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Butterfield 8 is a compelling novel by John O'Hara, published in 1935. This significant work offers a
profound critique of the American social landscape during the 1930s, focusing on themes of love,
loneliness, and the quest for identity in a rapidly changing world. O'Hara, known for his keen
observations and intricate character studies, paints a vivid picture of life in a small town and the
complexities of human relationships. Butterfield 8 has not only made its mark in literature but has
also influenced film and popular culture, making it a noteworthy subject of study for both readers and
scholars alike.

Background of John O'Hara

John O'Hara was an American author and screenwriter, born on January 31, 1905, in Pottsville,
Pennsylvania. His literary career spanned several decades, during which he became known for his
sharp dialogue and realistic portrayal of American life.

Early Life and Influences

- Family Background: O'Hara grew up in a working-class family, which greatly influenced his writing
style and themes.

- Education: He attended Pennsylvania State University, but his education was cut short due to
financial constraints.

- Early Writing Career: O'Hara initially worked as a newspaper reporter, a job that honed his skills in
observation and storytelling.

Literary Style and Themes

O'Hara's writing is characterized by:

- Realism: He often depicted the struggles and complexities of everyday life.

- Character Development: His characters are intricately developed, often reflecting the moral
ambiguities of their choices.

- Social Commentary: O'Hara's works critique social norms and class structures, particularly in
American society.

Overview of Butterfield 8

Butterfield 8 centers around the life of Gloria Wandrous, a young woman navigating the complexities
of love and ambition in New York City. The novel is structured through a series of vignettes that
explore her relationships, particularly her tumultuous affair with a married man.



Plot Summary

The narrative unfolds through the following key events:

1. Introduction of Gloria: The story begins with Gloria's life as a call girl, highlighting her
independence and desire for connection.

2. The Affair: Her relationship with the married man, Weston Liggett, serves as the focal point of the
narrative, showcasing the emotional turmoil and societal pressures faced by both characters.

3. Conflict and Resolution: The climax of the story revolves around the consequences of their affair,
which leads to tragic outcomes for Gloria.

Main Characters

- Gloria Wandrous: The protagonist, a young woman with aspirations and dreams that are often
thwarted by societal expectations.

- Weston Liggett: A wealthy, married man who becomes involved with Gloria, representing the conflict
between desire and duty.

- Supporting Characters: Various friends and acquaintances of Gloria highlight different aspects of her
personality and the world she inhabits.

Thematic Exploration

Butterfield 8 delves into various themes that resonate with readers and offer a critical examination of
the human condition.

Love and Loneliness

- Complex Relationships: The novel explores the notion of love as a double-edged sword, bringing
both joy and pain.

- Isolation: Despite her connections, Gloria often feels isolated, reflecting the loneliness that can
accompany modern life.

Identity and Self-Discovery

- Search for Meaning: Gloria’s journey is one of self-discovery, as she grapples with her identity in a
world that often objectifies her.

- Struggles with Societal Expectations: The pressure to conform to societal norms impacts Gloria's
sense of self, leading her to question her worth and purpose.



Gender Dynamics

- Female Empowerment vs. Objectification: O'Hara examines the complexities of female
empowerment in a patriarchal society, showcasing Gloria's struggle to assert her agency.

- Critique of Masculinity: The male characters, particularly Weston, embody the flaws of traditional
masculinity, which often leads to destructive outcomes.

Cultural Impact and Adaptations

The influence of Butterfield 8 extends beyond literature, impacting film and popular culture in
significant ways.

Film Adaptation

In 1960, Butterfield 8 was adapted into a film starring Elizabeth Taylor, who won an Academy Award
for her portrayal of Gloria Wandrous.

- Changes in the Narrative: The film made several alterations to the plot and characterizations,
focusing more on melodrama and romance.

- Cultural Significance: The film adaptation brought renewed attention to O'Hara's work, making it
accessible to a wider audience.

Legacy in Literature and Beyond

- Influence on Subsequent Writers: O'Hara's style and themes have influenced many contemporary
authors who explore similar issues of identity and societal critique.

- Cultural References: The title and themes of Butterfield 8 have permeated popular culture, often
referenced in discussions about love, desire, and the human experience.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, Butterfield 8 received a mix of praise and criticism.

Positive Reviews

- Character Development: Critics praised O'Hara's ability to create complex, multi-dimensional
characters.

- Social Commentary: Many appreciated the novel's critique of American society and its exploration of
personal desires against social constraints.



Criticism

- Controversial Themes: Some contemporaries found the subject matter of a call girl too risqué for the
time, leading to mixed reviews.

- Pacing Issues: A few critics noted that the pacing of the novel felt uneven, with certain sections
dragging on.

Conclusion

Butterfield 8 remains a significant work in American literature, offering insights into the human
experience and the societal challenges of the 1930s. John O'Hara's keen observations and intricate
character studies make this novel a timeless exploration of love, loneliness, and identity. Its cultural
impact, through adaptations and continued relevance in discussions of gender dynamics and social
expectations, cements its place in the canon of American literature. As readers continue to engage
with Gloria Wandrous's story, Butterfield 8 serves as a reminder of the complexities of human
relationships and the enduring quest for self-discovery.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Butterfield 8' by John O'Hara?

The main theme of 'Butterfield 8' revolves around the complexities of human relationships, the
struggle for identity, and the moral ambiguity of modern life, particularly in the context of post-war
America.

Who is the protagonist of '‘Butterfield 8'?

The protagonist of 'Butterfield 8' is Gloria Wandrous, a young woman navigating the social scene of
New York City while dealing with her own personal demons and struggles.

How does 'Butterfield 8' reflect the societal issues of its time?

The novel reflects societal issues such as class disparity, gender roles, and the pursuit of the
American Dream, highlighting the challenges faced by women in a patriarchal society during the
1930s.

What narrative style does John O'Hara use in 'Butterfield 8'?

John O'Hara utilizes a realist narrative style in 'Butterfield 8,' employing detailed character studies and
a keen observation of social dynamics to create a vivid portrayal of life in New York.

What impact did '‘Butterfield 8' have on American literature?

'‘Butterfield 8' is significant in American literature for its candid exploration of taboo subjects such as
promiscuity and emotional turmoil, paving the way for more frank discussions in literature about



women's experiences.

Is '‘Butterfield 8' based on a true story?

While 'Butterfield 8' is a work of fiction, it is inspired by the real-life experiences and observations of
John O'Hara, reflecting the lives of many individuals in New York during that era.

What adaptations have been made from '‘Butterfield 8'?

The novel was adapted into a film in 1960, starring Elizabeth Taylor, which received critical acclaim
and won Taylor an Academy Award for Best Actress, further popularizing the story.
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