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Fifth Business By Robertson Davies

Fifth Business by Robertson Davies: An In-Depth Exploration Introduction to Fifth Business by Robertson
Davies Fifth Business by Robertson Davies is a seminal work of Canadian literature that has
captivated readers worldwide since its publication in 1970. This novel, the first installment of the Deptford
Trilogy, introduces readers to a richly layered narrative that explores themes of identity, guilt, fate, and
the interconnectedness of human lives. Davies, a renowned author and playwright, masterfully weaves a
story that transcends simple storytelling, prompting deep reflection on the nature of self and society.
Overview of the Novel About the Author: Robertson Davies Robertson Davies (1913–1995) was a
distinguished Canadian novelist, playwright, critic, and professor. Known for his intellectual depth and
literary craftsmanship, Davies's works often delve into philosophical and spiritual questions, blending
humor and seriousness seamlessly. His writing style is characterized by wit, literary allusions, and a
profound understanding of human psychology. Publication and Reception Published in 1970, Fifth
Business received critical acclaim and established Davies as a major literary figure. It was praised for its
complex characters, thematic richness, and innovative narrative structure. The novel's success led to the
subsequent books in the Deptford Trilogy: The Manticore and World of Wonders. Plot Summary of Fifth
Business Main Characters - Dunstan Ramsay: The protagonist and narrator, a Canadian schoolteacher
with a deep interest in saints and heroism. - Boy Staunton: A wealthy, charming man whose life intersects
with Ramsay’s from childhood. - Diana Marfleet: Boy’s wife, a talented singer and artist. - Mrs. Dempster:
A mentally ill woman whose life-changing incident profoundly affects Ramsay. Key Events and Themes
Fifth Business is structured around the life of Dunstan Ramsay, who recounts pivotal moments that
shape his identity. The narrative explores: - The snowball incident where Ramsay pushes Mrs. Dempster,
leading to her injury and subsequent mental illness. - The childhood friendship and rivalry between
Ramsay and Boy Staunton. - Ramsay’s obsession with saints and his spiritual quest. - The impact of a
traumatic event where Ramsay is involved in an accidental snowball that hits Mrs. Dempster, leading to
her pregnancy and mental health issues. - Ramsay’s reflection on how this incident, deemed "fifth
business," a term from theater referring to a supporting role, is central to understanding his life. Thematic
Analysis The Concept of Fifth Business The title Fifth Business refers to a theatrical term describing a
supporting character who is essential to the plot but not the protagonist or antagonist. Davies uses this
concept metaphorically to examine how seemingly minor or supporting roles in life can have profound
impacts on personal destiny. Ramsay considers himself "fifth business," a supporting figure whose
significance is often overlooked but vital to the overall narrative. Identity and Self-Discovery Throughout
the novel, Ramsay's journey is one of introspection and self-understanding. The novel poses questions
such as: - How do childhood experiences shape adult identity? - Can one find meaning in seemingly
insignificant moments? - How does guilt influence personal growth? Fate, Free Will, and Coincidence
Davies explores how chance events steer the course of a person's life, emphasizing the intertwined
nature of fate and free will. Ramsay’s reflections highlight that life’s pivotal moments often arise from
coincidence, yet their consequences are profound. Religion and Spirituality A recurring theme is
Ramsay's fascination with saints, which mirrors his search for spiritual meaning. The novel juxtaposes
religious devotion with secular life, prompting readers to consider the role of faith and morality. Literary



