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OF MICE AND MEN: ACTORS IN A PLAY



ELIZABETH MCMURRAY



Curley’s wife thinks she could have “went with shows” (78), but instead performs for all the men on the ranch. In her introduction, she is described as “heavily made up” (31). Much has been written about this enigmatic character who consistently performs any role other than herself. She does not even have a name. Instead, she exists by playing, alternately, wife, temptress, sex object, and dreamer. She “is incapable of conceiving any contact without some sexual context,” as Steinbeck wrote to Clare Luce when she played the part on Broadway in 1937, but “…if you knew her, if you could ever break down the thousand little defenses she has built up, you would find a nice person, an honest person, and you would end up by loving her. But such a thing can never happen” (Steinbeck and Wallsten 155). It can never happen because in order to survive, Curley’s wife consistently retreats to various roles, masks she dons in Steinbeck’s play within a play. Not only Curley’s wife, but all the characters in Of Mice and Men play roles in what Steinbeck called his play-novelette. As he explains, “Simply stated, Of Mice and Men was an attempt to write a novel that could be played from the lines, or a play that could be read” (America and Americans 155). Rarely does anyone in Of Mice and Men present his or her true self. Along with Curley’s wife, the actions of Lennie, George, Curley, Crooks, Candy, and even the lighting itself consistently remind readers that this is, indeed, a play within a play. Steinbeck creates a world where
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people are prevented from being their true selves, and in the rare instances when they reveal a more authentic self, they face negative consequences. In the opening scene, the reader sees Lennie not being himself but trying to imitate his companion. “Lennie, who had been watching, imitated George exactly. He pushed himself back, drew up his knees, embraced them, looked over to George to see whether he had it just right. He pulled his hat down a little more over his eyes, the way George’s hat was” (4). Lennie’s imitation of George continues: “George lay back on the sand and crossed his hands under his head, and Lennie imitated him, raising his head to see whether he were doing it right” (7). As George and Lennie head for their new jobs, George essentially tells Lennie not to reveal himself. In the hope that Lennie’s true nature can be muted, George insists: “You jus’ stand there and don’t say nothing. If he finds out what a crazy bastard you are, we won’t get no job….” (6). Lennie is told repeatedly who and what to be; he tries his best to play the roles he is assigned. George also takes a part in the play within a play. Even in front of his traveling companion, George performs, acts as if Lennie is a burden: “When I think of the swell time I could have without you, I go nuts. I never get no peace” (12). But it is clear throughout the novel that George needs and wants Lennie’s company. On the ranch with other men, George plays the part of a guy just bucking barley all his life. “Don’t tell nobody about it…. Jus’ go on like we was gonna buck barley the rest of our lives” (61). His true intentions, however, are embedded in conversations about saving up to get land of his own. George also lies—about why they left the past job and about Lennie being his cousin. With all this acting throughout the novel, George conceals himself from the other characters and from the reader. In addition to George and Lennie, the supporting cast play roles and act parts. Curley is a little guy trying to act big and tough. This is why he immediately picks on big Lennie. It is safe for Curley to act cocky since he is the boss’s son, allowing him to be protected in his performance as a tough guy. With less versatility in the roles he can play, Crooks is confined to the role of the “negro stable buck.” He tries to explain to Lennie, “They play cards in there, but I can’t play because 104
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I’m black. They say I stink. Well, I tell you, you all of you stink to me” (67). It takes Lennie, who is the least able to comprehend role playing, to coax Crooks into greater authenticity. As they talk, Lennie brings Crooks out of his role. Candy, the bunkhouse sweeper, looking for Lennie, also ends up in the room. It is clear Candy is embarrassed to be there. He scratches his wrist stump as he explains, “I been here a long time…. An’ Crooks been here a long time. This’s the first time I ever been in his room” (75). Candy is uncomfortable stepping out of his role, but he is, at least briefly, doing so. This movement toward truer selves is halted abruptly, however, when Curley’s wife appears. Faced with her constant and overt performance, Crooks returns immediately to his “appropriate” behavior: “Crooks had retired into the terrible protective dignity of the negro” (79). Like Lennie and George, Crooks and Candy assume roles to protect their vulnerability. The characters’ ability to change roles and alter performances suggests that what Henry Sayre calls “outside” forces are crucial in any performance. Because the “outside” affects performance and because the characters are acting roles, their audience, in this case others on the ranch, becomes an integral part of the performance. For instance, when Carlson suggests Candy’s dog needs to be shot, “Candy looked for help from face to face” (44). Like an actor scanning to make eye contact in a play, Candy consults the outside forces, which help shape his response. In a discussion of The Moon Is Down, John Ditsky describes a similar “staginess” in another of Steinbeck’s play-novelettes: “…they are characters seen precisely as characters, aware that they are playing roles in a drama for which they have already begun to rehearse. Small wonder, then, that they act and speak as ‘stagily’ as they do” (103). Ditsky goes on to point out “…the mind-set of characters aware of putting on a performance, and others who as yet are simply ‘audience’” (103). The importance of the audience is also underscored in Charlotte Hadella’s discussion of George’s varying responses to questions about his relationship with Lennie. The ranch boss and Slim hear very different stories. “George is the speaker in both cases, but because the listeners differ, the subject changes shape or form and appears to control the speaker” (Hadella 58). The characters in Of Mice and Men are encouraged to perform and are pushed further into their various roles 105
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by forces outside of themselves. The performative nature of this work is emphasized by Steinbeck’s description of lighting. The lighting is indicative of a stage production: “Slim reached up over the card table and turned on the tin-shaded electric light. Instantly the table was brilliant with light, and the cone shade threw its brightness straight downward, leaving the corners of the bunk house still dusk” (38). When the action is set outdoors, as Hadella suggests, “…Steinbeck evokes the natural elements of sunlight, shade, and darkness to convey a sense of stage lighting and the opening and closing of scenes” (27). Steinbeck evokes the stage for his players. Setting Of Mice and Men in Soledad is appropriate. Soledad, meaning “lonely place” in Spanish (Spilka 61), is indeed a place of solitude and loneliness for characters who do not share their true selves. Instead, they find protection in accepting roles and performing parts. Steinbeck has created a play within a play in his theater group known as Of Mice and Men.
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