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PENGUIN BOOKS


Tortilla Flat


Born in Salinas, California, in 1902, John Steinbeck grew up in a fertile agricultural valley about twenty-five miles from the Pacific Coast – and both valley and coast would serve as settings for some of his best fiction. In 1919 he went to Stanford University, where he intermittently enrolled in literature and writing courses until he left in 1925 without taking a degree. During the next five years he supported himself as a labourer and journalist in New York City, all the time working on his first novel, Cup of Gold (1929). After marriage and a move to Pacific Grove, he published two Californian fictions, The Pastures of Heaven (1932) and To a God Unknown (1933), and worked on short stories later collected in The Long Valley (1938). Popular success and financial security came only with Tortilla Flat (1935), stories about Monterey’s paisanos. A ceaseless experimenter throughout his career, Steinbeck changed course regularly. Three powerful novels of the late 1930s focused on the Californian labouring class: In Dubious Battle (1936), Of Mice and Men (1937) and the book considered by many his finest, The Grapes of Wrath (1939). Early in the 1940s, Steinbeck became a filmmaker with The Forgotten Village (1941) and a serious student of marine biology with Sea of Cortez (1941). He devoted his services to the war, writing Bombs Away (1942) and the controversial play-novelette The Moon is Down (1942). Cannery Row (1945), The Wayward Bus (1947), The Pearl (1947), A Russian Journal (1948), another experimental drama, Burning Bright (1950), and The Log from the Sea of Cortez (1951) preceded publication of the monumental East of Eden (1952), an ambitious saga of the Salinas Valley and his own family’s history. The last decades of his life were spent in New York City and Sag Harbor with his third wife, with whom he travelled widely. Later books include Sweet Thursday (1954), The Short Reign of Pippin IV: A Fabrication (1957), Once There was a War (1958), The Winter of Our Discontent (1961), Travels with Charley in Search of America (1962), America and Americans (1966) and the posthumously published Journal of a Novel: The ‘East of Eden’ Letters (1969), Viva Zapata! (1975), The Acts of King Arthur and His Noble Knights (1976) and Working Days: The Journals of ‘The Grapes of Wrath’ (1989). He died in 1978, having won a Nobel Prize in 1962.

Thomas Fensch is the author of Steinbeck and Covici: The Story of a Friendship (1979) and the editor of Conversations with John Steinbeck (1988). He has also published books about James Thurber and Oskar Schindler.



Introduction


If we can match a novelist with a locale, John Steinbeck will forever be linked with Monterey, California, and Monterey Bay, the site of three of his most famous novels: Tortilla Flat; Cannery Row and its sequel, Sweet Thursday; and his subsequent portrait of his friend Ed Ricketts, in The Log from the ‘Sea of Cortez’.

Although Steinbeck was born in Salinas, his family owned a home in Pacific Grove, in the Monterey area, and Steinbeck was often there, captivated by the mix of humanity in Cannery Row, fascinated by the sea, and captured by marine biology.

Steinbeck attended Stanford University intermittently from 1919 through 1925, and although he never did receive a degree, he benefited from courses in English and marine biology. He worked at various times as a winter caretaker for an estate in the Lake Tahoe area, as a lab technician in Spreckles sugar plants, as a laborer building the original Madison Square Garden in New York, and as a daily newspaper reporter in New York.

The story of his first three books is now part of the Steinbeck legend: Cup of Gold (1929), The Pastures of Heaven (1932), and To a God Unknown (1933) were published by three different publishers. Each went bankrupt during the Depression. Cup of Gold sold only 1,533 copies, because few critics bothered to review it when it was first published, two months after the beginning of the Great Depression. The Pastures of Heaven earned Steinbeck an advance of $400. Neither Cup of Gold nor To a God Unknown earned Steinbeck more than the publisher’s advance of $250 each.

