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Charles Dickens 
 

A Tale of two cities  
The opening lines 

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 everything before us, we had nothing before us, 
we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the 
other way." 

 

Excerpt from David Copperfield 

What I want you to be - I don't mean physically but morally: you 
are very well physically - is a firm fellow, a fine firm fellow, with a 
will of your own, with resolution. with determination. with 
strength of character that is not to be influenced except on good 
reason by anybody, or by anything. That's what I want you to be. 
That's what your father, & your mother might both have been”  
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Excerpt from Oliver Twist 

“There is a kind of sleep that steals upon us sometimes, which, 
while it holds the body prisoner, does not free the mind from a 
sense of things about it, and enable it to ramble at its pleasure. So 
far as an overpowering heaviness, a prostration of strength, and 
an utter inability to control our thoughts or power of motion, can 
be called sleep, this is it; and yet we have a consciousness of all 
that is going on about us; and if we dream at such a time, words 
which are really spoken, or sounds which really exist at the 
moment, accommodate themselves with surprising readiness to 
our visions, until reality and imagination become so strangely 
blended that it is afterwards almost a matter of impossibilty to 
separate the two. Nor is this, the most striking phenomenon, 
incidental to such a state. It is an undoubted fact, that although 
our senses of touch and sight be for the time dead, yet our 
sleeping thoughts, and the visionary scenes that pass before us, 
will be influenced, and materially influenced, by the mere silent 
presence of some external object: which may not have been near 
us when we closed our eyes: and of whose vicinity we have had no 
waking consciousness. ”  

 

from Great Expectations 
“Out of my thoughts! You are part of my existence, part of myself. 
You have been in every line I have ever read, since I first came 
here, the rough common boy whose poor heart you wounded even 
then. You have been in every prospect I have ever seen since – on 
the river, on the sails of the ships, on the marshes, in the clouds, 
in the light, in the darkness, in the wind, in the woods, in the sea, 



in the streets. You have been the embodiment of every graceful 
fancy that my mind has ever become acquainted with. The stones 
of which the strongest London buildings are made, are not more 
real, or more impossible to displace with your hands, than your 
presence and influence have been to me, there and everywhere, 
and will be. Estella, to the last hour of my life, you cannot choose 
but remain part of my character, part of the little good in me, part 
of the evil. But, in this separation I associate you only with the 
good, and I will faithfully hold you to that always, for you must 
have done me far more good than harm, let me feel now what 
sharp distress I may. O God bless you, God forgive you!”  

 

 

From  Bleak House 
“LONDON. Michaelmas Term lately over, and the Lord 
Chancellor sitting in Lincoln’s Inn Hall. Implacable November 
weather. As much mud in the streets as if the waters had but 
newly retired from the face of the earth, and it would not be 
wonderful to meet a Megalosaurus, forty feet long or so, waddling 
like an elephantine lizard up Holborn Hill. Smoke lowering down 
from chimney-pots, making a soft black drizzle, with flakes of soot 
in it as big as full-grown snow-flakes — gone into mourning, one 
might imagine, for the death of the sun.  

Dogs, undistinguishable in mire. Horses, scarcely better; splashed 
to their very blinkers. Foot passengers, jostling one another’s 
umbrellas in a general infection of ill-temper, and losing their 
foot-hold at street-corners, where tens of thousands of other foot 
passengers have been slipping and sliding since the day broke (if 



the day ever broke), adding new deposits to the crust upon crust 
of mud, sticking at those points tenaciously to the pavement, and 
accumulating at compound interest.  

Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits 
and meadows; fog down the river, where it rolls defiled among the 
tiers of shipping and the waterside pollutions of a great (and 
dirty) city. Fog on the Essex marshes, fog on the Kentish heights. 
Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-brigs; fog lying out on 
the yards, and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping 
on the gunwales of barges and small boats.  

Fog in the eyes and throats of ancient Greenwich pensioners, 
wheezing by the firesides of their wards; fog in the stem and bowl 
of the afternoon pipe of the wrathful skipper, down in his close 
cabin; fog cruelly pinching the toes and fingers of his shivering 
little ’prentice boy on deck. Chance people on the bridges peeping 
over the parapets into a nether sky of fog, with fog all round them, 
as if they were up in a balloon, and hanging in the misty clouds.  

Gas looming through the fog in divers places in the streets, much 
as the sun may, from the spongey fields, be seen to loom by 
husbandman and ploughboy. Most of the shops lighted two hours 
before their time — as the gas seems to know, for it has a haggard 
and unwilling look. 

 

 

 

 

 



from Our Mutual Friend 

“Bradley Headstone, in his decent black coat and waistcoat, and 
decent white shirt, and decent formal black tie, and decent 
pantaloons of pepper and salt, with his decent silver watch in his 
pocket and its decent hair-guard round his neck, looked a 
thoroughly decent young man of six-and-twenty. He was never 
seen in any other dress, and yet there was a certain stiffness in his 
manner of wearing this, as if there were a want of adaptation 
between him and it, recalling some mechanics in their holiday 
clothes. He had acquired mechanically a great store of teacher's 
knowledge. He could do mental arithmetic mechanically, sing at 
sight mechanically, blow various wind instruments mechanically, 
even play the great church organ mechanically. From his early 
childhood up, his mind had been a place of mechanical stowage. 
The arrangement of his wholesale warehouse, so that it might be 
always ready to meet the demands of retail dealers history here, 
geography there, astronomy to the right, political economy to the 
left—natural history, the physical sciences, figures, music, the 
lower mathematics, and what not, all in their several places—this 
care had imparted to his countenance a look of care; while the 
habit of questioning and being questioned had given him a 
suspicious manner, or a manner that would be better described as 
one of lying in wait. There was a kind of settled trouble in the face. 
It was the face belonging to a naturally slow or inattentive 
intellect that had toiled hard to get what it had won, and that had 
to hold it now that it was gotten. He always seemed to be uneasy 
lest anything should be missing from his mental warehouse, and 
taking stock to assure himself.” 


