
This bachelor thesis examines the theme of isolation and survival in A Jest of God (1966) and The 

Fire-Dwellers (1969), the second and third novel in Margaret Laurence’s Manawaka sequence, on 

the background of Margaret Atwood’s book Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature 

(1972). At a time when Canadian literature was a nebulous term, Atwood identified the notion of 

survival as the common, unifying theme in literary works produced by writers across the vast 

country, with victims, death, terror and isolation as the accompanying motifs. She defines the 

concept as multi-faceted, distinguishing the external/physical survival found in early Canadian 

explorer writing and the internal/psychological survival common in later fiction writers. 

Furthermore, based on the argument that as a colony, Canada is inherently victimized, she proposes 

a system of four Victim Positions into which we can categorize Canadian protagonists.  

Margaret Laurence (1926-1987) is considered one of the fundamental figures of the English-

Canadian novel. In the Introduction I provide insight into the socio-cultural climate of the time 

period and the bleak state of Canadian publishing industry at the time. Since Laurence’s works are 

tied to the Manitoba prairie, I touch on the significance of regionalism in understanding Canadian 

culture and the impact of region on artistic vision. I also introduce the concept of Atwood’s Victims 

Positions. 

In Chapter 2 I introduce Atwood and the aspects of Survival that are crucial to the analysis of 

Laurence’s female protagonists. I approach the theme of isolation with Atwood’s concept of the 

Rapunzel Syndrome, which, on her Canadian terms, means that the tower and Rapunzel is 

oftentimes the same for her inability to communicate with the outside world. Since Laurence’s 

women all go through processes of self-discovery, I regard them as explorers of the self who are, 

however, always and unavoidably, chained to their heritage. I also apply Atwood’s three-

generational portrait of familial relationships, which portrays isolation between generations. I 

provide further background on the life of Laurence, who traveled the world before she came back to 

her Canadian roots and focused her imaginative talents on the theme of spiritual survival, 

mythologizing her native region as Manawaka.  

In Chapter 3 I delve into A Jest of God, studying Rachel Cameron as a Rapunzel who is 

detached from the outside world to the point that she perceives herself as an object or animals. I 

analyze her emotional repression as a consequence of her Scottish Presbyterian background and the 

legacy of her mysterious, silent father who ran a funeral parlor in the house. Her old-fashioned 

mother, Mrs. Cameron, functions as the Wicked Witch/Selfish Mother figure as well as the rigid 

Grandmother of Atwood’s generational pattern, imposing her principles on others. With her arrested 

emotional development, Rachel is stuck in Atwood’s position of the Child. Her Rescuer, Nick 

Kazlik, appears as a summer fling that is doomed from the start, however, his sexual awakening of 



Rachel opens her up to vulnerability. Rachel’s release from her tower comes as a strangely 

symbolic re-birth when her assumed pregnancy turns out to be a tumor.  

Chapter 4 analyzes The Fire-Dwellers, the story of Rachel’s older sister Stacey Cameron 

MacAindra, who lives in Vancouver with her husband and children. As a Rapunzel in the role of a 

housewife approaching the age of 40, Stacey feels trapped both in her house and her body. The 

external world plays a role in this narrative set in an urban environment, as Stacey contemplates her 

identity stripped of the domestic role. She wants to escape the inside in every sense – the house, the 

39-year-old body, the voices in her head – and head to the uninhibited wilderness up north. The 

Wicked Witch is represented by her mother, Mrs. Cameron, and her conforming ideas of 

womanhood, as well as Stacey’s husband, Mac, who is a stereotypical masculine character, 

representative of urban middle-class of the 1960’s. Stacey encounters her Rescuer in the harbor 

when she ventures out of the house. Though he provides the momentary release that she needs and 

offer the physical escape of her fantasies, Stacey, bound by motherhood, realizes she cannot leave 

her children for good.  

 


