English Literature- Of Mice and Men
Key Points for English essay style questions: 
· Keep referring back to the question and using the words and phrasing in the question
· Stick to PQE- make a point answering the question, use a quote to back it up and then explain how/why your quote backs up your point and how/why your point links to the question. Analyse and explain the effect of the language in your quote. 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Do work in chronological order and separate it into topics 
· Cross section throughout the novel- if something happens in chapter one but you know you can link it to something in chapter five then mention this
Context: 
-Of Mice and Men was written by John Steinbeck and published in 1937. 
-John Steinbeck was born in 1902 and, although his family was wealthy, he was interested in the lives of the farm workers and spent time working with them- which helped him to write the novella. 
-The Wall Street Crash happened in 1929 so the novella was written during The Great Depression- a time when many people lived in Hoovervilles- shanty towns set up by President Hoover- and others became iterant (migrant) works- like Lennie and George. There were no benefits so many went hungry and the unemployed could not pay their rent in the cities. 
-During The Great Depression, a series of droughts also occurred in Kansas, Oklohoma and Texas which led to failed harvests and so many farmers became poor. This led to many people moving to the ‘Golden’ state California thinking there would be many jobs, but there weren’t. Many people moved around America in search of work- these were the migrant workers. 
-Once a migrant worker had a job in a farm, they were called ranch hands. These men were lucky because they had a place to live and food to eat even though the pay was low. The conditions these men lived in were very poor but they could not say anything because they were easily replaceable- there were many other people who could take their job- and so would be fired if they caused trouble.
-Women had no place on a ranch and sexism was high during the 1930s with men, even married ones, going to cathouses (places with prostitutes).
-Lots of casual racism 
Plot: 
Chapter One: Takes place on Thursday evening in a clearing by the Salinas river. George and Lennie camp out on a brush not far from the camp after they are kicked of the bus and have a 4 mile walk (disrespect for migrant workers). George finds a dead mouse in Lennie’s pocket (Lennie killed it himself) and Lennie says how he likes stroking things – link to obsession with rabbits (foreshadowing). George talks of how his life would be easier without Lennie. Steinbeck uses this to give us background information about Weed- Lennie's innocent petting of a girl's dress that led to them losing their last job (foreshadowing death of Curley’s wife) and the dream that George and Lennie share- we learn that they depend on each other. George sets up the brush as the place where Lennie should come back to if he gets in trouble
Chapter Two: Friday in the bunkhouse. They talk to Candy.  .George fears the boss won’t hire Lennie and George because of Lennie’s mental disability insists that he’ll do all the talking and the boss suspects that George is taking money from Lennie because of how much trouble he is putting into him. However, George, lies explaining that they travel together because they are cousins and that a horse kicked Lennie in the head when he was a child. George and Lennie are shown around by Candy. They meet the boss’ son, Curley. George is suspicious and tells Lennie to stay away from Curley (foreshadowing to Curley and Lennie’s fight) and his wife (foreshadowing to her death). We learn that Curley’s wife is seen as flirtatious and pretty, hear about Curley’s fighting etc and learn about Crooks- casual racism. They meet other characters- Slim and Carlson.
Chapter Three: Friday evening in the bunkhouse. George and Slim discuss Lennie- what happened in Weed.  Slim agrees to give Lennie one of his puppies. Carlson shoots Candy’s dog and Candy says how he hopes someone will shoot him when he becomes useless (foreshadow to Lennie’s death)- Carlson shoots the dog as an act of kindness as it is old (symbolises the uselessness of ranch hands when they are old). Candy is offered one of Slim’s new born puppies. Candy overhears about George and Lennie’s dream and it becomes realistic when George describes an actual place and Candy eagerly offers to join because he has some money- they have enough to buy the place. Curley provokes Lennie into a fight, he is mad at Slim because he suspects that he has been flirting with his wife but Slim denies the accusations so Curley wants an easy target to let his anger out on, and Lennie crushes Curley’s hand (foreshadow to Curley’s wife’s death- Lennie is so strong). Slim warns Curley not too tell his father about the fight- he will be the laughing stock of the ranch- so they come up with the story that Curley’s hand got hurt in the machinery. 