Before the publication of The Pastures of Heaven, Steinbeck met and married his first wife, Carol Henning. Between 1930 and 1933, the Steinbecks lived in Pacific Grove, California, moved to the Los Angeles area, then moved again to the Monterey area, site of The Long Valley, Tortilla Flat, Cannery Row, and Sweet Thursday. The Watsonville area was the location of an apple strike, which Steinbeck fictionalized in In Dubious Battle, and the Salinas Valley was the locale of East of Eden.

For many of Steinbeck’s major works, he figuratively never left the California coast and the images of people and places in Del Monte, Pacific Grove, Pebble Beach, Monterey, Carmel, the Corral de Terra (which became the fictional The Pastures of Heaven), and Salinas.

With the film scripts for The Forgotten Village and Viva Zapata! and in The Pearl, Sea of Cortez, and The Log from the ‘Sea of Cortez’ he ventured across the border into Mexico, but still stayed close to the land of his childhood.

While Steinbeck’s first three books were languishing on bookstore shelves in mid-Depression America, he was already at work on his fourth book, Tortilla Flat. As he was working on that manuscript, a chance meeting in Chicago between two old friends helped change Steinbeck’s career forever. The meeting was between Ben Abramson, a bookstore owner, and Pascal Covici, who had previously owned his own bookstore in Chicago and had begun his own publishing company.

Abramson urged Covici to read The Pastures of Heaven; Covici did so and decided that Steinbeck was worth publishing. He contacted Steinbeck’s literary agents at the firm of McIntosh and Otis. Covici published Tortilla Flat in 1935, a year and a half after Steinbeck had sent it to McIntosh and Otis.

And who, during the years of the Great Depression, couldn’t be enchanted by reading Tortilla Flat? For many during the Great Depression, reading and the movies were escape, pure and simple. Escape from grinding poverty, escape from worrying about how to pay the rent, escape from worrying about how to find a job (or keep a menial one), even escape from worrying about where money for the next week’s groceries would come from.

For many who read Tortilla Flat during the Depression, the novel was pure escapism and entertainment. Steinbeck wrote of Danny and his band of brothers, the paisanos who lived above Monterey:


What is a paisano? He is a mixture of Spanish, Indian, Mexican and assorted Caucasian bloods. His ancestors have lived in California for a hundred or two years. He speaks English with a paisano accent and Spanish with a paisano accent. When questioned concerning his race, he indignantly claims pure Spanish blood and rolls up his sleeve to show the soft inside of his arm is nearly white. His color, like that of a well-browned meerschaum pipe, he ascribes to sunburn. He is a paisano, and he lives in that uphill district above the town of Monterey called Tortilla Flat, although it isn’t a flat at all. [p. 4]



Indeed, Tortilla Flat wasn’t flat, but for many it was intensely real and altogether charming. In the second chapter of the book, when Danny comes back from World War I, he discovers that he has inherited two houses. Even before he inspects his property, he buys a gallon of cheap wine, gets outrageously drunk in Monterey, and spends thirty days in the Monterey jail. During the Depression, for some, a thirty-day stay in a county jail meant that you had “three squares” (meals) a day and a warm place to sleep.

Many readers discovered that Danny and the rest of the paisanos live by their own rules: they have little to do with the respectable “downtown” Monterey culture. Their chief purpose seems to be simply to earn enough to buy wine. Property, as Danny discovers, is an inconvenience, as property means responsibility. When rent money was a real problem during the Depression, readers were amused that Danny rents his second home to his friends, who sublet it, and none of the parties involved ever expects that the rent can, or will, be paid.

Property—such as watches—is only valuable to the extent that it can be traded for wine; for the paisanos, Steinbeck wrote, the best timepiece is “the great golden watch of the sun.”

For some of Steinbeck’s readers, Monterey’s Tortilla Flat was idyllic; money is seldom needed when items can be traded for wine. All the paisanos really want is enough food, a warm place to sleep, wine, and—occasionally—women and parties.

