Of Mice and Men
Introductory Notes

1. Introduction to Of Mice and Men

Written by John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men was originally published in 1937.
He wrote it during the Depression, but it does not focus on the Depression.
Originally titled Something that Happened, the novel describes the experiences of
two migrant workers in northern California who are trying to earn money as ranch
hands so they can buy their own farm. Steinbeck said that the idea for the novel
came from a real experience. “I was a bindle-stiff myself for quite a spell. | worked in
the same country that the story is laid in. The characters are composites to a
certain extent.”

Steinbeck told his publishers that he wanted to write a novel that read like a
play and he succeeded in doing so. In fact, it was revised for staging with the
playwright George S. Kaufman in 1937. The book has six chapters, which can be
viewed as three dramatic acts with two scenes in each. The novel takes place over

three days: Thursday night to Sunday night.

2. Steinbeck’s Life

John Ernst Steinbeck, Jr. (1902-1968) was born in Salinas, California, near
Monterey. His father was treasurer of Monterey County, and his mother was a public
school teacher. Steinbeck was an avid reader. In 1919, he graduated from Salinas
High School where he wrote for El Gabilan, the school newspaper. He attended
Stanford University as an English major from 1919 to 1925 and wrote for the
Stanford Spectator but did not earn a degree. He worked at a series of odd jobs
during college and after as a ranch hand, a road construction worker, a sugar beet
factory worker, and as a fruit picker. In 1925, he moved to New York to establish a
career as a writer. He continued doing odd jobs to pay his bills, including building
the Madison Square Garden and reporting for the New York American. In 1926, he
returned to California and lived in Pacific Grove near Monterey, where he met Ed
Ricketts, a marine biologist who was to have a profound effect on Steinbeck’s view
of the world. He married Carol Henning in 1930. He and his wife travelled to Mexico

and Europe in 1936 and 1937. Of Mice and Men was published in 1937.
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3. Steinbeck’s View of the World

Steinbeck was greatly influenced by his friendship with Ed Ricketts, a marine
biologist whom he met in California. Ricketts did not see life as a series of causes
and effects; he saw life as something that simply “was.” He did not try to ascribe
reasons to what happens in life or blame an event on other causes.

Steinbeck’s philosophy—developed during his friendship with Ricketts—
has been called “non-theological thinking.” Steinbeck did not see his purpose as a
writer to look for reasons; he simply reported without interpretation and let the
reader draw conclusions. We see this in Of Mice and Men. For example, we observe
George’s actions and observe others’ reactions to him, but we do not know what
George is thinking, and Steinbeck does not embellish on George’s internal reflections
and motivations.

Steinbeck explains, “non-theological thinking concerns itself primarily not
with what should be, or could be, or might be, but rather with what actually ‘is’ -
attempting at most to answer the already sufficiently difficult questions of what or

how, instead of why.”

These notes are intended to provide you with some background knowledge about John
Steinbeck and his novel, Of Mice and Men. They are adapted from Jan Schaffer’s Teaching
John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men.