Chapter Four: Saturday night in Crook’s room. Most of the men, including Curley who has wife, go to the local brothel and it is just Lennie, Crooks, Candy and Curley’s wife that are left behind. They talk about George and Lennie’s dream- Crooks is sceptical because he has seen so many other men try and fail to get their land but is convinced when Candy comes in too, Crooks then asks to be in the plan too. Curley’s wife comes in and threatens Crooks- racism. Curley’s wife suspects that Lennie was the one who crushed Curley’s hand because of a mark on her face and the thought amuses her. Crooks then realises he can never be part of George, Lennie and Candy’s plan. Steinbeck uses this to develop the theme of loneliness. 
Chapter Five: Sunday afternoon in the barn. Lennie accidentally kills the puppy that Slim has given him by petting too hard (foreshadow to Curley’s wife’s death) and is very sad. When Curley’s wife comes in, we hear about her dreams and this is the first time the reader can sympathise with her- the theme of sexism is explored. We learn about her dream to become an actress and how she had to marry Curley- it is a loveless marriage. Curley’s wife invites Lennie to stroke her hair and does it too strongly so she panics. In his attempt to silence her, he accidentally breaks her neck- when he is scared he just grips onto things. Candy finds Curley’s wife dead and tells George who tells the rest of the men- Curley wants revenge (he doesn’t actually care about his wife- he is just doing it as a matter of pride). 
Chapter Six: Sunday evening in the clearing. Lennie hides in the brush by the pool. He dreams of his Aunt Clara and the rabbits he will tend when he and George get their land. George finds Lennie and talks reassuringly to him about the little place they will have together - then shoots him with Carlson's gun in the back of the head, as the sound of the other men comes closer. When the other men find George, they assume Lennie had the gun and he wrestled it out of his hands and shot him in self-defence. Only Slim understands what George did and why- out of mercy. Lennie is set as the sun goes down- representing the completion of day and the completion of his life. It is the first scene in the book and the last- representing the circle of life.
Themes: 
Of Mice and Men: The title is based on an 18th century poem by Robert Burns about a mouse which carefully builds a winter nest in a wheat field, only for it to be destroyed by a ploughman. The mouse dreams of a safe winter but this is torn apart when his nest is destroyed which is parallel to George and Lennie- they dream of their own land but this dream unpredictably gets destroyed when Lennie dies- the dream was only ever to tell as a story for Lennie, George knows he can’t achieve it by himself. This suggest the unpredictability of our lives and how vulnerable we are to tragedy, links to animal imagery in the novella.
The Predatory Nature of Human Existence: Of Mice and Men teaches a grim story of human nature.  George, Candy, Crooks, and Curley’s wife all at least once express their sense of loneliness and desires the comfort of a friend but will settle for the ear of a stranger. Curley’s wife admits to Candy, Crooks and Lennie that she is in a loveless marriage and explains this in more detail when talking to Lennie. Crooks tells Lennie that life is no good without a companion to turn to in times of confusion and need. Despite these characters being trapped in isolation, they seek to destroy others who are weaker than them. Crooks’ most powerful part in the book is when he has Lennie close to tears at the thought that George might never come back and when he is belittling their dream and saying that it will never happen, even though he has just admitted his strong desire for a friend. Similarly, Curley’s wife is strongest when she is threatening to get Crooks lynched if he complains to the boss about her although she is just a woman herself who are seen as very weak, but she does not realise this. Steinbeck suggests that oppression doesn’t come from the most powerful it comes from those who are weakest. 
Idealized male friendship: George and Lennie’s dream is ‘magnetic’ as Candy only hears a few sentences before wanting to get involved and Crooks asks if he can too, despite him saying how unrealistic the dream is and how many men he has seen fail at the dream. All the men want to come together in such a way that would allow them to be brothers so they can protect each other and live with each other’s interest at heart. Their main desire is to live knowing that there is someone else who has their interest at heart and wants to protect them- the harsh conditions that the men live in mean that everyone puts himself first and they don’t look after each other. George and Lennie are the only characters in the novella that were able to achieve this brotherhood but this is ripped apart due to Lennie’s death and the other men fail to acknowledge this- shown by Curley and Carlson. 
The American Dream: Most of the characters admit to having a dream at some point. Curley’s wife dreams of becoming an actress whilst George, Lennie, Candy and Crooks dream of living on their own land- this is a dream which the majority of men have and believe is possible, although none of them ever achieve it. All of these dreams fit in with the American Dream because they want unconditional happiness- a perfect life. Unfortunately, Curley’s wife’s dream is not possible because she had to marriage Curley whilst the other characters’ chance of this perfect life is destroyed when Lennie dies- proving Crooks to be right, such paradises of freedom, contentment, and safety are not to be found in this world. 
