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English Literature Unit 1 Exam Overview and Guidance 

 

Overview of the exam: 

 2 hours 

 1 hour Section A (Of Mice and Men) 

 1 hour Section B (Unseen Poetry Comparison) 

 Read page references 

 Don’t forget to answer Section B! 

 

SECTION A – Of Mice and Men 
 Find the appropriate page numbers 

 Remember – answer the extract question and only one essay question 

 Extract – 20mins (10 marks) 

 Essay – 40mins (20 marks) 

 

For the extract question (10 marks – only 20mins and no more!): 

 Only one extract (no choice)  

 Read the question and find the focus 

 Character or mood and atmosphere focus? 

 Remember – mood and atmosphere = feelings 

 Track through and find 8-10 points 

 Opening sentence – why is the extract important? What part of the text is it from? 

Anything important just before/during/after the extract? 

 

For the essay question (20 marks – 40mins only and then move on to Section B): 

 Choice out of two essay questions 

 Usually one on character and one on theme 

 Foundation tier – use the bullet points to help (if provided) 

 Identify the focus of the question – keep referring to the question for each new point 

in your essay 

 Cover 8 key moments/points tracking your way through from start to finish (include 

at least one or two quotations for each point of your essay) 

 Introduction – Make an overall comment on theme or character 

 Conclusion – sum up overall ideas on theme or character 

 

SECTION B – Unseen Poetry 
 Don’t forget to turn to Section B in the exam! 

 Read the sentence above the poems that explains the linking theme – this is vital! 

 Read each poem – highlight 8 points/quotations to analyse from each poem 

 Use the STAMP approach to analyse each poem if you prefer 

 Write about the first poem 

 Write about the second poem and make your comparison points with the first – 

similarly to the first poem…on the other hand this demonstrates…this contrasts with 

the first poem because… 

 

 



 





 





 





 



 



 





 





 





 
  



 
  



 

Context overview 

Written by American author John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men was first published in 1937. The novel 

is set in a place called Soledad, (a Spanish word meaning solitude or loneliness) in California. 

The novel is set during the Great Depression, a period of significant poverty and unemployment 

across the USA following the Wall Street Crash in 1929. 

John Steinbeck was born in Salinas, California in 1902. Although his family was not poor, when he 

was a teenager he spent time working on ranches near his home and this had a big impact on his 

writing. His experience of working with farm labourers and his interest in their lives is clearly evident 

in Of Mice and Men, as well as in some of his other books, like The Grapes of Wrath. 

The Great Depression 

The Great Depression took place following the Wall Street Crash in October 1929 and affected the 

world’s economy. Wall Street is a street in New York City, where many financial firms are based, and 

the term Wall Street is used to describe the American sector, even though not all American finance 

companies are actually based there. The Wall Street Crash happened as a result of the following 

factors: 

 many normal Americans had started investing in the stock exchange and borrowing money 

to do so 

 stock prices rose unsustainably 

 in October 1929, investors began to sell their shares en masse, with 12.9 million shares sold 

on Black Thursday (24th October 1929) and 16 million shares sold on Black Tuesday (29th 

October 1929) 

There were other circumstances that contributed to the depression in the USA as well: 

 too many goods were being made and not enough were being bought 

 food prices were dropping, affecting farmers’ incomes 

 there were too many small banks, which did not have the funds to manage when masses of 

customers withdrew savings in the autumn of 1929. Following the Wall Street Crash, the 

USA recalled the huge loans that it had made to several European countries, meaning that 

the European economy was also affected by the Great Depression 

The Great Depression lasted for ten years worldwide, and for the USA it did not fully end until 1941 

when the country became involved in World War Two. The depression got increasingly worse 

between 1929 and 1932. At the peak of the Great Depression, it is thought that between 13 million 

and 15 million people in the USA were unemployed. Industrial production in the country dropped by 

almost half and house building decreased by 80%. Many people across America suffered from 

poverty, hunger and disease as a result of the depression. Benefits that we are used to having access 

to today, like Jobseekers’ Allowance, did not exist in America at this time, so people who lost their 

jobs could also lose their homes and found it very difficult to buy food.  

