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Litcharts Fifth Business

litcharts fifth business is a valuable resource for students and readers seeking a comprehensive
understanding of Robertson Davies' classic novel, Fifth Business. Whether you're preparing for a class
discussion, writing an essay, or simply exploring the themes and characters of the book, Litcharts offers
detailed summaries, insightful analysis, and thematic breakdowns that make the complex narrative accessible
and engaging. This article explores the key aspects of Fifth Business as presented by Litcharts, providing an
in-depth look at its themes, characters, symbols, and significance in Canadian literature.

Understanding Fifth Business: An Overview

What is Fifth Business?

Fifth Business is the first novel in Robertson Davies' Deptford Trilogy, published in 1970. It tells the story of
Dunstan Ramsay, a Canadian schoolteacher with a fascination for saints and spirituality, and explores his life,
memories, and the interconnectedness of human experiences. The novel is renowned for its exploration of
guilt, identity, and the role of fate, making it a rich text for literary analysis.

Why is Fifth Business Significant?

The novel challenges traditional notions of heroism and success, emphasizing the importance of 'fifth
business'—a theatrical term referring to a character who is neither hero nor villain but plays a crucial
supporting role. Davies uses this concept to illustrate how ordinary individuals can have profound impacts on
others' lives, often unnoticed.



Key Themes Explored in Fifth Business

Guilt and Redemption

Dunstan Ramsay’s Guilt: Ramsay’s lifelong guilt over his accidental role in the snowstorm that led to Boy1.
Staunton’s injuries and the death of Miss Dempster shapes much of his life.
Path to Redemption: Ramsay seeks spiritual and personal redemption through his studies of saints and2.
his relationships, illustrating how guilt can be a catalyst for self-discovery and growth.

Fate and Free Will

Chance Encounters: The novel emphasizes how chance events—like Ramsay’s meeting with Boy Staunton1.
or the snowstorm—alter lives profoundly.
Human Agency: Despite the role of fate, characters make choices that influence their destinies,2.
highlighting the tension between luck and agency.

Identity and Self-Discovery

Ramsay’s Journey: His introspective quest to understand himself and his place in the world is central to1.
the novel’s narrative.
Roles and Masks: The characters often assume roles—clergy, teacher, artist—that shape their identities2.
and reveal societal expectations.
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Religion and Spirituality

Saints and Miracles: Ramsay’s fascination with saints and spiritual figures reflects his search for meaning1.
beyond the material world.
Religious Symbolism: The novel weaves religious themes into its narrative, exploring faith, morality, and2.
the sacred in everyday life.

Major Characters and Their Significance

Dunstan Ramsay

Protagonist and narrator, Ramsay’s reflections drive the story.1.
His obsession with saints and spirituality provides insight into his complex character.2.

Boy Staunton

Ramsay’s childhood friend and future actor, representing the theme of performance and illusion.1.
His tragic life and death impact Ramsay deeply, symbolizing innocence lost.2.

Miss Dempster

Ramsay’s childhood teacher and spiritual mentor, embodying faith and sacrifice.1.
Her mysterious life and death highlight themes of sainthood and martyrdom.2.



Leola MacDonald

Ramsay’s wife, representing domestic stability but also emotional distance.1.
Her character explores themes of love, independence, and societal expectations.2.

Boy’s Mother and Other Supporting Characters

Contribute to the exploration of social class, morality, and human complexity.1.

Symbols and Motifs in Fifth Business

The Snowstorm

The snowstorm acts as a pivotal event that causes Miss Dempster’s injury and Ramsay’s guilt. It symbolizes
the unpredictable power of chance and the chaos inherent in life.

Saints and Miracles

Represent Ramsay’s spiritual aspirations and his desire for divine intervention.1.
Serve as metaphors for faith, hope, and the search for meaning.2.

Theatre and Performance

Reflects the theme of life as a stage, where characters play roles dictated by societal expectations and1.
personal choices.
Links to Boy Staunton’s career as an actor and the idea of life as performance.2.
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The Cross

Symbolizes sacrifice, suffering, and redemption, central to Ramsay’s spiritual journey.

