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Fifth Business by Robertson Davies: Exploring the Depths of Identity and Myth

fifth business by robertson davies is a novel that has captivated readers for decades, weaving
together themes of identity, morality, and the complexities of human nature. As the first book in
Davies' acclaimed Deptford Trilogy, this literary work stands out not only for its rich narrative but also
for its profound philosophical undertones. Whether you're a student delving into Canadian literature
or a curious reader looking to uncover the layers of a classic novel, understanding the nuances of
*Fifth Business* offers an enriching experience.

The Heart of Fifth Business by Robertson Davies

At its core, *Fifth Business* is a story about Dunstan Ramsay, a man whose life is irrevocably shaped
by a childhood incident involving a snowball and a pregnant woman named Mrs. Dempster. This event
sets off a chain of consequences that ripple through Ramsay’s life, touching on themes of guilt,
responsibility, and the search for meaning. The title itself—"Fifth Business"—refers to a theatrical
term describing a character who is neither hero nor heroine but essential to the story’s progression,
symbolizing the novel’s exploration of roles people play in each other’s lives.

The Role of Myth and Jungian Psychology

One of the most fascinating aspects of *Fifth Business* is its incorporation of mythological motifs and
Jungian psychology. Davies was deeply interested in Carl Jung’s theories, and this influence
permeates the novel. Dunstan’s journey is not just a personal one but also an archetypal quest for
individuation—the process of integrating the conscious and unconscious parts of the psyche.

Throughout the novel, readers encounter symbols such as saints, miracles, and the idea of the
"shadow self," all of which deepen the narrative’s psychological complexity. Mrs. Dempster, for
instance, is portrayed almost as a saintly figure, embodying themes of suffering and redemption that
resonate far beyond the immediate plot.

Character Development in Fifth Business by Robertson
Davies

The novel’s strength lies in its richly drawn characters, each representing different facets of human
nature and moral philosophy. Understanding these characters provides greater insight into the
novel’s broader themes.



Dunstan Ramsay: The Reluctant Hero

Dunstan is the quintessential "fifth business"—not the protagonist in the traditional sense but the
indispensable observer and catalyst. His role as a historian and teacher reflects his introspective
nature and his quest to understand the past, both personal and collective. Dunstan’s reflections on
guilt and responsibility invite readers to consider how individual actions can have far-reaching
consequences.

Paul Dempster / Magnus Eisengrim: The Duality of Identity

Paul Dempster, the boy who was injured in the snowball incident, later reinvents himself as Magnus
Eisengrim, a famous magician. His transformation is a compelling examination of identity and self-
creation. Through Paul’s journey, Davies explores how people cope with trauma and the masks they
wear to navigate society.

Other Key Characters

- **Leola Dempster:** The object of Dunstan’s youthful affection, whose choices highlight themes of
love and societal expectation.
- **Boy Staunton:** A wealthy businessman whose morally ambiguous life contrasts with Dunstan’s
introspection, embodying the tension between material success and ethical responsibility.
- **Mrs. Dempster:** The pregnant woman at the novel’s center, whose mysterious suffering and
resilience add a mystical dimension to the story.

Thematic Exploration: Beyond the Surface

*Fifth Business by Robertson Davies* is more than just a coming-of-age story; it delves into profound
themes that challenge readers to think deeply about life and human nature.

Guilt, Responsibility, and Redemption

The novel repeatedly examines the burden of guilt—both personal and inherited. Dunstan’s lifelong
reflection on the snowball incident raises questions about accountability and forgiveness. The theme
of redemption is closely linked, suggesting that understanding and acceptance can lead to healing.

The Intersection of Myth and Reality

Davies masterfully blurs the line between myth and reality, inviting readers to consider how stories
and symbols shape our understanding of the world. The use of saints, miracles, and legendary
references enriches the narrative and encourages a more nuanced interpretation of everyday events.



Identity and Transformation

The characters’ journeys underscore the fluidity of identity. Whether through Paul’s metamorphosis
into Eisengrim or Dunstan’s evolving self-awareness, *Fifth Business* highlights the ways in which
people reinvent themselves in response to trauma, ambition, and desire.

