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			John Steinbeck

			American writer

			
					Born in Salinas, California in 1902

					Died in New York in 1968

					Notable works:	Of Mice and Men (1937), novel

	The Grapes of Wrath (1939), novel

	East of Eden (1952), novel




			

			John Steinbeck (1902-1968) is an American writer whose works (including Of Mice and Men, 1937; The Grapes of Wrath, 1939; East of Eden, 1952) are drawn together by their setting in the author’s home-state of California and their themes of hardship among rural populations. Steinbeck worked as a reporter for the International Herald Tribune during the Second World War, and was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1962. Many film adaptations of his work exist which have also contributed to his fame and popularity.

		


		
			The Pearl

			A poisoned chalice

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Steinbeck, J. (no date) The Pearl. [online]. PTbeach. [Accessed 18 July 2016]. Available from: <http://www.ptbeach.com/cms/lib02/NJ01000839/Centricity/Domain/211/The-Pearl-John-Steinbeck.pdf>

					First edition: 1947

					Themes: evil, temptation, racism, greed

			

			The Pearl was first published in 1947 and tells the story of a poor Mexican fisherman named Kino who discovers an enormous valuable pearl which he hopes will bring him and his family prosperity and education. This parable-like novel explores the adventures and tragedies of Kino and his family in the wake of his discovery of the pearl. The Pearl exposes social injustices and the hardship suffered by indigenous people in colonised territories, a theme which recurs throughout Steinbeck’s oeuvre. 

			Before publishing this work, Steinbeck had already touched upon the idea of discovering an enormous pearl in his Sea of Cortez texts, which he wrote during a scientific expedition in the Gulf of California in 1940.

		


		
			Summary

			A poor Native American fishing family sees its life irreversibly altered when a colossal and valuable pearl falls into its possession. 

			Kino, a young and healthy man lives with his reticent but determined wife Juana and their baby boy Coyotito in a Native American village in Mexico. One day, Coyotito is stung by a deadly scorpion; already, happy family life has been disrupted. Juana tries to save her son from the poison by sucking it from his wound and tells Kino to call the doctor. However, Kino is convinced that the doctor won’t take the time and trouble to come to a Native American village, so Juana decides that they will go to La Paz and see the doctor themselves. When they arrive, the doctor pretends to be out and refuses to help little Coyotito, as his parents are poor. 

			The Pearl 

			Having left the town of La Paz, Kino and Juana go fishing for pearls on his grandfather’s canoe - the only thing of any worth they own and their means of survival - just as they do every day. Before getting on the boat, Juana dresses Coyotito’s wound with brown algae, said to be a remedy for children’s ailments. When they are fishing, Kino finds an incredible pearl; lucid and huge in size. 

			Rumours about Kino’s discovery quickly spread through the village and the town. Surrounded by the other villagers in his hut, Kino talks of all the wonderful things the pearl will secure for him - a church wedding, new clothes, a gun and, above all, he will be able to send Coyotito to school to help him break the cycle of white intellectual supremacy. Little by little, desire and greed emerge among the white townspeople; Kino is now an enemy. This is the beginning of a seemingly never-ending quest to steal the pearl from Kino, which will involve trickery, as is the case with the corrupt sellers, and violence, as demonstrated when Kino is mysteriously attacked. 

			Greed

			At nightfall that same day, the town priest comes to see Kino to congratulate him and warn him not to forget the Church. Next, the doctor arrives. He tricks Kino and Juana into thinking that little Coyotito is still in danger, and gives him medicine which leaves the child in agony. 

			An hour later, the doctor returns to “save” the baby’s life. Once Coyotito is well again, the doctor asks Kino to cough up the medical fee. He tells him he will pay the bill the following day once he has sold the pearl. The doctor pretends that this is the first he has heard of this pearl, and offers to take it for safekeeping. Kino turns him down, but can’t help his eyes wandering towards the place where he has hidden his treasure. During the night, someone tries to steal the pearl, but Kino attacks them with his knife. The thief fights back and escapes before Kino can see who it is. Already, Juana wants to get rid of the pearl; she thinks it can only bring them bad luck, while Kino still sees it as the gateway to all their dreams. 

			Selling the pearl

			The next day, Kino and Juana go to the pearl-sellers auction, followed by a crowd of villagers and townspeople. Kino does not know that the market is actually a sham; all the white pearl-sellers pretend to be independent to create false competition and get the price as low as possible when in fact they all answer to one person. The first merchant Kino goes to tells him the pearl is worthless since its size means no-one except perhaps a museum would have any use for it. Kino doesn’t believe him, so the merchant calls on the other buyers who are, of course, all in on the scam; they back up his valuation. Kino is furious and declares that he will go and sell it himself in the capital to escape the pearl merchants’ trap. 

			At nightfall, Kino is attacked once again. He is injured, but the pearl remains intact and in his possession. Juana is terrified and asks Kino once again to throw the cursed pearl back into the ocean. He refuses, telling her it is his decision because he is the man. He announces that the following day he intends to go to the capital in the canoe. Juana pretends to agree to this, but secretly tries to get rid of the pearl during the night, feeling that it will only bring evil towards them. 

			Kino hears Juana during the night and follows her. He realises what she is doing and beats her to stop her from throwing it away. Someone emerges from the dark and attacks Kino. Kino fights back and accidentally kills the stranger. He hides his body in the bushes and tells Juana to go and get Coyotito and some belongings so they can leave straight away. He goes to the boat and discovers that someone has destroyed it. He is enraged and runs back to the hut to tell Juana, where he finds his home on fire. Juana is terrified, so they take Coyotito and go to hide out in Kino’s brother, Juan Tômas’, hut. Juan tells the other villagers that Kino and his family died in the blaze. Kino tells his brother that they are going to flee. 

			The escape

			Kino and his family leave as soon as possible. They only travel under the cover of night and always erase their tracks. One day, Kino catches sight of two trackers and a man with a gun, though they have not yet seen them. Kino and Juana panic, and flee to the mountains to hide out in a cave. The trackers follow them and camp out beneath the cave for the night. Kino decides to sneak down and attack the gunman and steal his weapon. Coyotito stays with Juana and begins crying. The gunman thinks that it’s an animal and shoots towards the noise; little Coyotito is killed. Kino attacks him and the other two men, killing them. When he returns, he finds out that Coyotito is dead. He and his wife return to the village side by side, and Kino finally follows Juana’s advice and throws the pearl into the sea.
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