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About the Author

John Steinbeck (1902–68) is remembered as one of the greatest and best-loved American writers of the twentieth century. During the 1930s, his works included The Red Pony, Pastures of Heaven, Tortilla Flat, In Dubious Battle, and Of Mice and Men. The Grapes of Wrath, published in 1939, earned him a Pulitzer Prize. In 1962, he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature.
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Introduction and Contexts

John Steinbeck’s 1937 novella, or short novel, Of Mice and Men follows two men, George Milton and Lennie Small, who are looking for work in California during the Great Depression. It is based on Steinbeck’s own experiences working alongside migrant workers as a young man. It is among his most famous and enduring works, and he hoped careful readers would take away from it a sense of the beauty of place, a view of human beings and their responsibility for others, and an appreciation of the drama of each chapter as it is enacted like a scene in a play.

After leaving his new setter puppy at home by itself one evening, John Steinbeck returned to find half of his Of Mice and Men manuscript in tatters. He had two months of writing to do all over again.1 Later, in a journal he kept periodically, titled ‘The Long Valley Ledger’, he mulls over this novel he is writing:


It is a little short novel to be called – ‘something that happened …’ This little novel could be fine if I could find the beauty to put into it …

There are subtleties in this ms. There’s the [wall?] of background never stated. I say they are in it. What I mean is that I am trying to put them in it. Just now my mind is fat and sluggish. It hasn’t emerged into the picture-making state so necessary … This is an unexpected play. People will act with all the unexpectedness of real people.2



In this musing on the creation of Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck provides an important overview of this novel for the reader. First consider those elements that occur within the novel itself. (1) He gives it a proposed title – ‘something that happened’ – that is later dropped. (2) He states his intentions for the style and quality of the writing. (3) Finally, he suggests that there are vital elements affecting this novel that are not overt, not on the surface. He asserts that it has a historical and cultural background that is suggested, rather than openly included, in the novel. This background is not specifically laid out, but is left for the careful reader to discern, or recognize. These elements make up what Steinbeck calls ‘the [wall?] of background never stated’.

1. Naming, a Proposed Title

Steinbeck writes, ‘It is a little short novel to be called – ‘something that happened …’2 The originally proposed title calls for the non-teleological approach in which there is neither design nor purpose – things just happen, with little or no moral cause or ethical principle underlying them. In other words, in the non-teleological approach, one does not look for causes or place blame for the things that happen – they are what they are. There is no sense here of things as they ought to be – people caring for one another – looking out for the poor, the elderly, young children and the ill, either physically or mentally. Without looking for a cause, there is often no cure and no sense of how things should be as opposed to how they are. Hence, the title ‘Something That Happened’ simply does not fit with this novel as it is written, for it is the most ethical of works, asking the careful reader to think of what ought to be. Thoughtful readers, then, should heed this book’s implicit protests against racism, prejudiced views of women, and disregard for the mentally handicapped. And they should empathize, or feel, its pathos for the death of innocence – newborn puppies, Curley’s wife and Lennie. The chosen title, Of Mice and Men, fits well with Steinbeck’s worldview of the interrelatedness of all things. It comes from Robert Burns’s poem ‘To a Mouse’, which portrays the grief of a ploughman who accidentally runs over a mouse’s warm nest that it was preparing for the coming cold of winter’s sleet and snow. ‘The best laid schemes of mice and men / Go oft awry,’3 says the narrator ploughman, meaning that the plans we make for our happiness can sometimes go wrong. And like Burns’s mouse whose nest lies in ruins, George and Lennie’s dream of home goes wrong. Both the narrator ploughman and the poet Robert Burns’s caring heart and empathy for the little mouse come from personal knowledge of what it is like to be cold and hungry in wintertime with no provisions and no shelter. It is also Steinbeck’s own worldview that all that lives – human beings, the earth and all that dwell within it – is worthy of our care. Steinbeck shows readers, with realism and compassion, the way marginalized people are treated (racist words used against the Black character, dismissive and misogynistic words used against the girl/woman character) – to encourage us to see how cruel this treatment is. Thus, he encourages us to care for all peoples. Hence, the reader, too, should care for those innocents who are slain, either accidentally – as in the case of Curley’s wife – or by a German Luger pistol in the case of a faithful old sheepdog, newborn puppies and Lennie.