Were the paisanos real? Like many other novelists, Steinbeck built upon stories he knew or had heard from others and composites he invented. He heard many of the stories from Monterey native Susan Gregory. (He eventually dedicated the book to her.) He heard others from the Monterey police and from coworkers in the Spreckles sugar factories and elsewhere.

In A History of Steinbeck’s Cannery Row, Tom Mangelsdorf writes:


Gregory’s real love, however, centered on a group of fascinating people known as paisanos, who inhabited shanties and shacks on a forested hillside overlooking Monterey. These olive-skinned men and women were the descendants of the original Spanish settlers who had come to Monterey in 1770. Through years of haphazard intermarriage between the Spanish, Indians, Mexicans and various other groups, the paisanos had evolved. As a group, they went without formal education and were either unemployable or given the most menial labor to perform. A good paisano, however, cared little for work. Their cultural values remained almost unfathomable to nearly everyone except another paisano and few outsiders such as Gregory who had taken the time to understand. It was Gregory who introduced Steinbeck to the vagaries of the paisanos and the section of Monterey where they lived, which was commonly called Tortilla Flat. [p. 122]



The basis for the character Pilon in Steinbeck’s novel was a paisano named Eddie Romero, according to Mangelsdorf. Romero was born south of Monterey and was never sure of his own age. In the summer of 1891, Romero and another ranch hand engaged in a brief horse race. Romero lost and attempted to settle the matter of his injured manhood by drawing a pistol and wounding his opponent in the shoulder. The rider had his wound treated, but the doctor accused Romero of assault with a deadly weapon.

At his trial, Romero could not fully explain that the shot was a matter of paisano interpretation of justice; he was sentenced to two years in San Quentin. According to Mangelsdorf, after Romero was released, he returned to Monterey. Throughout the years he was arrested again and again, usually for drunkenness; but in 1932, he met a construction worker, and the two began drinking, then arguing—a pistol appeared and Romero’s opponent was shot. Romero later claimed that his opponent, named Olaf Olson, had made rude comments about Romero’s heritage, a terrible affront to a paisano.

He was tried and the jury was hung on a manslaughter charge. A second jury voted guilty. Because of his prior sentence, Romero served a sentence of two to ten years in Folsom prison. He entered Folsom just as Steinbeck was working on Tortilla Flat. He got out three years later and became locally famous as Pilon in the book. [pp. 122–124]

Longtime Monterey resident Bruce Arliss has also speculated on the origins of Tortilla Flat. In his book, Inside Cannery Row: Sketches from the Steinbeck Era, he writes:


The actual place name of Tortilla Flat was derived from another part of the [Monterey] Peninsula entirely. It came from the Carmel side of the hill, and dated back to the early days of the 1906 earthquake.

At the time a number of well-known bohemian artists and writers from San Francisco took up residence in Carmel, some one hundred miles to the south, and they hoped, outside of the zone of another earthquake like the one that had destroyed the City [San Francisco]. [p. 9]



Arliss lists among those artists and writers Sinclair Lewis, Jack London, and Ida Tarbell.


Because most of those writers were successful enough to afford household help, an obliging group of paisanos—half Mexican, half Carmel Valley Indian—had moved in to supply that help. They built a row of squatters’ shacks, just outside of town, in a wooded area that is now Second Street. The wives of the paisanos came down into town to do daytime work, and occasionally their more indolent husbands could be prevailed upon to do a bit of gardening or light handiwork.