The Literary Style and Narrative Technique

First-Person Narration

Ramsay’s perspective offers an intimate look into his thoughts, biases, and reflections, creating a deeply
personal narrative that blurs the line between fact and memory.

Nonlinear Timeline

The novel employs flashbacks and retrospection, mirroring the way memory shapes identity and
understanding of the past.

Use of Symbolism and Allegory

Davies’ use of symbols enriches the narrative, inviting readers to interpret deeper meanings behind events
and characters.

The Significance of Fifth Business in Canadian Literature

Canadian Identity and Themes

Davies’ novel explores Canadian society, identity, and cultural values through its characters and settings.1.
It challenges colonial stereotypes by depicting complex, morally ambiguous characters.2.



Influence and Legacy

Fifth Business is considered a cornerstone of Canadian literary canon.1.
The novel’s themes of self-exploration and moral complexity resonate across generations.2.
It has inspired adaptations, scholarly analyses, and continues to be studied for its literary merit.3.

How Litcharts Enhances Your Understanding of Fifth Business

Detailed Summaries and Chapter Analyses

Litcharts provides concise summaries of each chapter, highlighting key events and developments that aid
comprehension.

Character Maps and Relationships

Visual tools illustrate the connections between characters, helping readers grasp complex relationships and
character dynamics.

Thematic Essays and Analyses

In-depth essays explore major themes, offering interpretations and critical insights that deepen
understanding.

Quotes and Literary Devices

Highlighted quotes from the novel underline important moments and ideas.1.
Analysis of literary devices such as symbolism, motif, and narrative style enriches reading experience.2.
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Conclusion: Unlocking the Depths of Fifth Business with Litcharts

Fifth Business by Robertson Davies is a profound exploration of human nature, morality, and spirituality.
Using resources like Litcharts can significantly enhance your engagement with the novel, offering clarity on
complex themes, characters, and symbols. Whether you are a student, educator, or avid reader, leveraging
Litcharts' comprehensive guides can help you uncover the deeper meanings behind Davies’ masterful
storytelling. This combination of detailed analysis and accessible explanations ensures that the enduring
themes of Fifth Business continue to resonate and inspire reflection across generations.

"Fifth Business" by Litcharts: An In-Depth Literary Analysis

Introduction to Fifth Business and Litcharts' Role

Fifth Business, a novel by Robertson Davies, stands as a cornerstone of Canadian literature and a profound
exploration of identity, morality, and the complexities of human nature. Litcharts, known for its detailed
literary guides and insightful analyses, offers an invaluable resource for readers seeking to deepen their
understanding of this multifaceted novel. Their comprehensive breakdown covers themes, characters,
symbols, and contextual insights, making Fifth Business accessible for students, educators, and literary
enthusiasts alike.

Overview of Fifth Business

Published in 1970, Fifth Business is the first book in Davies' "Deptford Trilogy," followed by The Manticore
and World of Wonders. The novel narrates the life of Dunstan Ramsay, a Canadian schoolteacher and
historian, whose life is intricately intertwined with the snowball incident that changes his and others’ lives
forever.



Plot Summary

The story begins with Dunstan's childhood in the small town of Deptford, Ontario.1.
A pivotal event occurs when a snowball thrown by a classmate, Percy Boyd Staunton, hits a pregnant2.
woman, Mrs. Dempster, leading to a series of moral and spiritual dilemmas.
Throughout the novel, Dunstan reflects on his life, relationships, and the role of chance, fate, and morality.3.
The narrative delves into Dunstan’s memories, exploring his relationships with other characters like Boy4.
Staunton, Mrs. Dempster, and others, revealing the themes of guilt, sacrifice, and identity.

Litcharts' Approach to Analyzing Fifth Business

Litcharts' guide offers a multi-dimensional approach, breaking down the novel into digestible sections:

Themes and Motifs1.
Character Analyses2.
Symbolism and Literary Devices3.
Historical and Cultural Context4.
Critical Interpretations5.
Study Questions and Prompts6.

