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JOHN STEINBIECK: A CRITICA, BTOGRAVITY

John FBrnest Steinbeck was born in Salinas Valley,
one of California's small central valleys, cn TFebruary
27, 1902, a valley which runs north and south;.paralleling
the California coast about thirty miles from the shoreline
of the Pacific Ocean., The southern port of Salinas Valley
iS cut into large {fields of vegetables., The town of
Salinas is about ten miles f{rom Montgrey Bay, wiich is the
county seat, as well as a center of trading and shipping,.
To the south of Monterey, the town of Pacific Grove is
lovcated, where Stoinbeck svent the best and hoappicsv 4ays
of his life.

John Steinbeck came from a middle class family.

His father, John lrnest Steinbeck, was the trcasurer of

[
ot
Qo
=
P
o
(—L
[0}
.
b5
¥
T
o]
o
rewt
ry

-

Monterey County, and his mother, Olive ilamilt
taught in the public schools of the area, I vas perhaps
under her influence that young John became interested in

reading carly English literary works such as Thomos Malory's

Morte d'irthur. About this experience, he wrote in 1964

to Mrs, John F, hennedy:




Since I was nine years old,
when my beautiful Aunt Molly
fgave me a copy of the Morte
d!Arthur in Middle Fnglish, I
have been working and studying
this recurring cycle.1

Besides thomas Malory's Morte d'Arthur, young Steinbeck

became familiar with some other great literary works such

Dastoyevsky's Crime and Punishment, FPlaubert's Madame

.Bovarv, and Thomas Hardy's The Return of the Native.

Steinbeck was also interested in some important non-
fictional books such as The Bible which had a great
influence on his literary works, Steinbeck's The Grapcs
h

cf VWrath reveals much resemblance te The Dible, for

e —— . v

instance, the migration of the farmers from Oklahoma to
California is very similar to the exodus of The Hehrew

people from Igypt to the Promised Land in The Bible.

In the sunmer of 1918, at age 16, Steinbeck left
his family and began to work on a ranch, in order to
support himself, Of this time, later in 1959, he wrote

to his friend, Lawrence Illagy:

with my pc
and got a
they didn't give a damn whether
I was sixteen or not. T slept

as




in the bunk house with all the other
hands, got up at four - thirty,
cleaned my stall, and saddled or
harnessed my horses depending on the
job, ate my beef-steak for breal:ifast
and went to work, and the work day
was over vhen you could no longer scc.
I learned a great deal on that job,
things 1 have been using ever since

In 1919, Steinbeck graduated from Salinas High
School, and a year later he entered Stanford University
to study marine biology. But he only atternded his
favorite classes ond as a result he didn't graduate.

In stanford, he ceontributed some poems and short stories

3
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to the college paper, The Stanford Snectator, Meanwhile
his financial needs caused him to spend his spare time
working on a road -~ building gang. Then for some time
he worked as an assistant chiief chemist in a local sugzar
beet factory. About his experience in this factory he

wrote in 1933 to Miss Mc Intosh, his literary agent:

There are some little things that hao-
ppened in a big sugar mill vhere I was
assistant chief chemnist and wmajordomo
(sic) of about sixty Mexicans an

Yuakis taken from the Jjails of northen
Mexico,sss There was the ex-corvoral

of Mexican cavalry, whose wife had beeon
stolen by a captain and
his baby to be a pgeneral so he could pget

even better women

~v
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Later in his life,-Steinbeck brought the character of

the corporal into his novel TORTILLA FLAT (which will

be discussed 1atef in chapter l).

His sporadic attendénce at Stanford and his
financial nceds resulted in his leaving the university
after 5 years in 1925 with no degree, In 1938, in a
letter to Arnold Gingrich, editor of Esquire, Steinbeck
stated his disliking of higher education:

I think you can understand that my
interest in higher education was
nonexistent, My parents persuaded
and cursed and appealed to my pride,

g

I weakened and I wenti to collese
aliost frantically unenthusiastic
eess L dragred through three years

r
not bravely but dully., T thousht
pain could no longer strike and then
came the time and I couldn't take it.
I didn't graduate.

In 1925, Steinbeck went to New York City, where he

tried his hand at several jobs, For some time, he worked

28 a laborer on the construction of Madison Square ¢arden.