The writers and other wits of early Carmel had dubbed this row of paisano shacks Tortilla Flat, and the name stuck for many years. Steinbeck liked the name and appropriated it for his story, applying it to another part of the peninsula—the hilly area above the canneries of Monterey. [p. 9]



Arliss also believes he knows the origins of Steinbeck’s character “the Pirate”:


Shakey Tom, the old character after whom John had patterned the Pirate, lived in the last little shack at the top of our particular Huckleberry Hill [in Monterey], beside an old wooden water tank.…

I soon discovered that Shakey Tom or Old Shakey, as the kids called him because of his palsy, wasn’t the Pirate’s real name either. It was an English name—Lloyd Lytton. He wasn’t a paisano, but an eccentric Britisher, not quite right in the head, who kept a dozen mongrel dogs for his closest companions. He called himself “The Poet of the Pines” and wrote doggerel that was occasionally published in the little Pacific Grove weekly newspaper. [pp. 9–11]


Unlike Steinbeck’s Pirate (large, black-bearded, slovenly) Shakey Tom was small, clean-shaven, and neatly dressed. His white hair was carefully combed. He usually wore a white shirt and pale blue trousers, held up by black suspenders. Like the Pirate, he was followed wherever he walked by his pack of mongrel dogs. Steinbeck said there were six. I counted over ten, more than enough to pull up a dog or two, if he got cold at night, as John described it in one scene in his book. [p. 11]



Arliss writes that Steinbeck visited other paisano locations near Monterey and eventually they became part of Steinbeck’s novel.

Tortilla Flat was an immediate hit for Steinbeck’s publisher, Pascal Covici. It allowed the firm Covici-Friede some welcome financial breathing room. The book won the annual Gold Medal awarded by the Commonwealth Club of California for the best work by a native Californian. The film rights were sold and eventually resold before the film version was ever made. (MGM released the film version of Tortilla Flat in 1942. In the book Steinbeck and Film, Joseph Millichap called the film “an unreasonable sepia-toned sham that could have only been made in Hollywood.”) But Steinbeck discovered that readers didn’t completely accept the paisanos with the generosity of spirit that he did. Readers didn’t fully appreciate their convoluted logic and morality. They were judged by many to be bums—colorful perhaps, eccentric yes, but bums nonetheless. And that stung Steinbeck. In a foreword to a 1937 Modern Library (Random House) edition of the book, he wrote:


When this book was written, it did not occur to me that paisanos were curious or quaint, dispossessed or underdoggish. They are people whom I know and like, people who merge successfully with their habitat. In men this is called philosophy, and it is a fine thing.

Had I known that these stories and these people would be considered quaint, I think I never should have written them.

I remember a little boy, a school friend. We called him the piojo [a louse, a troublesome hanger-on—TF], and he was a nice, kind, brown little boy. He had no mother or father—only an elder sister whom we loved and respected. We called her, with a great deal of respect, a hoor-lady. She had the reddest cheeks in town and she made tomato sandwiches for us sometimes. Now in the little house where the piojo and his sister, the hoor-lady lived, the faucet at the sink was broken off. A wooden plug had been pounded into the pipe to keep it from leaking. The water for cooking and drinking was drawn from the toilet. There was a tin dipper on the floor to get it out. When the water was low, you simply flushed the toilet and there was a new supply. No one was allowed to use this toilet as a toilet. Once when we sequestered a colony of pollywogs in the bowl, the hoor-lady gave us hell and then flushed them down the sewer.

Perhaps this is shocking. It doesn’t seem so to me. Perhaps it is quaint—God help it. I have been subjected to decency for a long time, and still I can’t think of the hoor-lady as (that nastiest of words) a prostitute, nor of piojo’s many uncles, those jolly men who sometimes gave us nickles, as her clients.

All of this gets around to the point that this is not an introduction, but a conclusion. I wrote these stories because they were true stories and because I liked them. But literary slummers have taken these people up with the vulgarity of duchesses who are amused and sorry for a peasantry. These stories are out, and I cannot recall them. But I shall never again subject to the vulgar touch of the decent these good people of laughter and kindness, of honest lusts and direct eyes, of courtesy beyond politeness. If I have done them harm by telling a few of their stories I am sorry. It will never happen again.



His anger satiated, this foreword was never reprinted; the 1937 Random House edition is now rather rare.