Sexism towards women: Women are portray in an unflattering way in the book. The portrayal of them is very limited as the only two women characters are Curley’s wife, the prostitutes, and Aunt Clara. This is in line with that fact that women in the 1930s were either seen as two types of people- the sexual or the motherly. George’s attitude is that women’s enticing, sexual attitude causes trouble for men and we learn this when he warns Lennie to stay away from Curley’s wife. Also, early on in the book we see that a woman accused him of rape for touching her dress and this is the reason why George and Lennie are on the run from Weed. Visiting a brothel or ‘flophouse’ is enough of women for George and it is clear he does not want any sort of relationship with them. Initially, Curley’s wife seems to share George’s distaste for marriage as she is unsatisfied with her marriage and life on the ranch. Curley’s wife is prevented as sexual because many of the men seem to think she is unfaithful and Curley uses her as a trophy (glove fulla Vaseline- bragging to the men) and she is also perceived as bad because of the way she treats Crooks (threatening to have him lynched). However, Steinbeck does allow the reader to sympathise with her just before her death when she tells of her loveless marriage, her unhappiness and her dreams of being in Hollywood.
Loneliness and companionship: Similar to the idealized brotherhood, many of the men are very lonely and dream of having a friend to look after them and that they can talk to. The idea of loneliness is introduced by Steinbeck in the early part of the book when George says that most migrant workers travel alone “the loneliest guys in the world”. Candy, Crooks and Curley’s wife all confess their loneliness at some point in the novel and the fact they admit it to complete strangers show their desperation for a friend. The companionship each of them craves is unattainable in the isolated harsh world of migrant workers and even George’s ideal companion dies at the end of the novella, leaving him to travel alone. 
Strengths and weaknesses: Steinbeck addresses the theme of strength and weakness several times in his novella. The first and most obvious s physical strength- when Lennie crushes the mouse it demonstrates how he has no power over his strength as he didn’t want to crush the mouse “I pinched there heads a little and then they was dead” . Physical strength is very useful for migrant works and Curley is a symbol of the authority on the ranch, he is a boxer “he’s handy” “balanced and poised” and makes this clear by using his temper and violence to control the men.  
Man and the Natural World: The ranch represents the world- one man against another, where instincts overpower sense of morals or justice and people accept this as natural- Lennie loves animals but kills them “jus’ stroking it” “I wish we’d get the rabbits pretty soon” “I pinched there heads a little and then they was dead”; Candy loves his dog but can’t save him about him getting shot-“No I couldn’ do that. I had ‘im too long” then allows “awright- take ‘im”; and Crooks has to look after the horses that hurt him. In the world, love has nothing to do with safety and sometimes things we love die and sometimes they have to be killed. Steinbeck asks the reader to consider how different Lennie is from Candy’s dog and how different Carlson is from George. 
Violence: There is a lot of violence in the book. The characters are accustomed to suspicion so they tear down each other’s dreams and fight instead of helping each. Violence is the natural outlet for the despair on the ranch. Although Lennie commits the most violent acts in the play, we do not view him as violent instead he is perceived as a gentle character who does violent things without meaning. If we compare this to Curley we can tell that he is a violent character and every time he throws a punch he intends to hurt his opponent however this may be down to low self-esteem because he is short and wants to make everyone afraid of him to prevent him from being picked on. 
Prejudice: Many of the prejudices are explored throughout the novella: racism, sexism, ageism, ableism but it is up to the reader to decide whether or not Steinbeck is speaking out against these prejudices or has just accepted them as part of human life. In my opinion, he is speaking out against them for example in chapter five when Lennie is talking to Curley’s wife we can see that every bad way in which he has presented her can be excused because we see the reasoning behind it. Modern readers are able to look back to the novel and realise perhaps Steinbeck was trying to get his readers to understand the problems of prejudice but the first readers would have been immune to seeing the problems- just as Crooks and Curley’s wife are. All of the characters who are discriminated are unable to see the problems of the prejudice towards them and have accepted it as part of daily life. 
Justice: The ranch has its own set of rules with Slim making most of the decisions about what happens. Perhaps, this is good as he appears to be the fairest character out of all the workers and all of the men look up to him- meaning he deserves this position. Sometimes Slims decisions mean you have to get beat up because you had it coming, and you have to kill your best friend because it's the right thing to do. In both Curley’s wife’s and Lennie’s deaths, Steinbeck explores the theme of justice- did they deserve what they got? Steinbeck expresses the view that mentally ill people should not be immune to justice just because they don’t realise their actions have consequences. 