Then his pmaternal uncle, Joseph Hamilton, helped him

get a job as a reporter on The New York American, about

which he later recalled:

I worked for the Americen and was
assigned to Federal Court in the old
Parizc Row post office where I perfected
my bridge game and did some lousy
reporting, T did however norfect a

certain literary versatility.,




Steinbeck's good memory helped him resmember muclhy of what

he saw or experienced, and as we will soo later, he made

a vast use of his
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In the summer of 1926, Stceinbecl, cuite poor and dis-
appointed by his inability to publish anuy of his short

wand via the

stories, returned to California as a dool

Panarma Canal,., TIn California, Steinboeck found a job as a

carctaker of a Lake
San ¥rancisco, wvhere he worked uwntil 1028, During this

time he wrote his first novel, Cup o
i

fictionalized biography of a soeventles-ihm-century snglish

boell did not sell. Tts

buccaneer called Henvy [organ,
J R

lack of svccess was cxpludned fe A, Cwrous Doy, in 1020:

This failure didn't have any cof'foct o his enthusiasm for
writing, His letter to Carl Uilhelwmson, o former classmate
at Stanford Urdversity, clearly revesnls CSteiunbeclk's high
hopes for vwriting:

X have wncovercd an vnhelievable store

of crierzy in wyseld,  ho raps of the

lasi couple of years, i.o,(sic) the

failure of thae Cup, the failure of
my olher ihings to meke any impression,




Seem to have no effect on my spirit
whatever., For that reason, I have
high hopes for myself, i
The following years, which brought him fame and success,
proved his optimistic view for His future,

In the United States, the ?ear 1929 marled the
beginnins of the depression, and the initial signs of a
severce economic crisis throughout the country, In this
time, technology had became very important, and many
industrial units had been built., The uncontrolled
policy of production resulted in surplus which was follo-
wed by a series of disastrous effects, Factories came
to a standstill, workers bhecame jobless, and the dollar
wvas greatly devalﬁed. Besides these financial problems,
natural disasters still worsened the chaotic situation
and intensified the economic depression. Urought in
some states sgch as Oklahoma made the living impossible,
Farmers had to se¢ll their farms at very low prices and
migrate to California, where according to thg handbills
thousands of workers were needed to pnick fruit. These
social and natural factors finally resulted in the
crash of the market in 1929 wiich was Tollowed by the
Great Depressicn in the United States durin~ the thirties.

Later results of this economic crisis, such as wiemployment,

hunger, and discases were inevitable,




Steinbeck, who was decply affected by this social
upheaval and worried for the Okxlahoma farmers! situation,
in 1937, accompanied some of them on their way tc
Califorrnia, a trip w ich provided him with a good verbal

and behavioral baclpground for some of Inis best worics such

Wrath, which were written on the basis of the author's
experiences in these yvears.
In the life of John Steinbeck, the vear 1930 is

of great importance, For in this yvear he went to

Pacific Grove, where hewmet Bd Ricitetts, a biolozist, who .

became Steinbeck's closest Triend until Ricketts’ death
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off Ricketts and also by his philesophy, which is kiown
a5 o non- telcological view of life, that is, thoe idea
cf looking at thingss as thev arce instend of what they
should bhe,

Gradually Steinbeck was developing a great intercst

in Ricketts so that he portrayed Rickecits in several

e

novels, Doc Derton in In Dubiocus Batile, Doc i Connoery

Row, and Doc in "The Snake" show a great resembliance to
7 Rickatta! chavacier, Tn dhe rase of iloe arnd hba

vestern Biological Laboratory in Canuerv Row, Steinbeck

exslained, "L used the laboratory and .id himself in a




book called Cannery Row, Not only did Steinbeck portray

Bd Ricketts and the laboratory in his fiction, but also
he turned some intercesting havnpenings which had taken place
there into his works. For instance, Steinbeck's short
story "The Snake" was writtern on the basis of one of those
events, IHow he came across this story, he thus described:
Mysteries were consftant at the labora-
tory, A thing happened one night
which I later used as a shoxrt story.
I wrote it just as it happend .... A
woman came in one ni~ht vanting to

buy a male rattlesnale,

In 1932, Steinbeck published The I'astures of Heaven,

which is a collection of eleven short stories with no titles,
A year before its publication, Steinbeck wrote To iiiss