Over the years, Steinbeck critics, scholars, and educators have become increasingly uneasy (and even embarrassed) with Steinbeck’s portrayal of the paisanos in Tortilla Flat.

In his essay “Steinbeck’s Mexican-Americans” (in the 1971 book Steinbeck: The Man and His Work, edited by Richard Astro and Tetsumaro Hayashi) Charles R. Metzger largely defends Steinbeck’s views of the paisanos, but offers the caveat, “It is necessary now … to point out that Steinbeck’s portrayal of paisanos in Tortilla Flat does not purport to do more than present one kind of Mexican-American, the paisano errant, in one place, Monterey, and at one time, just after World War I.” [p. 149]

Two years later, in the essay “Fables of Identity: Stereotype and Caricature of Chicanos in Steinbeck’s Tortilla Flat” (in Journal of Ethnic Studies volume 1, 1973), Philip D. Ortego writes that Philip Roth may view American Jewish life in a particular light as an “insider,” while F. Scott Fitzgerald’s portrait of Meyer Wolfsheim in The Great Gatsby comes across as stereotype and caricature. Likewise, William Styron, a white Southern novelist, could never portray Nat Turner as a black novelist could.

Ortego writes that in Tortilla Flat, while “Steinbeck struggles through an ‘alien’ milieu as the voice of the narrator, the question of ethnic identification becomes important and crucial in determining the reliability of the representation.”

In his brief essay, Ortego charges that “few Mexican Americans of Monterey today see themselves in Tortilla Flat any more than their predecessors saw themselves in it thirty-four years ago.” Steinbeck’s language is also wrong, Ortego charges. Mexican Americans don’t speak as Steinbeck’s characters do, either in Spanish or in English.

Ultimately, he says, “to believe Steinbeck’s descriptive diagnosis of the Chicano ethos in Tortilla Flat is to reinforce the most prevalent stereotypes and caricatures about Chicanos” and “the portrait of Mexican Americans … is an injustice to the people whose ancestors—both Hispanic and Indian—have been on this continent for centuries.”

Tortilla Flat “is a sad book in more ways than John Steinbeck may have ever imagined,” Ortego writes. [pp. 39–43]

In Images of the Mexican American in Fiction and Film (1980), Arthur C. Pettit is just as frank (and damning): “Tortilla Flat stands as the clearest example in American literature of the Mexican as jolly savage. For better or worse, this is the book that is most often cited as the prototypical Anglo novel about the Mexican American. That it has spawned relatively few imitators enhances its isolated position while highlighting the fact that the novel contains characters varying little from the most negative Mexican stereotypes.” [p. 191]

As examples, Pettit writes, “If the Mexicans of Tortilla Flat drink enough to kill most people … they suffer neither physical ill effects nor psychological traumas. These children of nature also share their women with a degree of generosity that simply is not a part of Mexican or Mexican American culture.” [p. 193]

Ultimately, Pettit concludes, “Steinbeck’s treatment of the paisanos arouses suspicion of ethnically based distortions. Steinbeck’s Anglo misfits are usually genuine freaks—idiots, cripples, and outcasts teetering on the edge of their own race. Danny and his companions, on the other hand, are their own race as Steinbeck permits us to see it.” [p. 195]

In her essay “Steinbeck and Ethnicity” (in After The Grapes of Wrath: Essays on John Steinbeck), Susan Shillingshaw quotes Steinbeck critic Louis Owens as saying Steinbeck “doesn’t offer a great deal to multiculturalism. His treatment of women and what today would be called people of color leaves a lot to be desired. He was a white, middle class male from Salinas. He was a product of his times.” [p. 40]

Steinbeck’s interest in the paisanos, she writes, “is in part psychological—the study of group man—and in part realistic—the ‘history’ of a subculture—and finally in part aesthetic—wrestling with the contours of artistic expression.” [p. 53]

It seems likely in the future that there will be additional criticism like that made by Ortego, Pettit, and Owens.