Why Fifth Business Remains Relevant

Even decades after its publication, *Fifth Business by Robertson Davies* continues to resonate with
readers worldwide. Its exploration of universal themes like morality, identity, and the search for
meaning transcends time and place.

Impact on Canadian Literature

As a cornerstone of Canadian literary canon, *Fifth Business* helped define a distinctly Canadian
voice in fiction. Davies’ fusion of local settings with global philosophical questions has inspired
countless writers and scholars.

Timeless Lessons for Modern Readers

For contemporary audiences, the novel offers valuable insights into the complexity of human
relationships and the importance of confronting one’s past. Its psychological depth encourages
readers to reflect on their own identities and the roles they play in the lives of others.

Tips for Reading and Understanding Fifth Business

Engaging with *Fifth Business* can be deeply rewarding, especially when approached with an
awareness of its layered storytelling.

Take your time with the narrative: The novel’s introspective style benefits from careful
reading to appreciate its philosophical nuances.

Explore Jungian concepts: Familiarizing yourself with Carl Jung’s ideas about archetypes and
the shadow self can enrich your understanding of the characters’ motivations.

Consider the historical context: The early 20th-century Canadian setting influences the
social dynamics and character interactions in the story.

Reflect on the symbolic elements: Pay attention to recurring motifs like saints, miracles,
and theatrical terms, as they add layers of meaning.



Reading *Fifth Business* is not just about following a plot but engaging with a narrative that
challenges perceptions and invites introspection.

Adaptations and Legacy of Fifth Business

While *Fifth Business* has not been widely adapted into film or television, its influence is evident in
various literary and academic circles. The novel’s themes have inspired plays, critical essays, and
discussions around the role of myth in modern storytelling.

Robertson Davies’ work continues to be studied in universities, often as part of courses exploring
Canadian literature, psychology in fiction, and narrative theory. This enduring presence underscores
the novel’s significance and its ability to spark thoughtful dialogue.

Whether you’re encountering *Fifth Business by Robertson Davies* for the first time or revisiting it
with fresh eyes, the novel remains a profound meditation on what it means to be human—and the
invisible threads that connect us all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Fifth Business' by Robertson
Davies?
The main theme of 'Fifth Business' is the exploration of guilt, responsibility, and the complexity of
human nature, particularly how personal actions impact others and shape identity.

Who is the protagonist of 'Fifth Business' and what role does
he play?
The protagonist is Dunstan Ramsay, a schoolteacher and historian who reflects on his life and the
events surrounding a childhood incident that deeply affected him and others in his community.

How does the concept of 'Fifth Business' relate to the story?
In the novel, 'Fifth Business' refers to a theatrical term for a character who is neither hero nor villain
but is essential to the plot. Dunstan embodies this role, influencing key events without being the
central focus.

What is the significance of the snowball incident in 'Fifth
Business'?
The snowball incident, where Dunstan throws a snowball that hits a pregnant woman, Mary Dempster,
is a pivotal event that triggers much of the novel's exploration of guilt, destiny, and the
interconnection of lives.



How does Robertson Davies incorporate mythology and
religion in 'Fifth Business'?
Davies weaves mythology and religion throughout the novel, using symbols, archetypes, and themes
from various traditions to deepen the psychological and spiritual dimensions of the characters'
experiences.

What narrative style is used in 'Fifth Business' and how does
it affect the story?
The novel is written as a first-person memoir by Dunstan Ramsay, which allows for introspection and
a subjective perspective that adds depth to the exploration of memory, truth, and personal history.

Additional Resources
Fifth Business by Robertson Davies: An In-Depth Literary Exploration

fifth business by robertson davies stands as a seminal work in Canadian literature, weaving an
intricate narrative that explores themes of guilt, identity, and the complex interplay of fate and free
will. Published in 1970, this novel is the first installment in Robertson Davies’ acclaimed Deptford
Trilogy, and it has since become a cornerstone for readers seeking a profound psychological and
philosophical journey through the human condition. Its enduring relevance is reflected in its frequent
inclusion in academic syllabi and literary discussions, where it is celebrated for its narrative
innovation and thematic depth.

