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Dickens’ Doubles 

As one should know, the world revolves around pairs—good and evil; light and dark; Heaven and hell—almost everything has its own accompanying twin. Similarly, Charles Dickens, too, integrates “doubles” into his novel A Tale of Two Cities, and the strong roots of personality embedded within his characters help formulate a single thought: Steadily, the progress of the plot in A Tale of Two Cities reveal a parallelism of protagonists Charles Darnay and Sydney Carton in small amounts, while they ultimately reflect the universal concept of duality and the theme of doubling through characterization.

With each step the plot advances in A Tale of Two Cities, the characterization of each character gains much more depth, all while supporting the idea of duality and the theme of doubles. In the exposition of the novel, the narrator shares little information about the characters, and few readers are able to fully decipher any personality in the novel; however, prior to characterization, the reader, even with a limited knowledge of the protagonists, can sense the close ties that lingers between Darnay and Carton. A scene in a courtroom, for example, begins with a defense attorney disproving a witness’ account of sighting the defendant (Darnay) performing an act of treason. In response, the attorney directs the courtroom’s attention to another fellow (Carton) in the crowd of spectators; Daydreams flying inside his head, Sydney is, as the narrator describes it, “the one wigged gentleman who looked at the ceiling” (Dickens 70), but as the audience compared the two, the prisoner and the random fellow’s striking similarity stuns the crowd. In this scene, the narrator notes a “strong resemblance [the fellow] undoubtedly bore to the prisoner.” (Dickens 83). Spontaneously, the reader can infer that Darnay and Carton already stand on a similar ground in physical appearance, which itself proves a surface-level idea of “doubles” in A Tale of Two Cities. The subtle connection between the two characters foreshadows a stronger force that will make them a much more significant pairing as the novel steps forward. Although Darnay and Carton are coupled with one another in the early stages of the novel, as the story progresses, the reader can speculate Darnay and Carton diverging into different paths.

As more information of Charles Darnay and Sydney Carton unfold, the reader is able to notice the minute but noticeable differences between the two characters. The narrator probes into their simultaneous adoration for Lucie Manette; a closer relation between Darnay and Carton emerge, but the extent of each of the protagonists’ love strays from a common form. To illustrate, the early form of Sydney’s love is a perfect objective. Carton’s actions prove that he, even before he or Darnay befriends Miss Manette, has a deep interest for her. In the scene of the courtroom, the narrator describes Carton’s sly observations as taking in “more of the details of the scene than he appeared to take in,” while Carton uses his thorough observations of Lucie the moment before she faints. Rather than the unaware and quiet Darnay, Carton, in an impulse, hurriedly commands the guards nearby to catch the fainting Miss Manette: “Officer! Look to that young lady…Don’t you see that she will fall!” (Dickens 83) The great amount of concern and interest Carton shows toward Lucie show his higher significance in the scene, other than his counterpart Darnay. However, the narrator brings forth an exposure of Darnay’s love for Lucie, too: in a snippet of time, Darnay informs Doctor Manette, Lucie’s father, about the love for the Doctor’s daughter: “I love [her] fondly, dearly, disinterestedly, devotedly. If there were love in the world, I love her.” (Dickens 136). But Carton returns with his own confession to Lucie in a whole comprehensive and elaborated chapter (“The Fellow of No Delicacy”). Unlike Darnay, the reader does not see Carton directly spouting factual statements of his love, but rather, the novel implies to the reader that Carton truly loves Lucie Manette through his tone and actions. With the negative and drunken life Carton dwells in, he exclaims to Lucie that she is the one that “inspires” him to live (Dickens 154), and as a finale, Sydney Carton even promises to lay his life “for [her], and for any one dear to [her].” (Dickens 156) Both Darnay and Carton’s account of love towards Lucie in the plot is crucial to the characterization; while Darnay’s love remain rationally-thinking and constrained, Carton’s love bears emotion and glistens with authenticity. Altogether, the two different extents of love develop of the concept of duality, but furthermore, the characters’ acts in the final scene portray their truest selves and determines the greater contrast (and extent) of their love for Lucie.


By the end of the novel, the characters’ true, deepest-level traits are reflected, and the narrator saves the latter act of the novel to add a final touch of the characterization needed to fully develop the characters for the readers. Darnay, through the entirety of the novel, is the main protagonist, but for the last chapters, Carton stands out much more than Darnay as Carton’s true character blossoms with vivid colors. For instance, in the prison where Darnay is kept on death row, Carton appears as a visitor and commands Darnay, “Change that cravat for this of mine, that coat for this of mine…” (Dickens 343). To keep the “promise,” Carton performs the risky, but courageous, task of swapping places with Darnay by switching clothes and position in the last hour of prior to the execution. Nonetheless hard to believe for one to accomplish such a task, the switch is successful. Catherine Gallagher, a literary critic, feels that the “doublings in this book…is a protective device. Sydney Carton saves Charles Darnay by a set of resemblances and differences that allow the displacement of on by the other.” (Gallagher 85) Carton performs an honorable act, but the act leads him to his death—an honorable and redemptory death that he had always wished for. “Carton’s final act is thus partly inspired by memory, the knowledge that he opened his heart to Lucie and admitted that he had a better self,” (Glancy 85) critic Ruth Glancy says. In turn, Carton’s body becomes ready to die because of his settled mind from speaking to Lucie, and the calm Carton receives from expressing his feelings to Lucie creates a goal and a purpose in his otherwise meaningless life, thus soothing him in his last moment alive: Boldly, Carton states to the crowd before his beheading, “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 than I have ever known.” (Dickens 367). As Carton says that, he dies with confidence and a firm belief that “[his] best act in life [is] death.” (Tracy) The deepened characterization in the latter part of the novel provokes readers to rethink the way they should feel about characters, and as the author intended, the readers can see the purpose of both the concept of duality and the theme of doubles that is present from the exposition to the end. 

All in all, Dickens’ strategic placement and comprehensive development of characters in A Tale of Two Cities renders a powerful model of the idea of duality and provides a concrete support to the theme of doubling. The plot in this novel is used to advance the concept of duality, which in turn develops characterization. Sydney and Carton, though strictly parallel at first, differ as the plot moves forward, and in the end, like the sun and moon, the other shines brighter.
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