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Appointment in Samarra John O'Hara is a significant work that reflects the complexities of human relationships
and the inevitability of fate. Written in 1934, this novel is a profound exploration of the American social
landscape during the early 20th century. O'Hara’s intricate narrative combines elements of realism with an
acute psychological insight into the characters, making it a pivotal piece of American literature. In this
article, we will delve into the various themes, characters, and stylistic elements of the novel, providing a
comprehensive understanding of its significance and impact.

Introduction to John O'Hara and His Work

John O'Hara was an American author born in 1905 in Pottsville, Pennsylvania. He gained prominence in the
1930s and 1940s as a novelist and short story writer. O'Hara is best known for his keen observations of
social dynamics, class struggles, and the lives of the American middle class. His works often reflect his own
experiences and the environment he grew up in, providing a rich texture to his storytelling.

Appointment in Samarra was O'Hara's first novel and is often regarded as a defining work of his career. It tells
the story of a wealthy car dealer in a fictional town in Pennsylvania and examines the repercussions of his
actions on his personal life and relationships.

Plot Overview

The narrative of Appointment in Samarra follows the life of the protagonist, Julian English, a well-to-do car
dealer who seems to have everything: a successful business, a loving wife, and a place in the upper echelon of
society. However, beneath this fa�ade of success lies a deep-seated discontent and a series of impulsive
decisions that lead to his downfall.

1. Setting: The story is set in the fictional town of Gibbsville, Pennsylvania, during the 1930s. This setting
serves as a microcosm of American society at the time, reflecting the values, norms, and tensions of the era.

2. Characters:
- Julian English: The protagonist whose actions drive the narrative.
- Caroline English: Julian's wife, who represents the stability he seeks but ultimately cannot attain.
- Various secondary characters: Friends, lovers, and acquaintances that illustrate the social fabric of
Gibbsville.

3. Conflict: The central conflict arises from Julian's internal struggles, his relationships with others, and the
consequences of his choices.

4. Climax and Resolution: The climax unfolds as Julian's choices spiral out of control, leading to tragic
consequences. The resolution leaves readers contemplating the themes of fate and responsibility.

Thematic Exploration

Appointment in Samarra is a rich text that explores several themes, including:

1. The Inevitability of Fate

One of the most profound themes in O'Hara's novel is the idea that fate is inescapable. Julian's attempts to



defy social norms and pursue his desires ultimately lead to his downfall. This theme resonates with the ancient
fable from which the novel draws its title, where a man tries to escape his fate but finds himself confronting it
regardless of his efforts.

- Foreshadowing: O'Hara skillfully weaves foreshadowing into the narrative, hinting at the inevitable tragedy
that awaits Julian.
- Symbolism: The concept of fate is further emphasized through various symbols throughout the novel,
including the town of Gibbsville itself, which serves as a reminder of Julian's entrapment within societal
expectations.

2. Social Class and Status

Another critical theme in Appointment in Samarra is the exploration of social class and status. Julian English
embodies the complexities of wealth and privilege, showcasing how social standing can both empower and
imprison individuals.

- Materialism: The novel critiques the materialistic values of society, highlighting how they can lead to
emptiness and moral decay.
- Class Struggles: O'Hara portrays the tensions between different social classes, examining how they influence
relationships and personal identity.

3. Alienation and Isolation

Julian's journey is marked by profound feelings of alienation and isolation. Despite his wealth and social
connections, he feels disconnected from those around him, leading to impulsive actions that further alienate him.

- Psychological Depth: O'Hara delves into Julian's psyche, revealing the internal conflicts that contribute to
his sense of isolation.
- Impact on Relationships: As Julian becomes more isolated, his relationships deteriorate, illustrating the
fragile nature of human connections.

Character Analysis

The characters in Appointment in Samarra are intricately developed, each representing different facets of
society and human behavior.

Julian English

Julian is a complex character whose flaws and desires drive the narrative. He is portrayed as charismatic yet
deeply flawed, embodying the struggle between societal expectations and personal fulfillment.