Techniques and Style Narrative Structure Davies employs a first-person narrative, providing an intimate
look into Ramsay’s thoughts. The introspective style allows for deep philosophical musings and character
development. Symbolism - Mrs. Dempster: Represents innocence and the unpredictability of life. - The
snowball: Symbolizes an act of violence that triggers a cascade of life-altering events. - Saints and
religious imagery: Reflect Ramsay’s spiritual quests and moral dilemmas. Literary Allusions Davies
weaves references to classical literature, religious texts, and philosophy, enriching the text and
encouraging analytical reading. Critical Reception and Legacy Fifth Business is regarded as a landmark
in Canadian literature. Critics have lauded Davies for his nuanced characterizations and philosophical
depth. The novel’s exploration of the supporting roles in life and its emphasis on the interconnectedness
of human experiences resonate universally. The book has influenced countless writers and continues to
be a staple in literary studies. Its themes are relevant across generations, emphasizing the importance of
understanding oneself and recognizing the impact of seemingly minor events. Significance of Fifth
Business in Literature Contributions to Canadian Literature Davies's work helped elevate Canadian
literature on the global stage, emphasizing distinctly Canadian themes and perspectives. Fifth Business
showcases the country's cultural landscape and intellectual depth. Philosophical and Psychological
Insights The novel’s exploration of guilt, identity, and destiny offers valuable insights into human
psychology. Its philosophical reflections make it a rich text for academic analysis and discussion. Why
Read Fifth Business Today? - Timeless Themes: The questions about identity, fate, and morality remain
relevant. - Rich Characterization: Complex characters offer deep psychological insights. - Literary
Craftsmanship: Exemplifies masterful storytelling, symbolism, and narrative innovation. - Cultural
Significance: Offers a lens into Canadian society and literary history. Conclusion Fifth Business by
Robertson Davies stands as a profound exploration of human nature, the roles we play in life, and the
unseen forces that shape our destiny. Its timeless themes, compelling characters, and literary
craftsmanship make it a must-read for lovers of classic literature and those interested in philosophical
reflections. Whether you're exploring the intricacies of identity or contemplating the significance of
supporting roles in life's grand performance, Davies's novel offers valuable insights and a compelling
narrative that invites multiple readings and interpretations. Keywords: Fifth Business, Robertson Davies,
Canadian literature, Deptford Trilogy, novel analysis, themes of identity, fate, spirituality, literary
techniques, character analysis, philosophical novel, supporting roles, guilt and redemption

Fifth Business by Robertson Davies is a seminal work in Canadian literature that explores the complex
nature of identity, morality, and the intertwined nature of personal and collective histories. As a richly
layered novel, it offers readers a profound meditation on the concept of "fifth business"—a term borrowed
from the theatrical world, referring to a character who plays a pivotal but often unrecognized role in a
larger narrative. Davies masterfully weaves themes of spirituality, guilt, memory, and the search for
meaning into the life story of its protagonist, Dunstan Ramsay, creating a compelling and thought-
provoking tapestry that continues to resonate with readers decades after its publication.

Overview of the Novel

Fifth Business was first published in 1970 and is the first book in Robertson Davies’s Deptford Trilogy,
followed by The Manticore and World of Wonders. The novel is narrated by Dunstan Ramsay himself,
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who reflects on his life from childhood through adulthood, encapsulating pivotal moments that have
shaped his identity. Through Ramsay’s eyes, Davies explores the quiet yet profound influence individuals
can exert on each other, often without recognition—hence the concept of "fifth business." The narrative
oscillates between personal memoir, philosophical musings, and social commentary, in a style that is
both intimate and erudite. Davies’s writing is marked by wit, a deep understanding of human nature, and
a penchant for philosophical inquiry, which invites readers to contemplate the unseen forces shaping
their lives.

Themes and Literary Significance

Identity and Self-Discovery

One of the core themes of Fifth Business is the exploration of personal identity. Ramsay’s journey is less
about external achievements and more about understanding himself and his place in the world. His role
as a "fifth business" signifies the importance of those who serve as catalysts or supporting characters in
the stories of others—an idea that Davies uses to challenge traditional notions of heroism and
prominence. Features: - Emphasis on internal growth over external success. - Reflection on how
childhood experiences influence adult identity. - The importance of accepting one’s role in the larger
social fabric. Pros: - Deep psychological insight into the protagonist. - Encourages readers to consider
their own unseen roles in their communities. Cons: - The introspective style may feel slow-paced for
some readers. - Themes can be abstract, requiring careful reading and reflection.

Guilt, Redemption, and Spirituality

Davies intricately examines the moral and spiritual dimensions of Ramsay’s life, especially through the
lens of guilt and redemption. The pivotal incident involving a snowball and a young girl, which leads to a
lifelong sense of guilt for Ramsay, serves as a metaphor for the burden of past actions and the possibility
of spiritual salvation. Features: - Use of religious symbolism and references. - Exploration of the moral
implications of personal choices. - The role of faith and spirituality in personal growth. Pros: - Adds depth
and universality to the narrative. - Offers philosophical insights into morality. Cons: - Religious themes
may not resonate with all readers. - Some may find the spiritual discussions dense or didactic.

Characters and Character Development

Dunstan Ramsay is the central figure whose life journey anchors the novel. His introspective nature and
dedication to studying saints contrast with his secret guilt, making him a complex and compelling
character. Other notable characters include: - Boy Staunton: Ramsay’s childhood friend and a
charismatic figure who embodies ambition and superficial charm. - Mrs. Dempster: The young girl who is
injured by Ramsay’s snowball, representing innocence and sacrifice. - Lombard and Boy Staunton: Their
interactions and contrasting personalities highlight themes of morality and social class. Features: - Richly
developed characters with nuanced personalities. - Relationships that reveal different facets of Ramsay’s
character. - Characters serve as allegories for broader societal themes. Pros: - Multi-dimensional
characters add realism and depth. - Relationships highlight moral conflicts and personal growth. Cons: -



Some secondary characters may seem less developed. - The focus on internal reflection can overshadow
character interactions.