Itinerant Workers 

Farmers were usually less affected than the rest of the population during depressions because they 

were able to grow their own food; however, during the Great Depression, there was also the Dust 

Bowl – drought and dust storms swept across several states in mid-west America. This resulted in 



crops being very poor in these areas, which was coupled with falling prices for food. Small farmers 

were affected particularly badly by these conditions. Many small farmers were in debt because they 

would borrow money from banks to buy seeds and then pay back the loans when the crops came in; 

during the Dust Bowl, farmers could not pay back these loans and could also not afford to feed 

themselves and their families. In worst case scenarios, this led to banks repossessing farms, making 

the farmers and their families homeless. 

As a result, many farmers migrated to California to look for work, as this state was perceived to have 

spare land and a lot of work. However, because so many people moved to California (an estimated 

1.3 million), work was not so easy to find. Ranch workers like George and Lennie often moved from 

one place to another looking for work, as jobs on ranches would be temporary and seasonal. Wages 

for men like these were low and jobs were scarce, so the lifestyle that they lived was very insecure. 

Without work, people would have no way of supporting themselves. This is why the dream is so 

important to George and Lennie: it would give them a sense of safety and independence.  

African Americans in the 1930s 

Although all Americans were affected by the Great Depression, African Americans were hit the 

hardest. It is thought that by the end of 1932, 50% of black Americans were unemployed. In some 

cities in the northern states, white people called for black people to be fired from their jobs due to 

unemployment in the white communities. African-Americans received less aid than their white 

counterparts and were sometimes even not allowed to use charity soup kitchens. 

Racism increased during the Great Depression and racial violence, which had been decreasing, rose 

again during the economic downturn. Although Crooks has a stable job, his character reflects the 

discrimination that many black Americans had to endure during this period in the USA. 

The Book’s title 

The title of the book Of Mice and Men comes from a poem by Scottish poet Robbie Burns in the 18th 

century. The poem is written in Scots dialect: 

To a Mouse 

by Robbie Burns 

The best laid schemes o' mice an' men 

Gang aft a-gley, 

An' lea'e us nought but grief an' pain, 

For promised joy! 

The poem is about a mouse who builds a nest in a wheat field ready for the winter, but this is 

destroyed by a ploughman. The lines above mean The best laid plans of mice and men/Often go 

wrong/And leave us with nothing but grief and pain/Instead of the joy that was promised. This is 

linked to the events of Of Mice and Men because George and Lennie’s plan for happiness and safety 

is also destroyed, leading to pain and suffering at the end of the novel. 

  



  

 

  



 

Lennie 

 He is a big man, in contrast to his name.   

 He has limited intelligence, so he relies on George to look after him. He copies 

George in everything George does and trusts George completely.   

 "Behind him(George)walked his opposite, a huge man, shapeless of face, with large, 

pale eyes, with wide, sloping shoulders; and he walked heavily, dragging his feet a 

little, the way a bear drags his paws. His arms did not swing at his sides, but hung 

loosely."    

 He shares a dream with George to own a piece of land. Lennie's special job would be 

to tend the rabbits   

 He likes to pet soft things, like puppies and dead mice. We know this got him into 

trouble in Weed when he tried to feel a girl's soft red dress: she thought he was 

going to attack her.   

 He can be forgetful - George continually has to remind him about important things.   

 He is very gentle and kind, and would never harm anyone or anything deliberately.   

 He is extremely strong: he can work as well as two men at bucking barley.   

 He is often described as a child or an animal - he drinks from the pool like a horse 

and his huge hands are described as paws. 

 

1. Lennie is introduced.  He drinks from the pool without thinking.  He is frustrated by 

the lack of ketchup for his beans.  He threatens to leave when George gets angry 

with him.  Steinbeck established his child-like qualities, his lack of responsibility and 

his inability to learn from his mistakes.  This all helps to foreshadow a cycle of events 

that will lead to tragedy.  “Snorting into the water like a horse.”  Metaphors and 

similes comparing him with animals are used throughout – uncontrollable strength 

and a weak mind.  “I like beans with ketchup.”  Hides the dead mouse “an elaborate 

pantomime of innocence”.  “Run outta Weed.” 

2. Lennie wants George to talk about their dream.  American dream – a simple dream 

of independence that is made impossible by the economic climate of the Depression 

in the 1930s.  Made more difficult to achieve by his learning difficulties.  “… and live 

off the fatta the lan’”  “a house and chickens..” 