2. Style and Quality of Writing

There are three elements of style that Steinbeck desires in this little novel: beauty; ‘picture making’; and dramatic impact in characters acting as in a play, coming across to the reader like ‘real people’. Hence, in his little novella/drama Steinbeck meticulously sets a scene, and characters enter it, often in rapid sequence.

Beauty

The ‘beauty’ is inherent in organization, scene setting and characterization. The symmetrical beauty of the novel’s organization lies in opening and concluding settings that occur on the banks of the Salinas River, with the natural beauty of trees and wildlife. Beauty also resides in the use of repetition of motifs that recur throughout the text, such as the ‘dream stories’ of George and Lennie’s having a little place of their own, being self-sufficient, and raising rabbits. The narrator’s depiction of character also has its beauty, as in the little side story of Lennie’s Aunt Clara, an example of the ideal care giver in contrast to George, who leaves the learning-disabled Lennie alone and unsupervised while he goes into town with the other ranch workers. She provides a necessary point of contrast – and hence beauty and symmetry.

Picture Making

This means that Steinbeck tried to build very clear ‘pictures’ inside people’s heads, just as a theatre director sets and directs a scene, complete with props and actors. ‘Picture making’ occurs throughout the novel in scenic settings, portrayals of characters, repetition of key elements, such as the little snake that appears in both opening and closing chapters. The snake, which is alive in the first chapter, is being eaten by a heron in the last chapter, emphasizing the symmetry of the death scenes in the book. These scenes portray a theme of innocence destroyed: a faithful sheepdog, newborn puppies, the mice Lennie pets and inadvertently kills, Curley’s wife and, finally, Lennie himself.

Dramatic Portrayals of Characters Who Seem to be ‘Real People’

Steinbeck wanted to create a hybrid genre, a kind of play-novella, in Of Mice and Men. It was important to him that each ‘chapter’ could be read as a scene in a play. The reader can observe this dual quality in each of the scenes. In the chapter in the bunkhouse, for example, the scene is set first with a description of the outside of ‘a long rectangular building’ and then moves to the inside with bunks over which an apple box with two shelves holds personal belongings – toiletries, magazines and the like. It is ten o’clock in the morning when an old man comes in with George and Lennie. The boss arrives and leaves. His son, Curley, comes in, and the scene is set for a confrontation between him and Lennie. Everything moves quickly, with short realistic speeches, as in the movies. Other characters – ranch workers, Curley’s wife and Candy’s sheepdog – appear in this scene in rather rapid succession, each characterized briefly and given an individual identity. Why does the scene occur this way? It is because the way we meet them is similar to how we would meet them in real life - noticing their major attributes and hearing their speech, without long explanations from the author. They come across to the reader as ‘real people’. The dialogue among them may be read aloud as a play, with a narrator assigned to the descriptions. The novel has actually been performed on stage and screen.

3. ‘the [wall?] of background never stated’

The span of John Steinbeck’s life covers grave events: the First World War, the Great Depression, the Dust Bowl and the Second World War. His worldview stemmed from these events, which influenced his writing and shaped a compassionate heart that embraced the well-being of humanity and the earth.

Born in 1902, John Steinbeck was just twelve years old when the First World War began in 1914. He was sixteen when it ended in 1918. It was to have been ‘the war to end all wars’. But sadly, that was not the case. This backdrop of war and depression underlies both of Of Mice and Men and his later novel The Grapes of Wrath. Steinbeck feared another war was coming, and in the journal he kept while writing The Grapes of Wrath, he reveals his anxiety during this time. Some entries hint at a haunting dread of the rise of Hitler and the looming of the Second World War on the horizon. On 15 September 1938, Steinbeck writes, ‘The war has not broken yet … Can’t tell yet. England is making every effort to avoid war. And tension increases. Can’t tell yet.’4 On 19 September 1938, he writes again, ‘War seems closer than ever.’5 And on 11 October 1938, his concern broadens to include the rise of Hitler and the intolerance of fascism in Germany that targeted and sought those considered ‘different’ – the mentally ill, homosexuals, Jews and others. ‘All the growth of the fascist tendency is heart breaking,’ Steinbeck observes. ‘Nothing seems to work against its stupidity and one gets very tired. Wish I could just let things go past but that time is gone. No one can escape it.’6

Events leading up to the Second World War are especially reflected, but not overtly stated, in Of Mice and Men. Fascism in Nazi Germany, for example, with its persecution of Jews, Black people such as Crooks the stable buck, the learning disabled such as Lennie, and its oppression of anyone considered ‘different’ is in the novel’s unstated backdrop. The German Luger pistol was favoured by German troops in the Second World War and in Of Mice and Men was used to kill a faithful sheepdog, newborn puppies and Lennie. This is a terrifying ‘wall of background’ indeed, fitting well with a theme of the death of innocence in this novel. The Dust Bowl was likewise a part of that backdrop.

