
Of Mice and Men Study Guide
Author Biography

John Steinbeck (1902-1968) was born in Salinas, California. He came from a middle
class family. His father was the county treasurer, and his mother was a former
schoolteacher. She inspired and encouraged his love of books and reading. He
attended Stanford University, but he did not graduate. In his twenties, he traveled to
New York City with the dream of supporting himself as a freelance writer. When his
efforts failed, he went home to California. He then began to work seriously on novels
and short stories. When Steinbeck was a young adult, he spent his summer vacations
working as a hired hand on local ranches. His interactions with the people he met during
those summers greatly influenced the characters he created throughout his career. In
an interview following the publication of Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck revealed that all
the characters in the novel are composites based on real people. Steinbeck said in his
essay “Advice for Beginning Writers” (1963) that he still felt afraid every time he began
writing a story, even though he had a long successful writing career behind him. He
went on to say that a writer who does not experience this fear may not have an
appropriate respect for the art of writing.

Novel Setting

Of Mice and Men is set in the Salinas Valley of Southern California in the late 1930’s,
the era of the Great Depression. Like many writers of the Modern Period (1915-1945),
John Steinbeck attempts to make sense of the early decades of the 20th century; he
sees humanity in a class of people who are often ignored by writers and by society at
large. These issues are further developed in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath.

Character List

Lennie Small: a nondescript, hulking creature of a man whose childlike mentality
continually gets him into
scrapes with men who neither respect nor understand him.
George Milton: a small, lean man, used to fighting for his place in the world. He
oversees and protects Lennie.



Slim: a tall skinner (a highly skilled mule-driver) that serves as a counselor to the ranch
hands.
Candy: The one-handed ranch worker who has lived past his prime.
Curley’s wife: never named, she is not respected by the men on the ranch.
Crooks: the African-American stable buck is called Crooks because of a spinal injury
inflicted by a kicking horse.
Curley: the boss’ son, he possesses a jealous, cruel streak.

Pre-Reading Questions

Directions: Write down your response (in complete sentences) to each of the questions below.

1. How does society treat people with mental handicaps?

2. How important is friendship in our lives?

3. Explain whether or not men treat women as objects.

4. Define the American dream.

Section 1 -

Directions: Answer these questions in complete sentences.

1. Describe the atmosphere that is created by the imagery in the first two paragraphs of
the novel.

2. Why does George get angry with Lennie after they arrive in the clearing?

3. What does the dead mouse in his jacket pocket reveal about Lennie?

4. Why does George urge Lennie to remain quiet when they meet the boss at the ranch
where they’ll be working?

5. As they prepare the campfire for dinner, Lennie remarks that he likes his beans with
ketchup, sending George into a rage. How is George’s tirade revelatory?



Section 2-

1. How does the boss react to Lennie’s silence?

2. Why does the boss find George and Lennie’s relationship unusual?

3. How does the boss treat George and Lennie?

4. What is George’s fear at this point in the novel?

5. When Lennie questions George about telling the boss Lennie was kicked in the head
by a horse, George says, “Be a damn good thing if you was…Save ever’body a hell of a
lot of trouble.” What does this mean?

Section 3-

1. What caused George to stop playing mean-spirited jokes on Lennie?

2. What detail is added to the Weed story when George confides in Slim?

3. Carlson offers a simple solution to the problem of Candy’s dog’s smell and
feebleness: shot it. Slim concurs, saying that the old dog only suffers. What is the
significance of this scene?

4. When Carlson starts to take Candy’s dog out to be shot, Slim reminds him to “take a
shovel.” What does he mean?

5. Why does Curley attack Lennie?

Section 4-

1. Curley’s wife is lonely because she’s a woman. Candy is lonely because of his age.
Why is Crooks lonely?

2. Why does Lennie wander into Crooks room?

3. Why is Crooks rude to Lennie?



4. What is Crooks’ initial evaluation of Lennie?

5. How does Crooks taunt Lennie?

6. What does Curley’s wife suspect about Curley’s injury?

Section 5-

1. What has Lennie done as the section opens?

2. What is Lennie’s fear?

3. What personal information does Curley’s wife reveal to Lennie in the barn?

4. To console Lennie over the death of his puppy, Curley’s wife tells him that he can get
another one, that “the whole country is fulla mutts.” What is the significance of this line?

5. Why does Curley’s wife get angry when Lennie tells her that George said he
shouldn’t talk to her?

6. What was Curley’s wife’s dream? She indicates that life with Curley is not what she
wanted for herself.

7. Why does Curley’s wife offer to let Lennie stroke her hair?

8. Why does Curley’s wife become afraid of Lennie as he’s stroking her hair?

9. Why does Lennie kill Curley’s wife?

10. Why does Lennie leave Curley’s wife's body in the barn, but take the puppy with him
when he leaves to go to the river?

Section 6-

1. The novel ends where it began, in the clearing by the river. What is the atmosphere
established by the description at the beginning of the final section?

2. What is the purpose of Aunt Clara’s appearance in Lennie’s mind’s eye?



3. What does Lennie fear his punishment will be?

4. Why does the giant rabbit appear to Lennie?

5. Why does George’s struggle with the description of the farm when Lennie asks him to
recite it to him there, on the river bank?