3. Lennie has to defend himself against Curley.  Lennie is a victim of his learning 

difficulties.  The tough environment of the 1930s is unsympathetic to people like 

Lennie.  This is shown through Curley’s character, who takes pleasure in showing 

power over him – “slugging” at his face.  Lennie fights back until Curley is “flopping 

like a fish”.  There is always the fear of getting canned or being thrown in the “booby 

hatch”.  Even Crooks, socially the lowest man on the ranch can turn on Lennie and be 

cruel, telling him, “say George don’t come back no more.”  George has to protect 

him when they first meet the boss and look after his work card. 

4. Lennie and death.  Lennie’s own fate seems inevitable – there is no place for him in 

this unforgiving society.  He kills a mouse, then the puppy, then Curley’s wife.  The 

Characters 



incidents become increasingly serious.  “done another bad thing” “Why do you got 

to get killed?”  “Lennie was in a panic”  “Lennie had broken her neck” 

5. With Lennie’s death is the death of the dream.  The novel is cyclical – we end up 

back at the clearing.  The structure shows that Lennie is unable to learn from his 

mistakes, so we end up back where we started.  He is killed by George to avoid 

suffering at the hands of the lynch mob.  He dies talking about the dream. 

 

George 

 He is a small man, but has brains and a quick wit.   

 He has been a good friend to Lennie, ever since he promised Lennie's Aunt Clara that 

he would care for him. He looks after all Lennie's affairs, such as carrying his work 

card, and tries to steer him out of potential trouble.   

 He needs Lennie as a friend, not only because Lennie's strength helps to get them 

both jobs, but so as not to be lonely. His threats to leave Lennie are not really 

serious. He is genuinely proud of Lennie.   

 He shares a dream with Lennie to own a piece of land and is prepared to work hard 

to build up the money needed to buy it.   

 "...with us it ain't like that. We got a future. We got somebody to talk to that gives a 

damn about us. We don't have to sit in no bar room blowin' in our jack 'jus because 

we got no place else to go. If them other guys gets in jail they can rot for all anybody 

gives a damn. But not us."   

 He is honest with people he trusts. For example, he tells Slim that he used to play 

tricks on Lennie when they were young, but now feels guilty about it as Lennie nearly 

drowned. 

 

1. We are introduced to George.  A carer, friend and guide to Lennie.  Lennie’s role-

model and father-figure.  He is responsible and looks after Lennie in the absence of 

his Aunt Clara but is sometimes frustrated and longs for a different sort of life.  

“Lennie for God’s sakes don’t drink so much.”  “I could live so easy and maybe have a 

girl.”   

2. George faces a daily struggle to secure work.  We see the challenges faced by the 

itinerant workers of Depression hit 1930s America through George.  His problems 

are made worse by Lennie.  “What you gonna say when the boss asks you 

questions?”  “Run outta Weed”.  He opens up to Slim, letting him know about those 

struggles.  “George’s voice was taking on the tone of a confessor.”  “It ain’t so funny 

him an’ me goin’ round together.” 

3. George has a dream.  George shares a dream with many other Americans – of 

independence and security.  “live off the fatta the land”.  The dream becomes more 

of a reality when Candy offers his savings, giving George hope.  “We got a future.  

We got somebody to talk to that gives a damn about us.”  They share a dream and a 

friendship that sets them apart from other lonely and isolated ranch workers. 



4. George tries to teach Lennie.  He tells him how to check the water is running before 

drinking it.  He tells him how to care for the pup.  He warns him to stay away from 

Curley’s wife, who is “jailbait”.  He encourages Lennie to fight back against Curley, 

“Get him Lennie!  Don’t let him do it!”  He also understands that Lennie is unable to 

learn and survive on his own. 

5. George reacts to Curley’s wife’s death.  George says, “I should of knew… I guess 

maybe way back in my head I did.”  George has been trying to ignore the harsh truth 

that dreams are pointless and that Lennie will never be able to survive in this world.  

At the end he gives in to the inevitable – that he will become like all the other ranch 

workers – lonely and spending his fifty bucks in a cathouse.  Shooting Lennie is an act 

of kindness, to save him from the mob, but in doing so he faces isolation himself.  