Symbols:
George and Lennie’s farm: George’s constant telling of the story encourages the reader to believe that it will come true, along with the other characters- Candy and Crooks. It represents the freedom, self-reliance and protection from the harshness of the life of migrant workers but when it comes true it is symbolism for how the world doesn’t always give us what we want
Lennie’s puppy: It symbolises the victory of strong over weak. Lennie accidentally kills the puppy, like the mouse, as he is unaware of his own strength. Lennie meets the same fate as the puppy and, like the puppy, is unaware of the vicious, predatory powers that are all around him. 
Mice: The first mice we meet is dead so this foreshadows to Lennie’s death. Lennie cares more about comfort than death, because the mice comfort him but he does not care whether they are alive, so this makes his death more palatable. Petting mice make Lennie happy but it ends in the death of the mouse so this suggests Lennie’s happiness ends in suffering. Mice suffer from the randomness of destiny, they survive depending on where they are born (Burn’s poem) so this links to Lennie because he dies due to his mental disability despite his innocence. 
Candy’s dog: He symbolises the fate of anyone who has outlived their purpose- the old/injured migrant men (e.g. Candy). Candy’s love for the dog means nothing on the ranch, representing the isolated lives of the migrant workers who are unable to understand relationships. Carlson promises to kill the dog painlessly but this still shows the natural law that the strong will dispose of the weak. When his dog dies, Candy fears that he is nearing an age where he will no longer be of use on the ranch and does not know what he will do then. 
Microcosm of Society: Each character represents a different type of person in the 1930s. George is the ‘everyman’ character who most can relate to, Lennie is the mentally handicapped, Curley’s wife represents all the women, Curley symbolises ‘small’ people who compensate but using their power over others, Candy symbolises both the old and the physically disabled, Crooks the coloured and physical disabled, Carlson those who don’t think about others feelings and Slim is the leader or hero.
Settings as symbols: The pool by the river is a sanctuary, similar to the Garden of Eden- foreshadowing to a bad ending. The bunkhouse represents violence, cruelty, jealousy and suspicion as they all take place there. The barn is ironic because it is supposed to be where humans look after the animals but instead is where Lennie kills both his puppy and Curley’s wife. Crooks’ room represents the loneliness and racism of black people. The dream farm symbolises George and Lennie’s loneliness. 
Animal imagery: The use of mice (see above). Lennie is compared to an animal many times- he acts upon his instincts and doesn’t think about something before he does it like an animal. He is strong. 
Analysis- Steinbeck Technique:
Inevitability: Clumsy or Clever? Steinbeck is criticised for how the ending of his novel was obvious because he drops ‘clumsy’ hints about Lennie’s death: killing the mice, Lennie and the girl in Weed, the killing of Candy’s dog, the fight with Curley, killing of the puppy, Lennie’s vast strength, Curley’s wife’s interest in Lennie and George’s repeated assertions she will cause nothing but trouble. Instead, are these just clever uses of foreshadowing? And anyway, Steinbeck’s novel is not a suspense novel but a novel about characters so does this matter? 
Structure: The novella has a play like structure because each ‘scene’ as a clear setting which is simple and very visual, the plot progresses chronologically (no flashbacks), there is lots of dialogue and speech. It is a simple storyline with no flashbacks and no snippers of the future as well as a very short time span, Thursday evening to Sunday afternoon, and very few settings. 
Writing Style: The way Steinbeck has written Of Mice and Men can be described as third person limited. The narrator can be described as omniscient “few miles south of the Soledad, the Salinas River drops in close to the hillside bank and runs deep and green” but rarely looks into the characters brain to describe their thoughts. Instead, the thoughts of a character are portrayed by Steinbeck through description of their actions and words George lays his cards down “carefully”, Lennie’s eyes are “frightened”, and Curley’s wife speaks “playfully”. We find out how a character really feels when they confess this to another, for example Crooks in chapter 4. The words the characters use are colloquial and aren’t big impressive words- Steinbeck uses this to show that every person matters not just the intelligent etc. Steinbeck writes in a style call naturalism which means he looks at the characters as though they're scientific specimens: objectively and dispassionately. Naturalist novels often depict the world as a place where you have to fight to survive in a universe that has no morality and doesn't care about you.
