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Old School is a compelling novel by Tobias Wolff that explores the
complexities of adolescence, the pursuit of identity, and the nature of
creativity through the lens of a young writer at a prestigious boarding
school in the 1960s. Wolff’s narrative intricately weaves together themes of
ambition, jealousy, and the eternal quest for validation, all while providing
sharp insights into the lives of its characters. This article delves into the
plot, characters, themes, and critical reception of "Old School," offering a
comprehensive analysis of this profound work.

Plot Summary

"Old School" is set in a New England prep school, where the protagonist, a
nameless student, aspires to be a writer. The narrative unfolds during a year
when the school invites notable authors to speak, providing students with the
opportunity to engage with literary giants. The story is divided into three
distinct parts, each marking a significant phase in the protagonist's
journey.

Part One: The Aspirations

In the first part, the protagonist grapples with his identity and
aspirations. He is a talented but insecure writer, caught between the desire
to impress his peers and the fear of exposing his vulnerabilities. The school
is filled with boys from privileged backgrounds, and the protagonist often
feels like an outsider. As he navigates the competitive environment, he
becomes increasingly obsessed with winning the school’s writing contest,
which offers the winner a chance to meet a famous author.

Part Two: The Visitors

The second part of the novel introduces the guest authors, who serve as
mentors and inspirations for the students. Among them are the likes of Robert
Frost and Ayn Rand, figures who represent different literary philosophies and
approaches to writing. The protagonist idolizes these authors, viewing them
as the epitome of success. However, as he interacts with them, he begins to
understand the complexities and struggles behind their achievements. This
part of the story highlights the tension between admiration and envy, as the
protagonist grapples with the realization that even great writers have their
flaws and insecurities.



Part Three: The Revelation

In the final part, the protagonist's ambition leads him to a critical
decision that will alter his path forever. Driven by jealousy and a desire
for recognition, he engages in an act of betrayal that ultimately exposes his
insecurities and moral failings. This climactic moment serves as a turning
point in the narrative, forcing him to confront the consequences of his
actions and the true meaning of artistry.

Character Analysis

Wolff’s characters are richly developed and serve as vehicles for the themes
of the novel. Each character embodies different aspects of the writing life
and the struggles associated with it.

The Protagonist

The unnamed protagonist is a complex character whose internal conflicts drive
the narrative. His ambition to be a writer is both his strength and his
weakness. He is relatable in his insecurities, and his journey reflects the
universal quest for self-identity and validation. Throughout the novel, he
embodies the struggle between authenticity in art and the desire for external
recognition.

Robert Frost

Robert Frost, one of the guest authors, represents the ideal of the American
poet. His presence in the novel serves as a catalyst for the protagonist’s
growth. Frost’s wisdom and authenticity challenge the protagonist’s
understanding of success and artistry. He becomes a symbol of the moral and
ethical dilemmas that writers face, emphasizing that true artistry comes from
honesty and self-reflection.

The Other Students

The other students at the boarding school represent various archetypes within
the literary world. They include:

- The Overachiever: A student who excels in academics and writing, providing
a standard for others to aspire to.
- The Rebel: A character who challenges authority and conventional norms,
embodying the spirit of artistic rebellion.



- The Silent Observer: A student who quietly observes the dynamics around
him, offering insight into the inner workings of the group.

These characters collectively enhance the protagonist's journey and highlight
the competitive nature of the literary world.

Themes

"Old School" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, making it
a profound exploration of the human experience.

The Quest for Identity

At its core, the novel is about the search for identity. The protagonist’s
journey reflects the struggles of adolescence, as he grapples with who he is
and who he wants to be. The pressures of writing and the desire for
recognition amplify his internal conflict, making his quest relatable to
anyone who has experienced the pains of growing up.

Ambition and Betrayal

Ambition is a double-edged sword in "Old School." While it drives the
protagonist to seek success and recognition, it also leads him to betray
those he admires. This theme underscores the dangers of unchecked ambition,
revealing how the desire for success can compromise one’s integrity and
relationships.

The Nature of Creativity

Wolff delves into the complexities of creativity, exploring what it means to
be a writer. The interactions with guest authors serve to illustrate that
creativity is not merely a talent but a deeply personal and often painful
journey. The novel suggests that true art emerges from honesty and
vulnerability, rather than the pursuit of fame.

Critical Reception

"Old School" has received widespread acclaim from critics and readers alike.
It has been praised for its lyrical prose, nuanced characters, and thought-
provoking themes. Critics have noted Wolff’s ability to capture the essence
of adolescence and the intricacies of the writing process, making the novel



both a coming-of-age story and a meditation on the nature of art.

The novel has also sparked discussions about the ethical responsibilities of
writers, particularly in relation to authenticity and representation. Many
reviewers have highlighted Wolff’s insights into the literary world, noting
that "Old School" serves as both a tribute to literature and a cautionary
tale about the perils of ambition.

Conclusion

Tobias Wolff’s "Old School" is a masterful exploration of the adolescent
struggle for identity, the complexities of ambition, and the nature of
creativity. Through the lens of a young writer navigating the challenges of a
prestigious boarding school, Wolff crafts a narrative that resonates with
anyone who has ever pursued a dream. The characters are richly drawn,
embodying the various facets of the literary world, while the themes provoke
deep reflection on the moral implications of artistic ambition. Ultimately,
"Old School" stands as a poignant reminder of the delicate balance between
ambition and authenticity in the pursuit of one's passions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Old School' by
Tobias Wolff?
The main themes in 'Old School' include the search for identity, the nature
of creativity, the impact of literature, and the complexities of adolescence
and mentorship.

How does Tobias Wolff use the setting of a prep
school in 'Old School'?
Wolff uses the prep school setting as a microcosm for exploring class,
privilege, and the pressures of academic and social expectations,
highlighting the formative experiences of youth.

What role do literary figures play in 'Old School'?
Literary figures in 'Old School' serve as inspirations and benchmarks for the
protagonist, reflecting the influence of iconic authors on the characters’
development and aspirations.



How does the protagonist's relationship with his
writing evolve throughout 'Old School'?
The protagonist's relationship with writing evolves from a source of self-
expression and identity to a complex interplay of ambition, jealousy, and the
desire for validation, particularly in the competitive environment of the
school.

What is the significance of the title 'Old School'?
The title 'Old School' signifies a return to traditional values and methods
in education and literature, contrasting with contemporary ideas and
reflecting on the nostalgia and loss associated with the past.

How does Wolff portray the concept of mentorship in
'Old School'?
Wolff portrays mentorship as a double-edged sword, where guidance can inspire
creativity but also lead to rivalry and disappointment, highlighting the
complexities in relationships between teachers and students.
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