- Ambition vs. Contentment: Julian's ambition leads him to make reckless decisions that ultimately jeopardize his
happiness.
- Moral Ambiguity: His character is marked by moral ambiguity, reflecting the often gray areas of human
behavior.

Caroline English



Caroline, Julian's wife, serves as a foil to his character. She represents stability and the societal norms that
Julian seeks to escape yet cannot fully abandon.

- Supportive Yet Strained: Caroline's loyalty to Julian is evident, but the strain in their relationship highlights
the complexities of love and commitment.
- Symbol of Conformity: She embodies the societal expectations that Julian rebels against, illustrating the
tension between individual desires and societal roles.

Secondary Characters

The secondary characters in the novel serve to enrich the narrative and provide a broader perspective on the
social dynamics of Gibbsville.

- Friends and Acquaintances: They reflect the various social strata and contribute to the exploration of
class and status.
- Antagonists: Some characters serve as antagonists to Julian, challenging his choices and highlighting the
consequences of his actions.

Stylistic Elements

John O'Hara's writing style in Appointment in Samarra is characterized by its sharp prose, realistic dialogue,
and deep psychological insight.

1. Narrative Structure

O'Hara employs a nonlinear narrative that allows readers to glimpse into the past and present of Julian's life,
creating a rich tapestry of experiences.

- Flashbacks: The use of flashbacks adds depth to the characters and provides context for their motivations.
- Realism: O'Hara's commitment to realism is evident in his portrayal of the characters' lives, making their
struggles relatable.

2. Dialogue and Characterization

The dialogue in the novel is one of its standout features, capturing the nuances of human interaction and the
subtext of relationships.

- Naturalistic Dialogue: O'Hara's characters speak with authenticity, reflecting their backgrounds and social
statuses.
- Character Depth: Through dialogue, O'Hara reveals the inner workings of the characters' minds, allowing
readers to understand their motivations and conflicts.

Conclusion

Appointment in Samarra John O'Hara remains a seminal work in American literature, offering a profound
exploration of themes such as fate, social class, and alienation. Through the intricate portrayal of
characters and the realistic depiction of society, O'Hara crafts a narrative that resonates with readers even
today. The novel serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of impulsive actions and the struggle



to find meaning within the confines of societal expectations. As such, it continues to be a relevant and
thought-provoking read for those seeking to understand the complexities of human nature and the social fabric
of America.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Appointment in Samarra' by John O'Hara?

The main theme of 'Appointment in Samarra' is the inevitability of fate and how one's attempts to escape it can
lead to tragic consequences. The novel explores the idea that one's actions ultimately lead to predetermined
outcomes.

Who are the central characters in 'Appointment in Samarra'?

The central characters include Julian English, a wealthy and socially prominent man, and his wife, Caroline.
Their relationships with friends and the community play a significant role in the narrative.

How does John O'Hara portray social class in 'Appointment in Samarra'?

O'Hara portrays social class through the interactions and conflicts among the characters, highlighting the
superficiality and pressures of high society in a small town. The characters' social status affects their
decisions and relationships significantly.

What narrative style is used in 'Appointment in Samarra'?

The narrative style of 'Appointment in Samarra' is characterized by a third-person omniscient point of view,
which allows readers to gain insights into the thoughts and feelings of multiple characters, providing a
comprehensive view of the story.

What role does the setting play in 'Appointment in Samarra'?

The setting, a small Pennsylvania town during the 1930s, plays a crucial role in shaping the characters' lives
and societal expectations. The confined environment amplifies the characters' struggles with personal and
social pressures.

What is the significance of the title 'Appointment in Samarra'?

The title 'Appointment in Samarra' refers to a story about a man who attempts to escape his fate but
ultimately encounters it. It signifies the theme of unavoidable destiny and the futility of trying to evade one's
fate.

How does 'Appointment in Samarra' reflect the societal issues of its time?

The novel reflects societal issues of the 1930s, including economic struggles, class disparities, and the moral
dilemmas faced by individuals in a rapidly changing world. O'Hara critiques the superficiality of social norms
and the impact on personal relationships.
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