This structured approach helps readers grasp not just the plot, but the deeper philosophical and psychological
layers embedded in Davies' work.

Themes and Motifs Explored by Litcharts

Fifth Business: The Role of the Mediator1.

The novel’s title, Fifth Business, originates from theatrical terminology, where roles are divided into
protagonists, antagonists, and "fifth business"—a character who acts as a catalyst or mediator but is not
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directly involved in the main action.

In the novel, Dunstan Ramsay embodies this role—an observer and mediator who influences events1.
indirectly.
Litcharts emphasizes that this theme explores the importance of the often-overlooked individuals who shape2.
the narrative of life through their actions and moral choices.

Guilt, Sacrifice, and Redemption1.

Dunstan’s lifelong guilt over Mrs. Dempster’s injury and his subsequent sense of responsibility highlight the1.
novel’s exploration of moral burden.
The novel investigates how guilt can shape a person’s identity and behavior.2.
Litcharts notes that sacrifice—whether personal or moral—is a recurring motif, exemplified by Mrs.3.
Dempster’s unwavering faith and Dunstan’s silent sacrifices.

Fate and Free Will1.

Davies questions whether life is governed by chance or destiny.1.
The snowball incident symbolizes an unforeseen event with profound consequences.2.
Litcharts points out that Dunstan’s reflections often dwell on the randomness of life, emphasizing the3.
importance of moral choice in shaping one’s destiny.

Religion and Spirituality1.

The novel explores Catholic beliefs, faith, and spiritual awakening.1.
Mrs. Dempster embodies innocence and divine grace, contrasting with worldly corruption.2.
Litcharts highlights how Dunstan’s Catholic upbringing influences his worldview and moral compass3.
throughout the novel.



Character Analyses in Depth

Dunstan Ramsay1.

The protagonist and narrator, a retired teacher and historian.1.
Known for his passion for hagiography and spirituality.2.
His role as a mediator and observer underscores the fifth business concept.3.
Complex personality: introspective, moral, sometimes passive but deeply committed to understanding4.
human nature.

Mrs. Dempster1.

Dunstan’s childhood crush and a symbol of innocence and faith.1.
Her injury from the snowball incident leads to her mental and physical decline.2.
Represents divine grace and sacrifice.3.
Her unwavering faith influences Dunstan’s moral development.4.

Percy Boyd Staunton1.

A wealthy, ambitious man whose actions set much of the plot in motion.1.
His role as the “antagonist” embodies worldly ambition and moral corruption.2.
His relationship with Dunstan reveals themes of guilt and moral compromise.3.

Boy Staunton and Liesl1.

Percy Boyd Staunton’s son, a complex character caught between privilege and personal growth.1.
Liesl, a German governess, influences Dunstan’s understanding of morality and love.2.

Symbols and Literary Devices
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The Snowball1.

Central incident that triggers the novel’s events.1.
Symbolizes chance, innocence, and the unforeseen consequences of actions.2.
Litcharts emphasizes its role as a catalyst for moral reflection.3.

Mrs. Dempster’s Hat1.

Represents her innocence and divine grace.1.
The hat becomes a symbol of her faith and Dunstan’s moral awakening.2.

The "Fifth Business" Role1.

The concept itself functions as a literary motif, symbolizing those who influence events indirectly.1.

Religious Imagery1.

The novel employs Catholic imagery to explore themes of salvation, sacrifice, and divine intervention.1.

Literary devices such as flashbacks, symbolism, and allegory are expertly analyzed by Litcharts to enhance
understanding.

Contextual Insights Provided by Litcharts

Historical Background1.

Set in 20th-century Canada, during a period of cultural change.1.
The novel reflects societal attitudes towards religion, class, and morality.2.

Davies’ Literary Influences1.



Incorporates elements of Gothic tradition, allegory, and psychological realism.1.
Draws inspiration from Catholic mysticism and philosophy.2.

Philosophical Underpinnings1.