Steinbeck often used ancient myths and themes or biblical stories in his novels: Cup of Gold is a retelling of the myth of Henry Morgan the pirate; To a God Unknown uses the ancient myth of the fisher-king; Tortilla Flat and Cannery Row employ the King Arthur fables; In Dubious Battle evokes—it seems to me—the biblical story of the loss of innocence and the fall from grace in the Garden of Eden; Of Mice and Men and East of Eden are clearly retellings of the Cain and Abel story (Am I my brother’s keeper?); and The Grapes of Wrath, which contains many, many biblical references, is a retelling of the story of the tribe of Israel and its journey from Egypt, the land of bondage, through the desert, to its own land—except the journey of the Okies to California is a stark reversal of the biblical story: the Okies find no freedom in California, only additional prejudice and suffering in the land of sun and oranges.

The chapter titles of Tortilla Flat help tell the story. Apparently they were not in the first version of the manuscript. Some critics believe that Steinbeck’s first wife, Carol, suggested the King Arthur motif. But it is well known that the first book that captured Steinbeck’s youthful imagination was a juvenile version of the King Arthur stories.

As Jay Parini writes in John Steinbeck: A Biography:


He was introduced to Malory’s version of the Arthurian legend by Aunt Molly, his mother’s bookish sister, when he visited her in the summer of 1912. He later recalled sitting under a tree “dazzled and swept up” by those powerful tales, which made a permanent impression on the young boy. The structure of these heroic stories would explicitly undergird many of his best novels, such as Tortilla Flat and Cannery Row, while aspects of the Camelot myth implicitly influenced almost everything he ever produced. (The Malorian quest for the “good man” was crucial to his fiction, for instance. One also finds versions of Malory’s idealized woman cropping up regularly. Sir Lancelot’s betrayal of his king was a pivotal image in Steinbeck’s mind, and it informed a good deal of his work and, perhaps, his life.) The extent to which Malory overwhelmed him is registered in the fact that he spent the last decade of his life obsessed by that work, even renting a cottage for a year in Somerset, England—just to be near the supposed site of Camelot. [pp. 14–15]



And Steinbeck probably knew enough paisano Spanish to know that Monterey is translated as “King’s Mountain.”

In 1934, Steinbeck wrote to his literary agent, Mavis McIntosh (cited in Steinbeck: A Life in Letters):


I was to write something about Tortilla Flat and about some ideas I have about it. The book has a very definite theme. I thought it was clear enough. I have expected that the plan of the Arthurian cycle would be recognized, that my Gawaine and my Lancelot, my Arthur and Galahad would be recognized. Even the incident of the Sangreal in the search of the forest is not clear enough I guess. The form is that of the Malory version, the coming of Arthur and the mystic quality of owning a house, the forming of the round table, the adventures of the knights and finally, the mystic translation of Danny. [pp. 96–97]



Steinbeck critic Joseph Fontenrose shows how closely Tortilla Flat parallels the Arthurian saga (in “Tortilla Flat and the Creation of a Legend” in Jackson Benson’s The Short Novels of John Steinbeck). He sees these parallels: After an obscure boyhood Arthur inherits a kingdom and is transformed from ordinary manhood to lord of the land (Danny inherits two houses); the new king has trouble with subject kings and barons who refuse to pay homage (Pilon and Pablo refuse to pay rent on Danny’s second house), but are finally defeated (the house burns down) and reconciled. Arthur (Danny) gathers knights (friends) to his Round Table and gives them lands (shelter and a place to sleep). The knights swear an oath of devotion (Danny’s friends promise to see that he will never go hungry). Arthur and his knights give their attention to Pelles, the Maimed King, and the Grail that he kept (the Pirate and his treasure). Percival, unappreciated by the knights, is placed among the knights (the Pirate is given a corner of Danny’s house, where he sleeps among his dogs). [pp. 25–26]

These are fewer than half of the parallels Fontenrose finds. In fact, he traces such parallels throughout the entire book. (Services and symbols of the Catholic Church are also keys to both the King Arthur legends and Tortilla Flat.)

