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Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men is a lyrical story. As the story unfolds, the novel becomes a pastoral phantasy though the narrative is consciously constructed as a tragedy. Steinbeck writes mood prose about Californian folk life thanks to his deft repetition of colloquial prose rhythms. The nostalgia for the elemental and primitive beauty of rural landscape and

A striking and characteristic quality in much of what Steinbeck writes is lyricism, and particularly in his novelette, Of Mice and Men, this lyrical strain is manifest in theme, characterization and narrative.

Of Mice and Men, is the tragic tale of two itinerant Californian farm-hands, George Milton and Lennie Small, who are partners in farm labour. They get work in a ranch where they meet and know Candy, an old man who has saved up some money. The three enter into a sentimental partnership to buy and own a small farm some day in the future. They spend much of their time dreaming about the little farm that they want to own, and their hard life becomes bearable. But something serious occurs, which disturbs the idyllic atmosphere of their lives. The flirtatious young wife of Curley, the ranch owner's son, is so bored with the life at the ranch and fed up with her conceited husband that she tries her seductive charms upon Lennie who, in his half-wittedness and bewilderment, crushes her to death and flees to the Salinas riverside, to hide in the bush there. Young Curley who was always jealous of Lennie's big body is on pins to seek Lennie out and kill him. But George tracks Lennie down first and shoots him through the head, as he lulls him with tales of the ranch where he could pet rabbits and pups and raise corn and have ketchup.

Steinbeck delineates George and Lennie with a poetic tenderness and sympathy that is typical of him. George is an intelligent and hard working young man, but highly impractical and imaginative, while his friend and associate, Lennie, is a half-wit, who always needs the help and protection of George. Primitive as they are, there is yet a poetic beauty in their affectionate relationship to each other. There is a mutual trust in their fundamental goodness and warmth of friendship, and there are re-iterative references in the novel to each other's natural nobility.

The sheer animal strength of Lennie always destines him to fatal consequences and it also brings George endless trouble and worry. But it is amazing how they stick to each other, despite many adverse happenings. Thus, Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men is a lyrical story and study of two noble savages of Salinas Valley in California, and of their heart-aching hunger for a bit of land. This pervasive lyricism in the novel comes out of Steinbeck's loyalty to rural California. What must have been a cold, journalistic documentation of rustic life in Salinas Valley becomes in the hands of Steinbeck, a fine pastoral phantasy in which there is the novelist's romantic assertion of faith in the beauty of ordinary, unsophisticated life. Rural life may be elemental, primitive and even awkward, but it has its own enchantment and poetry. Steinbeck is at once in emotional sympathy with the lives of these rustics and he portrays them with an understanding, frankness and awareness that are rare among other contemporary American writers. He 'sings' in modern American prose that becomes racy and poetic in his hands, of the primitive rustics' joys and sorrows, their hopes and aspirations, their fears, failures and their daily tragedies. The nostalgia for the primitive impels him to write emotionally, movingly. It will be interesting to consider Steinbeck as a writer of ballads in prose, of Californian folk life. Other American men of letters like Henry Miller and Robinson Jeffers have 'used' California in their works, but in bringing out the essential poetry of natural, primitive life, Steinbeck is unique and unrivalled.

In so many ways, Steinbeck, in this novel and in several others like The Grapes of Wrath, The Red Pony, and Tortilla Flat, seems to do what Wordsworth did in nineteenth century romantic poetry.

We may look upon Steinbeck's works as unconscious exemplification in prose of Wordsworth's idea of poetry which he enunciated in his Preface to the Lyrical Ballads. If to Wordsworth the meanest flower did seem beautiful, to Steinbeck the humblest rustic does look and speak as a poet does.

Steinbeck's studies handling of colloquial prose rhythms heightens the lyrical effect which he achieves by repetition. Certain powerfully racy and colloquial words and sentences, profane and shocking at times, are so artistically repeated over and over again that they sink into the reader's mind as refrains in a song. Such examples in Of Mice and Men are: "I like beans with ketchup", "An' live off the fatta the lan'", "An' have rabbits", "This ain't no good place. I wanna get outa here", "He ain't mean", and "I done another bad thing". In The Grapes of Wrath, the oft repeated swear words, "Them goddam Oakies" attain a poetic significance, and the emotive value of these words reveal Steinbeck's own attitude to the suffering, migratory people of Oklahoma. He thus exploits these refrains by orchestrating them like a composer, at the most suitable placers and the effect he thus achieves is highly poetic and dramatic.

To this he adds another favourite technique of his. What are these California folks after all, without the essential, elemental background of nature and landscape? So Steinbeck describes these in a prose that is highly charged with imagery and poetry, and in so doing, establishes the primary relationship between natural forces and primitive man. In fact no other American poet, dramatist or novelist has described the Californian landscape so effectively and evocatively as Steinbeck has done.

In this Steinbeck wields a prose that may be termed "mood prose", which, like mood music, describes the setting and dictates the atmosphere, as for instance in these sentences:

The day was going fast now. Only the tops of the Gabilan mountains flamed with the light of the sun that had gone from the valley. A water snake slipped along on the pool, its head held up like a little periscope. The reeds jerked slightly in the current. Far off toward the high-way, a man shouted something, and another man shouted back. The sycamore limbs rustled under a little wind that died immediately.

In poeticizing the rustics in their naturalistic background, Steinbeck compares closely with Thomas Hardy, but there is a difference. The impact of modern science upon agricultural England was a human predicament for Hardy, which left him pessimistic, while the urbanization of rural America is a challenge which incites Steinbeck to protest indignantly against social exploitation and economic injustice, particularly in his great work, The Grapes of Wrath.

Steinbeck has always a flair for comic situations. The farm labourers at Curley's ranch do not fail to notice even the smallest thing that contributes to the comedy of life. Curley's wife ever in search of her husband, young Curley getting his "han", "caught" in a "machine", and Whit's account of old Lennie's animalism is a natal flaw that brings about his final catastrophe. His inordinate desire to pet mice and rabbits, and his killing them while petting, lead him on to do the with Curley's wife whom he kills as he would a mouse. There is a fatality in his very touch and the mouse itself becomes a symbol of death.

And finally when George shoots him through the head, while lulling him with stories of the farm that they will never buy and own, it is very difficult for the readers to reconcile themselves to this gruesome end. Our sympathies are already with Lennie, however bad and primitive he might be, and his death comes as a shock to us. Steinbeck does make us think here of the inexplicableness of life.

Thus, Of Mice and Men is a consciously created classical tragedy in which the figures, though sparsely drawn, invite a close comparison with the great figures in Greek tragedy, by virtue of their naturally fatal flaws.

The modern Indian, with his age-old background of rural life and with his peculiar advantage of orientation in the best ideals of the East and West, is perhaps more fortunately situated to receive Steinbeck than the Americans themselves.

There is a close affinity between the traditional Indian life and the life that Steinbeck portrays in his comic and serious lyric novels, and because of this perhaps, his impact on Indian writers of fiction, with reference to thematics and technique, has been profound and significant.

  Susy's brothel are a few examples of Steinbeck's description of the rural comedy which relieves the profound, tragic atmosphere of the novel. Steinbeck in this respect goes hand in hand with the other regionalist-naturalist Erskine Caldwell. Both of them have a partiality for describing in realistic terms the rugged banter and folk ribaldry of the rustics. Caldwell's Ty Ty in God's Little Acre and Steinbeck's Grand Pa Joad in The Grapes of Wrath are indeed two famous hard-swearing, deep drinking fictional twins in contemporary American Literature.
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