The novel grapples with questions of morality, free will, and the nature of good and evil.1.
Influences from thinkers like Kierkegaard and Dostoevsky are evident.2.

Critical Reception and Interpretations

Litcharts highlights that Fifth Business has been widely praised for its deep psychological insight and
innovative narrative style. Critics often interpret the novel as a meditation on:

The interplay of fate and free will.1.
The moral complexity of human choices.2.
The importance of the overlooked or mediating figures in life’s grand narrative.3.

Some critics view Dunstan as a quintessentially Canadian hero, embodying humility, introspection, and moral
integrity.

Study Questions and Prompts

Litcharts provides engaging questions to foster critical thinking:

How does Dunstan’s role as a “fifth business” influence his identity and moral outlook?1.
In what ways does the snowball incident serve as a metaphor for larger themes of chance and morality?2.
How do Mrs. Dempster’s faith and innocence influence Dunstan’s understanding of spirituality?3.
What is Davies suggesting about the nature of heroism and mediators in society?4.

Final Thoughts
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Litcharts’ analysis of Fifth Business offers a comprehensive guide that delves into its rich thematic layers,
complex characters, and symbolic textures. Whether for academic study or personal exploration, their insights
illuminate how Robertson Davies masterfully explores the intricacies of human morality, fate, and identity.

In essence, Fifth Business is not just a story about one man’s life but a reflection on the roles we all play—as
protagonists, antagonists, or mediators—in the grand theater of life. Litcharts’ detailed breakdown helps
unlock these profound ideas, making the novel’s timeless themes accessible and engaging for all readers.

Questions & Answers About litcharts fifth business

No Question Answer

1 What is the main theme of 'Fifth
Business' by Robertson Davies as
depicted in LitCharts?

The main theme of 'Fifth Business' is the exploration of identity
and the duality of human nature, focusing on how personal
experiences shape one's sense of self and morality.

2 How does LitCharts interpret the
character development of Dunstan
Ramsay?

LitCharts highlights Dunstan’s transformation from a naive boy
to a reflective man, emphasizing his obsession with saints and
morality as central to his internal conflict and growth.

3 What role does guilt play in 'Fifth
Business' according to LitCharts
analysis?

Guilt is portrayed as a driving force behind many characters’
actions, especially Dunstan’s, serving as a catalyst for self-
examination and personal change throughout the novel.

4 How does LitCharts analyze the
novel’s title, 'Fifth Business'?

LitCharts explains that the title refers to a theatrical term for a
character who is neither hero nor villain but essential to the
story, symbolizing Dunstan’s role as an outsider whose
perspective is crucial.



5 What significance does the
snowstorm hold in 'Fifth Business',
as discussed by LitCharts?

The snowstorm symbolizes chaos and the pivotal moments that
alter the characters’ lives, especially the incident involving Boy
Staunton and Dunstan, which sets the stage for the novel’s
themes of fate and consequence.

6 How is the theme of memory and
storytelling explored in 'Fifth
Business', according to LitCharts?

LitCharts emphasizes that Dunstan’s narration reflects the
importance of memory and storytelling in shaping personal and
collective identities, highlighting how stories influence our
understanding of ourselves.

7 What does LitCharts say about the
symbolism of the Madonna statue in
the novel?

The Madonna statue symbolizes purity, sacrifice, and the
intersection of the sacred and the profane, embodying
Dunstan’s internal struggles and the novel’s spiritual themes.

8 How does 'Fifth Business' explore
the concept of fate versus free will,
based on LitCharts insights?

LitCharts suggests that the novel portrays life as a complex
interplay between fate and free will, with characters’ choices
influenced by past events and inevitabilities that shape their
destinies.

9 What literary devices does LitCharts
identify as prominent in 'Fifth
Business'?

LitCharts points out the use of symbolism, allegory, and
unreliable narration as key literary devices that deepen the
novel’s themes and enhance its layered storytelling.

fifth business, litcharts, Robertson Davies, Canadian literature, novel analysis, literary themes, character
analysis, plot summary, literary devices, narrative structure
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