Style and Literary Devices

Davies’s writing style in Fifth Business is characterized by elegance, wit, and philosophical depth. His
use of allegory, symbolism, and literary allusions enrich the narrative, inviting multiple layers of
interpretation. Features: - Use of symbolism, especially the snowball incident and religious imagery. -
Philosophical reflections embedded within the narrative. - A narrative voice that is both humorous and
contemplative. Pros: - Stylistic richness enhances literary value. - Provides a layered reading experience.
Cons: - Dense literary references might challenge casual readers. - The philosophical tone can
sometimes feel ponderous.

Strengths and Weaknesses

Strengths: - Thought-provoking themes that remain relevant. - Complex characterizations and
psychological depth. - Elegant and insightful prose. - The novel’s exploration of unseen influences and
roles resonates universally. Weaknesses: - Slow pacing at times due to introspective focus. - Heavy
reliance on literary and religious symbolism may alienate some readers. - The narrative’s philosophical
nature demands attentive reading.

Reception and Impact

Fifth Business has been widely acclaimed for its literary craftsmanship and thematic depth. Critics praise
Davies for his ability to blend storytelling with philosophical inquiry, making the novel both intellectually
stimulating and emotionally engaging. Its influence extends beyond literature into discussions on morality,
spirituality, and the human condition. The novel’s concept of the "fifth business" has entered cultural
discourse, symbolizing those who, though unrecognized, are essential to the fabric of life and storytelling.
The book’s enduring popularity is reflected in its status as a classic of Canadian literature and its
influence on subsequent writers.

Conclusion

Fifth Business by Robertson Davies is a profound and richly textured novel that challenges readers to
reconsider notions of heroism, morality, and the unseen forces shaping lives. Its exploration of identity,
guilt, and spiritual growth, combined with a masterful narrative style, makes it a timeless piece that
continues to inspire reflection and debate. While its dense symbolism and introspective pace may not
appeal to all, its insights into human nature and the complexity of individual roles in society make it an
essential read for those interested in literary fiction that probes beneath the surface of everyday life. In
summary: - Pros: Thought-provoking themes, complex characters, elegant prose, universal messages. -
Cons: Slow pacing at times, dense symbolism, philosophical tone. Fifth Business stands as a testament
to Davies’s literary genius and remains a cornerstone in exploring the profound depths of human
experience. Whether approached as a philosophical treatise or a compelling narrative, it offers valuable
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insights into the subtle yet powerful influences that shape us all.

Questions & Answers About fifth business by robertson davies

No Question Answer

1 What are the main themes
explored in Fifth Business by
Robertson Davies?

Fifth Business explores themes such as identity, guilt, the
nature of good and evil, the complexity of human morality,
and the interplay between fate and free will.

2 Who is the protagonist in Fifth
Business, and how does his
character evolve throughout the
novel?

The protagonist is Dunstan Ramsay, a schoolteacher whose
journey from a guilt-ridden child to a reflective, self-aware
individual highlights themes of memory, reconciliation, and
self-discovery.

3 How does Robertson Davies use
the concept of 'Fifth Business' in
the novel?

The term 'Fifth Business' refers to a theatrical term for an
actor who plays a supporting role but is essential to the
success of the play. In the novel, it symbolizes characters
who, while not the main protagonists, influence events and
outcomes significantly.

4 What role does the theme of
heroism and sacrifice play in Fifth
Business?

The novel examines heroism and sacrifice as complex, often
ambiguous concepts, highlighting how seemingly ordinary
actions can have profound impacts on others’ lives and how
personal sacrifices shape identity.

5 How is the concept of fate versus
free will portrayed in Robertson
Davies' Fifth Business?

Davies presents a nuanced view where fate appears to
guide characters’ lives through coincidences and destiny,
but personal choices and moral decisions also significantly
influence their paths.

6 In what ways does Fifth Business
reflect Canadian culture and
identity?

The novel incorporates Canadian settings, characters, and
cultural references, offering insights into Canadian society,
values, and the country's social landscape during the early to
mid-20th century.

7 What is the significance of the
novel’s title, Fifth Business?

The title signifies the importance of supporting characters or
roles that are often overlooked but are vital to the
development of the story and the main characters’ lives,
emphasizing the interconnectedness of all roles in life and
storytelling.

Fifth Business, Robertson Davies, Canadian literature, Toronto, The Trillium Trilogy, mythology,
psychological themes, moral ambiguity, character development, literary fiction
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