Steinbeck’s reworking of the Malory legends is ingenious indeed. God sent a boat to Galahad, who discovers on it a silk crown and a marvelous sword. On another occasion, another empty boat floats to Arthur as he stands on a riverbank; it carries him to a castle where he is served wine and meats. Steinbeck offers a drifting boat to Jesus Maria near Seaside, California—he rows it to Monterey, sells it for seven dollars, and buys wine for himself and a gift for Arabella.

In the most famous (and the most obvious) twist on the Malory legends, the knights (paisanos) go searching for the Holy Grail; instead of finding the Grail they find a US Geodetic Survey marker, which they recognize they can’t dig up and sell for wine because no one would dare buy it.

Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court is surely the same type of book as Tortilla Flat. Samuel Clemens may have read the King Arthur tales as a child, as Steinbeck did, and then come back to them as an adult, also as Steinbeck did.

But Steinbeck has signaled—publicly and privately—that we are not to take Tortilla Flat as a hundred-percent perfect retelling of the King Arthur story.

In his book John Steinbeck’s Re-Vision of America, Steinbeck critic Louis Owens observes that “Steinbeck’s very careful use of the litotes in his preface should also alert us to his method in Tortilla Flat.” (“Litotes” are understatements in which an affirmative is expressed by the negative of the contrary, such as she is “not a bad singer.”)


The preface begins quite simply with the statement “This is the story of Danny and Danny’s friends and of Danny’s house. It is a story of how these three became one thing.” And Steinbeck continues: “For Danny’s house was not unlike the Round Table and Danny’s friends were not unlike the knights of it.” [Italics added by Owens.] [p. 167]



With the use of the litotes, Steinbeck suggests we are not to take the parallel of the Round Table too closely.

Later in Tortilla Flat, Steinbeck asks, “Where is Arthur Morales?” His answer: “Dead … in France … Dead for his country. Dead in a foreign land.” [p. 10]. In his grave in Europe, killed in the war (World War I). In Steinbeck’s version of the Round Table, there is no King Arthur.

In the same 1934 letter to Mavis McIntosh, Steinbeck wrote:


I don’t intend to make the parallel of the round table more clear, but simply to show that a cycle is there. You will remember that the association forms, flowers and dies. Far from having a hard theme running through the book, one of the intents is to show that rarely does any theme in the lives of these people survive the night. [p. 97]



Elaine Steinbeck and Robert Wallsten, in Steinbeck: A Life in Letters, note that the problem of the theme was solved, at least in part, with the use of the Arthurian-like chapter titles [p. 98] (which were apparently added to the manuscript sometime after Steinbeck had completed his first manuscript version).

In Tortilla Flat, Steinbeck begins discussing the poor and the downtrodden. They are seen again and again: in In Dubious Battle; as Lennie and George in Of Mice and Men; as the Joads and the other Okie families in The Grapes of Wrath; in Cannery Row and its sequel, Sweet Thursday. Indeed, it could be said that Steinbeck is at his best when he writes of Danny and the paisanos, of George and Lenny, of Tom and Ma Joad and of the boys along Cannery Row, rather than when he (later) turns to other locales and other more successful (and more commonplace) heroes, such as Ethan Allen Hawley in The Winter of Our Discontent.

In Tortilla Flat, Steinbeck also had a convenient vehicle for his philosophy of group-man. During the Depression it was difficult for a family to stay together, financially, spiritually, psychologically. In Tortilla Flat, Steinbeck shows us that the individuals (the knights) become Danny’s house (the round table) and that Danny’s house is part of Tortilla Flat and that Tortilla Flat is part of greater Monterey and Monterey part of the greater world.