MHeIntosh, his literary agent about thoe siructure of this

[YRPA

bool:

The manuscrint is made up of storics,
each one complete in itself,
its rise, climax and cnding. Iach

story deals with a family or an individual,
They are tied together only by the comnmon
locality and by the contact with the

Morans( The nrincipal family in The Pastures
of lleaven),

Steinbeck'!s familiarity with the suberb of Monterey and its

inhabitants helped him to create The Pastures of Ileaven, In

1931, in a letter to Mavis McIntosh, Steinbeck explained

the reason whv he had chosen the title cof The Pos
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Heaven for this book:




There is about twelve miles from
fontONGv, a vallev in the hills
alled Corral de Tierra, Decousc
I am us u,(, its peorle L have namned
Misturas del Cielo (sic)

A

e Tostures of veaven ). (p 42),

Corral de Tierra is the setting of 2ll the stories of

this bock, but Steinbecli's gecsgraphical concentration

is mostly on a faorm called The IDattle Farm.,

vnlnowin, which

b s e

Steinbeck's next woevel was o

appeared in 1933, The dificiencics of this novel, irom
the very beginning, made Steinbecki taink thwat it would
not be successful. Two vears bhefove its publication,

he wrote to Mavis McIntosh:

I think T told wvou in an earlier
letter that the imperiections of
the U2 ¢ (this tille wos
later o A Cod UTI."T‘O‘»’"")
had boinnred me ever » I fir
submitted the book for PaFllc vt

(p 45).

L,. t“'

Steinbeck then decided fo revise the novel entirely,

With the idea that he had finally found out "its faults",
he revised it so that the new voirsion bore little
resemblance to the original copy. Steinbeciz's letter

to Amasa Miller in 1932, reveals the changes he had made

in the Unknown God.

et < A




I have changed the place, characters,
time, theme, and thesis and name so
maybe it won't be much like the first
book, It's good fun though (p. 54),
In writing this novel, Steinbeck was still steadfast
in his faith in his creative talent. This was not the
only time that he withdrew a novel and revised it,
During his life at least three times he withdrew his

bookKs simply because he didn't like them, His research

on Thomas Malory's Morte d'Arthur, which lasted more

than forty-five years and was never published, and his
short story entitled "Dissonant Symphony", which never
came out, are two good examples of Steinbeck's

steadiness and patience in writing and re-writing.

In 1934, Steinbeck's short story "The Murder"
won him the O, Henry Prize, and a year later Steinbeck

published Torilla Flat, In this novel he deals with

the life of six kind - hearted pPaisanos who cannot bind
themselves to any law, Toéether they live a very poor
life and share everething, Steinbeck in 1933, wrote to
his friend, Robert O, Ballou, about this novel:

It is light and I think amusing
but true, although no one who

doesn't know paisaros would ever
believe it (p. 88),

10

But despite Steinbeck's opinion, people took it seriously,

and he was even accused of celebrating stupidity in man.
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In 1933, Steinbeck wrote to Mavis McIntosh about this

accusation:

J motice that a number of reviewers
(what lice tiey are) complain that
I deal particularly in the subnormal

and the psychopatiic (pe. 68).

In spite of all this commotion, according to Steinbeock,

Tortilla Flat was a commercial succeoss,

In 1930, Steinbeck's In Dubious Battle appearecd,

lIe borrowed the title of his novel from "The Argument”

in the first book of Milton's Parsdise Lost:

Innumerable
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advaerse nower ont
on the plains of heaven,ind chook

his throne, What though the field be
lost? All is not Josty the wicenjusrabtle
will, and study of revenge, immortal
hate, And courage never to submit or
vield: and what is else not to be over-~
ceme?h

0

In Dubious Battle is the story of two farm hands, Mac

who is a communist, and Jim who has recently joined ithe
Communist Party. They try to persuade the fruit piclers

cainst the

of Californis to o out on strike and resist a

farm owners who want to pay the least possible wages.
1 P &

The two men use cevery means they con to to work out their

plans, llowever, at last Jim is sheot dead woile the
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e iz about to ko brolken, In this




