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Louis Begley's "About Schmidt" is a poignant and thought-provoking novel
that delves into the profound themes of loss, identity, and the search for
meaning in the twilight years of life. Published in 1996, it captured the
essence of the complexities faced by elderly individuals as they navigate a
rapidly changing world and confront the inevitable realities of aging.
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Synopsis

The novel centers around Warren Schmidt, a recently retired actuary from
Omaha, Nebraska. Upon reaching the age of 66, he is confronted with an
abrupt end to his mundane and predictable existence. As he grapples with
the loss of purpose and the prospect of an uncertain future, Schmidt
embarks on an impulsive journey to Denver to meet his estranged
daughter, Jeannie, and her fiancé.

Themes and Analysis
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Loss and Grief: Schmidt's retirement triggers a profound sense of loss
and disorientation. He has dedicated his entire life to providing for his
family and fulfilling his societal obligations, only to find himself suddenly
disconnected and devoid of purpose. The novel explores the complexities
of grief, both as it pertains to the loss of work and the impending loss of life.

Identity and Aging: As Schmidt ventures into a new chapter of his life, he
struggles to reconcile his past with his present identity. No longer defined
by his occupation or his role as a father, he confronts the existential
question of who he is and who he aspires to be. The novel delves into the
challenges of aging and the societal devaluation that often accompanies it,
highlighting the need for individuals to find meaning beyond traditional
measures of success.

The Search for Meaning: Schmidt's journey to Denver is more than a
physical undertaking. It is a metaphorical quest for meaning and a sense of
connection in his twilight years. Through interactions with a diverse cast of
characters, he grapples with questions about the value of life, the nature of
happiness, and the importance of human relationships.

Cultural Commentary: "About Schmidt" also serves as a commentary on
American society and the changing values of the post-retirement era.
Begley exposes the consumerism, superficiality, and ageism that permeate
the suburban landscape. Schmidt's experiences reflect the disconnect
between generations and the challenges faced by individuals who feel
marginalized or isolated as they grow older.

Character Analysis



Warren Schmidt: Schmidt is a complex and multifaceted character. He is
both flawed and sympathetic, exhibiting both moments of pettiness and
unexpected compassion. His journey provides a profound examination of
the challenges and opportunities of aging, as he grapples with loss, identity,
and the search for meaning.

Jeannie Schmidt: Schmidt's estranged daughter represents the
generation gap and the changing values of society. She embodies the
independence and self-reliance of modern women, which challenges
traditional notions of family and filial duty. Her relationship with Schmidt is
strained but evolves over the course of the novel, highlighting the potential
for reconciliation and understanding.

Randall Hertzel: Jeannie's fiancé, Randall, is a successful and ambitious
entrepreneur. He represents the new economic order and the changing
face of the American dream. His relationship with Schmidt is initially
antagonistic, but gradually evolves into a grudging respect.

Literary Techniques

First-Person Narrative: The novel is narrated entirely from Schmidt's
perspective, providing a deeply personal and introspective account of his
experiences. This technique allows readers to intimately connect with
Schmidt's thoughts, feelings, and motivations.

Stream of Consciousness: Begley employs stream of consciousness to
convey Schmidt's inner monologue. This technique allows the reader to
experience Schmidt's thoughts and memories as they unfold, capturing the
complexity of his emotional and psychological state.



Satire and Irony: Begley's writing is infused with subtle satire and irony,
which highlight the absurdity and contradictions of modern society. He
employs dry humor and biting social commentary to illuminate the
challenges faced by elderly individuals in a rapidly changing world.

Impact and Legacy

"About Schmidt" received critical acclaim upon its release and became a
bestseller. It was adapted into a highly successful 2002 film starring Jack
Nicholson in the titular role. The novel's themes and characters continue to
resonate with readers and audiences, inspiring discussions about aging,
identity, and the search for meaning in the later stages of life.

Louis Begley's "About Schmidt" is a profound and insightful novel that
explores the universal themes of loss, identity, and the search for meaning.
Through the journey of Warren Schmidt, Begley illuminates the challenges
and opportunities of aging, highlighting the importance of human
connection and the enduring desire for purpose. The novel's complex
characters, thought-provoking themes, and evocative writing style make it a
lasting and unforgettable work of literature.
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