Steinbeck was interested in the birth, survival, and ultimate death of the group, a “phalanx”—the “I” which becomes “we.” In his paisano round table in Tortilla Flat, he imagined the ideal birth, life, and death of the phalanx.

The phalanx was a biological/philosophic idea that Steinbeck and his marine biologist friend Ed Ricketts discussed throughout their relationship.

In “Tortilla Flat and the Creation of a Legend” (in The Short Novels of John Steinbeck, edited by Jackson Benson) Fontenrose also writes:


The house was the body of an organism. In Tortilla Flat Steinbeck’s biological point of view becomes explicit, and for the first time he makes deliberate, if humorous, use of the conception of the group as organism. The first words are: “This is the story of Danny and of Danny’s friends and of Danny’s house. It is a story of how these three became one thing, so in Tortilla Flat if you speak of Danny’s house, you do not mean a structure of wood flaked with old whitewash .… No, when you speak of Danny’s house you are to understand to mean a unit of which the parts are men, from which comes sweetness and joy, philanthropy and, in the end, a mystic sorrow.” The group organism is more than just the sum of its parts, and the emotions of its unit parts coalesce into a single group emotion. [p. 22]



In his foreword to the 1937 Modern Library edition of Tortilla Flat, Steinbeck suggests the ecological principle that an organism will adapt to its environment: the paisanos are, he writes, “people who merge successfully with their habitat. In men this is called philosophy, and it is a fine thing.”

Steinbeck and Ricketts also shared the philosophy of nonteleological thinking, that is, emphasizing the now or is rather than the why of a situation. The paisanos of Tortilla Flat are perfect vehicles for Steinbeck’s nonteleological thinking. (Later, Steinbeck’s belief in nonteleological philosophy was revealed in the working title for Of Mice and Men: “Something That Happened.”)

Tortilla Flat examines what is, rather than what should be.

Nonteleological thinking also involves the following principles: a love of freedom, surely a key to the life of the paisanos; an acceptance of things as they are, also a key element in the life of those in Tortilla Flat; an acceptance of a God and a church and religious matters; the lack of concern with material things (possessions, yours or those belonging to others, can be traded for wine); and the value of friendship above that of money.

In the paisanos, Steinbeck creates perhaps the ideal expression of his nonteleological thinking, although he returns to this philosophy in Of Mice and Men and elsewhere.

Charles Metzger, in his essay “Steinbeck’s Mexican-Americans,” writes:


Steinbeck’s paisanos have refused to subscribe to those views of the world and of right conduct in it which would render them respectable and/or understandable to such neighbors or readers as have bought the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant ethic. They have refused essentially by way of defending their own positive, more liberal, more nearly aristocratic, … romantic in the old sense, image of an appropriate life style. It was not at all by accident or in the interest of irony that Steinbeck chose to describe his paisanos in Arthurian terms—after the manner of that great and wistful romantic Thomas Malory who celebrated the ancient, embattled, and romantic Britons, the knights of the round table, in his own prose. [p. 145]


To the charge, often made, that Steinbeck’s treatment of his paisanos is romantic and sentimental, I can only answer that: (a) it most certainly is romantic, and (b) that such romanticism is not sentimental, but rather appropriate—that it actually fits the facts of life as life was conducted by the kinds of real persons who provided Steinbeck with models for his fictional characters. Steinbeck of course makes these two assertions himself practically outright by pointedly directing his readers’ attention to the Arthurian analogues by means of which he develops his narrative. That such analogues puzzle some readers is due in part also to the fact that they, not Steinbeck, are perhaps excessively literal minded. But it may be due in part also to the fact that Steinbeck does not specifically tell his Anglo readers what he knows, and what most Mexican-Americans know, about the very real and actively operating conceptions of the “dignidad de la persona,” of being “muy hombre,” of being “macho.” These conceptions describe in Mexican terms some of the very real things
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