Unpacking the Narrative Structure and Plot

At the heart of fifth business by robertson davies is the story of Dunstan Ramsay, a man who reflects
on his life following a childhood incident involving a snowball and a pregnant woman named Mary
Dempster, who later becomes a figure of sainthood and controversy. The novel’s structure is a first-
person retrospective, allowing readers to delve deeply into Ramsay’s psyche, motivations, and the
consequences of his actions. This narrative choice enhances the novel’s introspective quality, inviting
a nuanced investigation into memory, perception, and myth-making.

Unlike conventional linear storytelling, the novel employs a layered narrative enriched with
flashbacks, dreams, and philosophical musings. Such a multifaceted approach not only deepens
character development but also mirrors the thematic complexity of the work. The use of a memoir-
style format encourages readers to question the reliability of memory and the subjective nature of
truth, a hallmark of Davies’ literary craft.

The Role of the “Fifth Business” Concept

The term “fifth business” itself is derived from theatrical jargon, referring to a character who is
neither hero nor villain but essential to the plot’s progression. In the novel, Dunstan Ramsay



embodies this archetype, serving as an observer and catalyst within the lives of other characters,
including Boy Staunton and Percy Boyd Staunton. This metaphor extends beyond the narrative to
comment on societal roles and the often unacknowledged impact of seemingly peripheral individuals.

By exploring this concept, Davies challenges readers to reconsider notions of significance and agency
in human relationships. Ramsay’s role underscores the interconnectedness of lives and the subtle
ways in which individual destinies influence collective history. This thematic exploration is a key
reason why fifth business by robertson davies remains a subject of literary analysis and scholarly
interest.

Thematic Explorations and Psychological Depth

One of the most compelling aspects of fifth business by robertson davies is its deep engagement with
themes such as guilt, myth, religion, and the duality of human nature. The novel’s exploration of guilt
is particularly striking—Ramsay’s lifelong burden reflects a psychological realism that resonates with
readers and critics alike. Davies uses this guilt not only as a personal affliction but also as a lens
through which to examine moral ambiguity and the complexities of human motivation.

Religion and myth function as pervasive motifs, with Mary Dempster’s character embodying the
intersection of sainthood and madness. Ramsay’s fascination with hagiography and Jungian
psychology further enriches the narrative, connecting individual experiences to universal archetypes.
This blend of psychological insight and mythic symbolism elevates the novel beyond simple
storytelling to a sophisticated meditation on identity and destiny.

Characters as Psychological and Symbolic Archetypes

The novel’s characters are meticulously crafted to serve both psychological and symbolic functions.
Dunstan Ramsay, for example, is not merely a narrator but a representation of the “fifth business”
archetype—an intermediary figure who bridges the mundane and the mystical. Boy Staunton, his
childhood friend and rival, symbolizes ambition and material success, while Paul Dempster’s
transformation into Magnus Eisengrim represents themes of reinvention and the power of illusion.

These multidimensional characters contribute to the novel’s richness and complexity. Their
interactions and conflicts illustrate broader existential questions, making the story a fertile ground for
psychoanalytical and literary critique. The depth of characterization is a significant factor in the
novel’s critical acclaim and its enduring position within Canadian and global literature.

Comparative Literary Context and Influence

Fifth business by robertson davies occupies a unique place in the landscape of 20th-century literature,
particularly within the Canadian literary canon. Its blend of psychological realism, mythological
inquiry, and narrative innovation invites comparisons to works by authors such as James Joyce and
Virginia Woolf, who also experimented with introspective narration and symbolic complexity.

Moreover, Davies’ exploration of identity and morality aligns with broader modernist and



postmodernist concerns, while his distinctly Canadian setting and cultural references ground the
novel in a specific socio-historical context. This duality enhances its appeal and relevance across
different literary traditions and academic disciplines.

Impact on Canadian Literature and Reader Reception

The novel’s influence extends beyond literary circles into popular culture and education. Fifth
business by robertson davies is frequently cited as a pivotal work that helped define Canadian
narrative identity during the late 20th century. It has been praised for its intellectual rigor, narrative
craftsmanship, and its capacity to engage with complex philosophical questions without sacrificing
readability.

