengeance of Dickens and the
French Revolution.
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Yet Dickens has in this book given a perfect and final
touch to this whole conception of mere rebellion and mere
human nature. Carlyle had written the story of the French
Revolution and had made the story a mere tragedy.
Dickens writes the story about the French Revolution, and
does not make the Revolution itself the tragedy at all.
Dickens knows that an outbreak is seldom a tragedy;
generally it is the avoidance of a tragedy. All the real
tragedies are silent. Men fight each other with furious
cries, because men fight each other with chivalry and an
unchangeable sense of brotherhood. But trees fight each
other in utter stillness; because they fight each other
cruelly and without quarter. In this book, as in history,
the guillotine is not the calamity, but rather the solution
of the calamity. The sin of Sidney Carton is a sin of habit,
not of revolution. His gloom is the gloom of London, not
the gloom of Paris. And he is never so happy as he is
when his head is being cut off.

G. K. CHESTERTON.
1909.
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A TALE OF TWO CITIES

BOOK THE FIRST. RecaLLEp TO LIFE

CHAPTER 1
THE PERIOD

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 every-
thing before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going
direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way—
in short, 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.

There were a king with a large jaw and a queen with a
plain face, on the throne of England; there were -a king
with a large jaw and a queen with a fair face, on the throne
of France. In both countries it was clearer than crystal to
the lords of the State preserves of loaves and fishes, that
things in general were settled for ever.

It was the year of Our Lord one thousand seven hundred
and seventy-five. Spiritual revelations were conceded to
England at that favoured period, as at this. Mrs. Southcott
had recently attained her five-and-twentieth blessed birthday,
of whom a prophetic private in the Life Guards had heralded
the sublime appearance by announcing that arrangements
were made for the swallowing up of London and Westminster.
Even the Cock-lane ghost had been laid only a round dozen
of years, after rapping out its messages, as the spirits of this
very year last past (supernaturally deficient in originality)
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rapped out theirs. Mere messages in the earthly order of
events had lately come to the English Crown and People,
from a congress of British subjects in America: which,
strange to relate, have proved more important to the human
race than any communications yet received through any of
the chickens of the Cock-lane brood.

France, less favoured on the whole as to matters spiritual
than her sister of the shield and trident, rolled with ex-
ceeding smoothness down hill, making paper money and
spending it. Under the guidance of her Christian pastors,
she entertained herself, besides, with such humane achieve-
ments as sentencing a youth to have his hands cut off|
his tonglie torn out with pincers, and his body burned
alive, because he had not kneeled down in the rain to do
honour to a dirty procession of monks which passed within
his view, at a distance of some fifty or sixty yards. It is
likely enough that, rooted in the woods of France and
Norway, there were growing trees, when that sufferer was
put to death, already marked by the Woodman, Fate, to
come down and be sawn into boards, to make a certain
movable framework with a sack and a knife in it, terrible
in history. It is likely enough that in the rough outhouses
of some tillers of the heavy lands adjacent to Paris, there
were sheltered from the weather that very day, rude carts,
bespattered with rustic mire, snuffed about by pigs, and
roosted in by poultry, which the Farmer, Death, had already
set apart to be his tumbrils of the Revolution. But that
Woodman and that Farmer, though they work unceasingly,
work silently, and no one heard them as they went about
with muffled tread: the rather, forasmuch as to entertain
any suspicion that they were awake, was to be atheistical
and traitorous.

~fn.England, there was scarcely an amount of oraer and
pressttion to justify much national boasting. Daring bur-
glari-s by armed men, and highway robberies, took place in
the capital itself every night ; families were publicly cautioned
not to go out of town without removing their furniture to
upholsterers’ warehouses for security ; the highwayman in
the dark was a City tradesman in the light, and, being
recognised and challenged by his fellow-tradesman whom he
stopped in his character of *“the Captain,” gallantly shot
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him through the head and rode away ; the mail was waylaid
by seven robbers, and the guard shot three dead, and then
got shot dead himself by the other four, “in consequence of
the failure of his ammunition:” after which the mail was
robbed in peace ; that magnificent potentate, the Lord Mayor
of London, was made to stand and deliver on Turnham
Green, by one highwayman, who despoiled the illustrious
creature in sight of all his retinue; prisoners in London
gaols fought battles with their turnkeys, and the majesty of
the law fired blunderbusses in among them, loaded with
rounds of shotand ball ; thieves snipped off diamond crosses
from the necks of noble lords at Court drawing-rooms ;
musketeers went into St. Giles’s, to search for contraband
goods, and the mob fired on the musketeers, and the
musketeers fired on the mob, and nobody thought any of
these occurrences much out of the common. way. In the
midst of them, the hangman, ever busy and ever worse than
useless, was in constant requisition; now, stringing up
long rows of miscellaneous criminals ; now, hanging a house-
breaker on Saturday who had been taken on Tuesday ; now,
burning people in the hand at Newgate by the dozen, and
now burning pamphlets at the door of Westminster Hall ;
to-day, taking the life of an atrocious murderer, and to-
morrow of a wretched pilferer who had robbed a farmer’s
boy of sixpence.

All these things, and a thousand like them, came to pass
in and close upon the dear old year one thousand seven
hundred and seventy-five. Environed by them, while the
Woodman and the Farmer worked unheeded, those two of
the large jaws, and those other two of the plain and the fair
faces, trod with stir enough, and carried their divine rights
with a high hand. Thus did the year one thousand seven
hundred and seventy-five conduct their Greatnesses -~ :d
myriads of small creatures—the creatures of this ch  .cle
anmong the rest—along the roads that lay before then.
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CHAPTER II
THE MAIL

It was the Dover road that lay, on a Friday night late in
November, before the first of the persons with whom this
history has business. The Dover road lay, as to him,
beyond the Dover mail, as it lumbered up Shooter’s Hill.
He walked uphill in the mire by the side of the mail, as the
rest of the passengers did ; not because they had the least
relish for walking exercise, under the circumstances, but
because the hill, and the harness, and the mud, and the
mail, were all so heavy, that the horses had three times
already come to a stop, besides once drawing the coach
across the road, with the mutinous intent of taking it back
to Blackheath. Reins and whip and coachman and guard,
however, in combination, had read that article of war which
forbade a purpose otherwise strongly in favour of the argu-
ment, that some brute animals are endued with Reason; and
the team had capitulated and returned to their duty.

With drooping heads and tremulous tails, they mashed
their way through the thick mud, floundering and stumbling
between whiles, as if they were falling to pieces at the
larger joints. As often as the driver rested them and brought
them to a stand, with a wary “Wo-ho! so-ho then!” the
near leader violently shook his head and everything upon it
—Ilike an unusually emphatic horse, denying that the coach
could be got up the hill. Whenever the leader made this
rattle, the passenger started, as a nervous passenger might,
and was disturbed in mind.

There was a steaming mist in all the hollows, and it had
roamed in its forlornness up the hill, like an evil spirit,
seeking rest and finding none. A clammy and intensely
cold mist, it made its slow way through the air in ripples
that visibly followed and overspread one another, as the
waves of an unwholesome sea might do. It was dense
enough to shut out everything from the light of the coach-
lamps but these its own workings, and a few yards of road ;
and the reek of the labouring horses steamed into it, as if
they had made it all.



