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Of Mice and Men
Revision activities & information

A.  Context
The context of a text simply means when and where it is set.  It is important that you understand the
context of Of Mice and Men because it affects the plot, character and themes of the novel.

Steinbeck set his novel in America during the Great Depression of the 1930s.
A series of droughts in the country meant that a ‘dust bowl’ was created, causing crop failures.
Whole families had to move, and many headed West in search of work.  Refugee camps were created,
and emergency accommodation (‘Hoovervilles’) sprang up.  There was no system of state relief, so
many  were forced to beg for the means to live.  Because of the mass unemployment, those who
managed to find work had to accept very bad working conditions and low pay, and many had to
become migrant workers, moving from ranch to ranch in search of work.

Activities
1.  Find evidence of any of the effects of the Depression in the novel.
2.  Answer the question:  How are the ranch workers affected by the context of the story?
3.  Research and make notes on the Great Depression.

B. Plot
Ch. Day & Time Location Characters Main events Time the

scene
takes

1 Friday
evening

Clearing George  Lennie George & Lennie make camp for night on way to
ranch.  They discuss the past, their dreams, plans
if things go wrong at the ranch.

one
evening

2 Saturday
morning

Bunkhouse Candy,  George
Lennie, The
Boss, Curley,
Curley’s wife,
Slim, Carlson

Candy shows them around, they meet the boss,
who is suspicious. Curley threatens Lennie.
Curley’s wife flirts with Lennie.   Slim mentions
his pups, Carlson discusses killing Candy’s dog.

one
morning

3 Saturday
afternoon

Bunkhouse George, Slim,
Whit, Carlson,
Candy, Lennie,
Curley

Slim has given Lennie a pup.  George and Slim
discuss Lennie over cards, George tells Slim
about Weed.  Whit finds a letter in a magazine.
Carlson shoots Candy’s dog.  Candy comes in on
the plan.  Lennie break’s Curley’s hand.

about one
hour

4 Saturday
evening

Crooks’
room

Crooks, Lennie,
Candy, Curley’s
wife, George

Crooks talks to Lennie about himself and land,
Candy joins in, Curley’s wife argues with them,
George comes in and they leave.

about one
hour

5 Sunday
afternoon

Barn Lennie, Curley’s
wife, Candy,
Slim, Curley,
Carlson

Lennie has killed his puppy. Lennie & Curley’s
wife talk, he breaks her neck & runs away.
Candy finds her, Curley wants to kill Lennie.

about one
hour

6 late
Sunday
afternoon

Clearing Lennie, George,
Slim, Carlson

Lennie is waiting in the clearing, sees visions.
George arrives & shoots Lennie while telling him
about the plan.  The other men arrive.

about one
hour

Activities
1. Find all the events mentioned in the table above.
2.  Find references to George and Lennie’s past.
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C.  Character
George and Lennie are obviously the central characters in the novel, but Steinbeck also tells the story
of the ranch hands, of Crooks, and of Curley’s wife.  In many ways George and Lennie are totally
contrasting characters:  George is small, sharp, quick whereas Lennie is huge, stupid, slow. Crooks
and Curley’s wife have their own, tragic, stories.

Activities
1.  Complete a table like the one below.  Include page references to support your points, and
highlight quotations which relate to characters.
Character Physical appearance Personality & behaviour
George small, quick, dark, restless

eyes (p2)
careful (he checks the river water - p3)
protective of Lennie (speaks for him, p26-27)

2.  Answer the question:  It is possible to feel sorry for all the characters in Of Mice and Men,
especially Lennie and Curley’s wife because they die.  Which of the other characters do you feel
most sympathy for?

D.  Themes
Steinbeck explores many themes in his novel.  They include:
• Dreams and plans
Many of the characters in the novel have dreams and plans for the future.  George, Lennie, Candy,
Crooks and Curley’s wife all aspire to something.  For these characters, it is these dreams which keep
them going.  The title of the novel is taken from a Robert Burns poem which says; ‘The best laid
schemes o’ mice and men often go wrong.’
What are the dreams of the various characters?  How do they go wrong?  Why do you think
Steinbeck chose this title?

• Friendship and loneliness
George and Lennie are unusual because they ‘string along together’, even though their friendship is
threatened by Lennie’s behaviour.  The other characters tend to be alone, isolated, because of their
lifestyle.
What do you think Steinbeck is saying about the importance of friendship in the novel?

• Power
The novel explores the issue of power through the character of Curley and the influence he has over
the ranch hands and his wife.  George also wields power over Lennie.
Who has power over whom in the novel?  What are the effects of this power?

• Cycles
Much of the plot in the novel is cyclical, as are the lives of the characters.  The story opens and closes
in the same place, the men’s lives are a routine of work - earn money - spend money in the flop-house
- work, and many of the chapters begin and end in similar ways.
Find examples of the ways Of Mice and Men is cyclical.  Why do you think Steinbeck chose this
cyclical style?  How does it reflect the monotony of the characters’ lives?

Activities
1.  Brainstorm the above themes in the novel, highlighting sections of the novel where they are
explored.
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General Questions
1.  What is the significance of the title of Steinbeck’s novel?
2.  Why are friendships important in Of Mice and Men?
3.  In the first chapter of the book, George and Lennie sit and eat by the pool.  What happens in this
opening scene to give us a clue to some of the events that will take place later in the story?