Readers often appreciate the novel’s compelling storytelling combined with its profound thematic
concerns, although some critique its dense psychological and mythological references as potentially
alienating for casual readers. Nonetheless, its literary merit and cultural significance remain
undisputed.

Key Features and Literary Techniques

Davies employs a range of literary techniques that contribute to the novel’s distinctive tone and
appeal:

First-person narrative: Provides intimate insight into Ramsay’s thoughts and emotions,
fostering a deep connection between reader and protagonist.

Symbolism and allegory: Uses characters and events to symbolize broader human
experiences and philosophical ideas.

Intertextuality: Incorporates references to mythology, religion, and psychology, enriching the
narrative’s intellectual texture.

Non-linear storytelling: Employs flashbacks and fragmented chronology to mirror the
complexity of memory and identity.

These features collectively enhance the novel’s depth and invite multiple readings, each revealing
new layers of meaning.

Pros and Cons of the Novel’s Style and Content

While fifth business by robertson davies is widely celebrated, it is important to consider its stylistic
and thematic challenges:



Pros:1.

Rich psychological and philosophical insights

Complex, well-developed characters

Engaging exploration of myth and religion

Innovative narrative structure

Cons:2.

Dense allusions that may require background knowledge

Occasional pacing issues due to introspective passages

Complex themes that might challenge casual readers

These aspects highlight the novel’s intellectual ambition and also suggest the need for attentive and
thoughtful reading.

Fifth business by robertson davies remains a profound meditation on the roles individuals play within
the larger drama of life. Its narrative intricacies and thematic richness continue to inspire readers and
scholars, marking it as a vital contribution to literary art and psychological fiction. Through its unique
perspective on identity and morality, the novel invites an ongoing dialogue about the nature of
human experience and the unseen forces that shape our lives.

Fifth Business By Robertson Davies

  fifth business by robertson davies: Fifth Business Robertson Davies, 1970 Relationship
between three men who grew up together.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Fifth Business Robertson Davies, 1971-10
  fifth business by robertson davies: The Deptford Trilogy Robertson Davies, 1983 Fifth
business: A retiring Canadian history professor reveals the true nature of his eerie, mystical
influence on those around him
  fifth business by robertson davies: The Canadian Novel John Moss, 1983-02 A collection of
essays about contemporary Canadian novels by Margaret Atwood, Robertson Davies, Margaret
Laurence, Alice Munro, Mordechai Richler, Rudy Weibe, as edited by professor of English at the
University of Ottawa John Moss.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Fifth business Robertson Davies, 1970
  fifth business by robertson davies: Fifth Business William H. Brock, 2025-06-05 A biography
of Henry Edward Armstrong, an underappreciated maverick in the history of chemistry. Fifth
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Business is a biography of the English chemist, educator, and scientific critic Henry Edward
Armstrong. Today, Armstrong, who was a central figure in the development of the science of
chemistry between 1885 and 1914, is more remembered for his campaigns to improve the teaching
of chemistry, and science generally, and less for his theory of residual affinity and reverse
electrolysis—or his hostility toward physical chemistry. However, right up until his retirement,
Armstrong was a significant and prolific organic chemist, as well as a major figure in the academic
and social life of the Chemical Society. Fifth Business is structured as chronologically as possible,
with Armstrong’s life and achievements as an active chemist in Part I (1848–1911) and as a critic in
his long retirement in Part II (1911–1937). Brock’s authoritative biography provides a unique inside
look at its subject, allowing us to better understand the history of British science, scientific
institutions, scientific education, pedagogical theory, and social relations of science during the last
third of the nineteenth century and the first third of the twentieth.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Penguin Modern Classics Fifth Business Robertson
Davies, 2014-08-19 Fifth Business, which one critic said was as masterfully executed as anything in
the history of the novel, might be described simply as the life of a schoolteacher named Dunstan
Ramsay. But such description would not even suggest the dark currents of love, ambition,
vengeance, and death that flow through this powerful work, cast in the form of Ramsay's memoirs.
Fifth Business is the first novel in the celebrated Deptford Trilogy, which also includes The
Manticore and World of Wonders--it also stands alone as the story of a rational man who discovers
that the marvelous is only another aspect of the real.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Fifth Business Robertson Davies, 2002-05-30 Ramsay is
a man twice born, a man who has returned from the hell of the battle-grave at Passchendaele in
World War I decorated with the Victoria Cross and destined to be caught in a no man's land where
memory, history, and myth collide. As Ramsay tells his story, it begins to seem that from boyhood, he
has exerted a perhaps mystical, perhaps pernicious, influence on those around him. His apparently
innocent involvement in such innocuous events as the throwing of a snowball or the teaching of card
tricks to a small boy in the end prove neither innocent nor innocuous. Fifth Business stands alone as
a remarkable story told by a rational man who discovers that the marvelous is only another aspect of
the real.
  fifth business by robertson davies: The Postwar Novel in Canada Rosmarin Heidenreich,
2006-01-01 As a comparative study which includes the analysis of both English-Canadian and
Quebec novels, this book provides an overview of the novel as it has developed in this country since
the Second World War. Focusing on narratological rather than thematic elements, the book
represents a systematic application of the insights and analytical tools of reader-reception theory, in
particular the models proposed by Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss. Placing the emphasis on
the text and its effects rather than on the historical or psycho-sociological genesis of the text, the
author invokes the models and paradigms of other literatures to establish a broader cultural context
permitting the significance of a literature to emerge as a carrier of meaning in and beyond the
culture that produces it. Tracing a critical path from Hugh MacLennan's hierarchic romance
structures and Gabrielle Roy's social realism to the metafictions of Hubert Aquin and Timothy
Findley, the author reveals that the novel's narratological features themselves are often closely
linked with ideological positions.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Aspects of Robertson Davies' Novels Victor J. Lams,
2009 Completing the survey begun in Lams' Cornish Trilogy volume, Aspects of Robertson Davies'
Novels discusses the Salterton and Deptford trilogies along with Davies' last two novels, Murther &
Walking Spirits and The Cunning Man. The apprentice effort Tempest-Tost and the journeyman's
success Leaven of Malice were followed by Davies' first genuinely fine novel, A Mixture of Frailties,
the story of a talented Salterton girl who becomes a world-famous soprano. The Deptford trilogy is
discussed in terms of Northrop Frye's «confession» form as it appears in Fifth Business, and in
variations of that form in The Manticore and World of Wonders. Although Davies' Jungian
enthusiasms produced certain flaws to which readers have objected, Murther & Walking Spirits is by