The Dust Bowl, brought on by drought and poor agricultural practices, refers to a period of far-ranging dust storms that badly damaged the ecology of the North American prairies. These times have been called ‘the dirty thirties’, a decade-long drought in the 1930s when walls of stifling dust swept across the nation, often even blackening out the sun. Together with the Great Depression, which ran from the crash of the Stock Market in1929 to the onset of the Second World War in 1939 and saw periods of high unemployment across America, the Dust Bowl of the 1930s led to mass migration. As farms failed, families went West in search of work and a new beginning. Thousands of out-of-work, homeless men went across country, searching for employment, often on ranches owned and operated by companies. In Of Mice and Men and The Grapes of Wrath especially, Steinbeck brings these people to life in fictional characterizations modelled after real life. Steinbeck himself experienced dire times during the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression. In 1936, the San Francisco News commissioned him to investigate Dust Bowl migrants who were working as harvesters in California. What Steinbeck witnessed was shocking – people starving, babies and children dying. The Harvest Gypsies, which collected his articles for the San Francisco News, provides an account of his observations and establishes the backdrop for The Grapes of Wrath. An early ecologist who understood we must take care of the earth if the earth is to take care of us, Steinbeck also decries the mistreatment of land that led to the Dust Bowl. These events are all a part of that ‘wall of background’ to which Steinbeck refers when planning and writing Of Mice and Men. Characters like George and Lennie are modelled on the homeless men and families set adrift in search of home and livelihood during the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl.

Later in life, Steinbeck continued to write with the intention of illuminating the times around them for his readers. He was not an onlooker when war came, for he always walked with his times. During the Second World War, he worked as a war correspondent for the New York Herald Tribune, covering the London Blitz (meaning ‘lightning war’) and witnessing Germany’s intense nighttime bombing of London and other British cities from 7 September 1940 to 11 May 1941, in which thousands died and many buildings were demolished. And Steinbeck was there, writing accounts from Italy and North Africa. He wrote 85 dispatches during the Blitz, with 65 later published in Once There Was a War in 1958. Although Steinbeck introduces these later accounts with a fairy-tale opener – ‘Once there was a war, long ago, once upon a time’7 – the stories they tell are horrifyingly real, with vignettes of soldiers behind enemy lines and forays with a bomber crew, alongside an account of a Bob Hope tour. Steinbeck was there – on the ground and in the air. And during the Vietnam War, Newsday hired him as a correspondent. Again, he went with troops into battle. These reports were later collected in Letters to Alicia (1965).

Later writings such as the non-fictional America and Americans (1966) and his last work of fiction, The Winter of Our Discontent, addressed his concerns for the nation’s loss of ethics and morality, as shown in the ‘Quiz Show’ television scandal of the 1950s when contestants were provided answers to the questions ahead of recording. The protagonist in this last novel represents an Every American, whose greed almost causes his destruction. The book’s front flyleaf reads,


‘To Beth, my sister,

whose light burns clear.’



Such is his hope for his beloved Americans – that the light of goodness will overcome the darkness of greed and selfishness that threatens to overtake them. The epigraph is likewise pointed, ending with: ‘this book is about a large part of America today’. John Steinbeck died on 20 December 1968 of congestive heart failure. His wife, Elaine, was by his side; and they had talked about how good their life together had been. Steinbeck leaves behind a rich legacy in memorable characters: including George Milton and Lennie Small, among others.

Notes
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	Burns, Robert. ‘To a Mouse’, line 39. Web. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43816/to-a-mouse-56d222ab36e33. Steinbeck quite appropriately takes his novella title from this poem. This expression of compassion for a fellow creature on this earth shows a union among all living things. With his portrayal of the death of innocent beings – mice, a little snake, puppies, the nameless teenaged girl simply called ‘Curley’s wife’, the learning-disabled Lennie – Steinbeck invites compassion from readers. The mistreated, segregated Black stable buck Crooks also invites us to care about those who are different from ourselves who are caught up in circumstances beyond their control and are faced with senseless prejudice.↩
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