no means a failure; it is best understood as an implicit spiritual history of Canada which is
adumbrated in the generational experience of a single Canadian family. The Cunning Man concludes
Davies' career with a narrative as rewardingly complex as any of the Cornish trilogy novels.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Encyclopedia of British Writers, 1800 to the Present
George Stade, Karen Karbiener, 2010-05-12 Contains alphabetically arranged entries that provide
biographical and critical information on major and lesser-known nineteenth- and twentieth-century
British writers, and includes articles on key schools of literature, and genres.
  fifth business by robertson davies: The Burning Bush and a Few Acres of Snow William
Klempa, 1994 The twelve essays collected here explore the formative influence Presbyterianism has
had on Canadian religious heritage and culture, including education, church/state relations,
literature and music.
  fifth business by robertson davies: The Contemporary Novel Irving Adelman, Rita Dworkin,
1997-10-09 In this new edition, what was already an expansive work has been updated and further
enlarged to include information not only on American and British novelists but also on writers in
English from around the world.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Robertson Davies's Cornish Trilogy Victor J. Lams,
2008 Robertson Davies's Cornish Trilogy: A Reader's Guide is the first book-length study of Davies's
best work: The Rebel Angels, What's Bred in the Bone, and The Lyre of Orpheus. In The Rebel
Angels, Maria and Darcourt alternate in narrating the novel's theme (obsession) before escaping
from its grip by their mutual assistance, while other characters are less fortunate. What's Bred in
the Bone narrates the artistic development of Canadian painter Francis Cornish, which is crowned
by his stunning Marriage at Cana, an iconographic presentation of his personal myth; a color
reproduction of Bronzino's Allegory exemplifies their stylistic kinship. While The Lyre of Orpheus is
ostensibly focused on the completion and staging of an unfinished Hoffmann opera, it narrates the
ameliorative personal development of the characters who interact during that project.
  fifth business by robertson davies: The Great Canadian Book of Lists Mark Kearney,
Randy Ray, 1999-09 Chronicles a century of achievements, trends, important and influential people,
and events that have shaped this country.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Novel Judgements William P. MacNeil, 2011-09-08 Novel
Judgements is a book about nineteenth century Anglo-American law and literature. But by redefining
law as legal theory, Novel judgements departs from ‘socio-legal’ studies of law and literature, often
dated in their focus on past lawyering and court processes. This texts ‘theoretical turn’ renders the
period’s ‘law-and-literature’ relevant to today’s readers because the nineteenth century novel, when
read jurisprudentially, abounds in representations of law’s controlling concepts, many of which are
still with us today. Rights, justice, law’s morality; each are encoded novelistically in stock devices
such as the country house, friendship, love, courtship and marriage. In so rendering the public (law)
as private (domesticity), these novels expose for legal and literary scholars alike the ways in which
law comes to mediate all relationships—individual and collective, personal and political—during the
nineteenth century, a period as much under the Rule of Law as the reign of Capital. So these novels
pass judgement—a novel judgement—on the extent to which the nineteenth century’s idea of law is
collusive with that era’s Capital, thereby opening up the possibility of a new legal theoretical
position: that of a critique of the law and a law of critique.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Majesty in Canada Colin MacMillan Coates, 2006-02-04
Examines how Canadians have understood their ties to royalty and how the regal principle
influenced our national identity.
  fifth business by robertson davies: A More Radical Gospel Gerhard O. Forde, 2017-01-01
Gerhard O. Forde has stood at the forefront of Lutheran thought for most of his career. This new
collection of essays and sermons—many previously unpublished— makes Forde's powerful
theological vision more widely available. The book aptly captures Forde's deep Lutheran
commitment. Here he argues that the most important task of theology is to serve the proclamation of
the gospel as discerned on the basis of the doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith



alone. For Forde, the doctrine of justification is not one topic among other theological topics; rather,
it is the criterion that guides all theology and ministry. Throughout the book Forde applies this truth
to issues of eschatology, authority, atonement, and ecumenism. Also included are seven insightful
sermons that model the Lutheran approach to proclamation.
  fifth business by robertson davies: Designing for Print Charles Conover, 2003-08-25 A
highly visual guide to designing for print media, from project inception to final production Packed
with hundreds of informative, illustrated examples, Designing for Print demonstrates methods and
techniques for creating top-quality print media projects. Carefully chosen real-world design
exercises and problem-solving projects offer hands-on practice to help readers achieve strong
designs. This easy-to-use guide presents software tricks and tips, along with discussions on
scanning, output, and other issues related to digital design for print and electronic media.
Up-to-date coverage includes useful skills for getting the most out of the latest technologies. Dozens
of sidebars and step-by-step descriptions walk readers through the design process in the same order
actual projects are implemented: Planning design Designing with type Designing with photographs
Advanced typography Preparing images Illustrating effectively Putting it all together Designing for
Print gives a peerless introduction to designing all types of print projects.
  fifth business by robertson davies: The Literary Legacy of the Macmillan Company of Canada
Ruth Panofsky, 2012-01-30 Fifth Business and Alligator Pie. Stephen Leacock, Grey Owl, and Morley
Callaghan: these treasured Canadian books and authors were all nurtured by the Macmillan
Company of Canada, one of the country's foremost twentieth-century publishing houses. The
Literary Legacy of the Macmillan Company of Canada is a unique look at the contribution of
publishers and editors to the formation of the Canadian literary canon. Ruth Panofsky's study begins
in 1905 with the establishment of Macmillan Canada as a branch plant to the company's London
office. While concentrating on the firm's original trade publishing, which had considerable cultural
influence, Panofsky underscores the fundamental importance of educational titles to Macmillan's
financial profile. The Literary Legacy of the Macmillan Company of Canada also illuminates the key
individuals – including Hugh Eayrs, John Gray, and Hugh Kane – whose personalities were as
fascinating as those of the authors they published, and whose achievements helped to advance
modern literature in Canada.
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