“The hand shook violently, but his face set and his hand steadied.  He pulled the 

trigger.”  They are talking about the dream, a dream that dies with Lennie.  George’s 

future is now bleak.  The novel is cyclical to symbolise the pointlessness of having a 

dream that will never be realised.  George ends up back at the pool – where he 

started the novel. 

 

Slim 

 He is the jerkline skinner (lead mule-team driver) at the ranch. He is excellent at his 

job.   

 He is the natural leader at the ranch. Everyone respects his views and looks up to 

him.   

 He has a quiet dignity: he doesn't need to assert himself to have authority.   

 "there was a gravity in his manner and a quiet so profound that all talked stopped 

when he spoke. His authority was so great that his word was taken on any subject, 

be it politics or love."   

  He understands the relationship between George and Lennie.  

 He helps George at the end and reassures George that he did the right thing.   

 We know little else about him, which gives him a slightly mysterious quality. Do you 

think he is too good to be true? 

 

- “Prince of the ranch” – metaphor comparing him with royalty – “moves with majesty”.  

Elevated in status above the other ranch workers.  Superior.  Inhabit all aspects of his 

personality. 

- “Looked through George and beyond him” – has the ability to read people.  A 

perceptive and wise character.  He takes the time to really notice people. 

- “All talk stopped when he spoke”  - his word is accepted on “any subject”.  He is 

respected, not just for his skills as a jerkline skinner but as a man to look up to.  A role 

model.  Trusted. 

- “Capable of killing a fly” with his bull-whip.  An accuracy and precision to his work.  A 

skilled man. 



- Candy says he “doesn’t need no high heeled boots”.  He commands respect and status 

without having to ask for it.  He is also modest – doesn’t need to demonstrate/show off 

his superiority over the other workers. 

- “invited confidence” – the men naturally and easily trust him.  Others relax in his 

company.  “His tone was friendly” 

- “Maybe everybody in the world damn world is scared of each other.”  Recognises the 

difficulties faced by itinerant workers as a result of the Depression. 

- Gives Lennie a pup.  Slim does not display the same negative attitudes towards Lennie’s 

learning difficulties as others.  Generous. 

- However, he drowns 4 pups straight after birth.  He understands that this is a tough 

world – the strongest survive and he does what’s necessary. 

- He has the final say over the death of Candy’s dog.  “Slim’s opinions were law.”  Natural 

authority. 

- He doesn’t engage in the racist behaviour of other ranch workers – he has crossed the 

line into Crooks’ room. 

- Not afraid to stand up to Curley, although he is the boss’ son.  He is confident. 

- When Curley fights Lennie, he wants to step in as he realises it’s not a fair fight when 

Curley is “slugging” Lennie against a wall.  Slim has a clear sense of fairness and will 

stand up for what’s right.  He puts pressure on Curley to agree that he got his hand 

“caught in a machine” because he thinks it would be unfair for Lennie to get “canned” 

as Curley started the fight.  Slim risks his own position to stand up for what’s right. 

- Finding Curley’s Wife – compassionate.  “And s’pose they lock him up an’ strap him 

down and put him in a cage.  That ain’t no good, George.”  “Curley – maybe you better 

stay here with your wife.” 

- Cares for George.  “Slim came directly to George”  “A guy got to sometimes.”  He is one 

of the only characters in the novel who doesn’t bother with the American dream.  He 

seems to accept his life for what it is, which makes him the most settled character.  He 

seems to be wise enough to appreciate that dreams inevitably don’t come true, which 

is shown through his acceptance of Lennie’s death. 

 

 

 

 
 

Slim is a source of moral authority in the novella. He correctly sees that Lennie “ain’t mean,” and later 

the reader learns that he is one of the only men to ignore the racist prohibition against entering 

Crooks’s room. Slim is also the only one to rightly understand that George kills Lennie out of mercy, 

and comforts George in his resulting misery. The contrast between Slim and Curley serves to suggest 

that the economic power of Curley and his father is artificial, a violation of the natural order in which 

Slim ought to rank highest. 



Crooks  

 He is the black stable hand or buck.   

 He is the only permanent employee at the ranch, since he injured his back in an 

accident. His back gives him constant pain.   

 He is the only black man around and is made to be isolated by his colour - he can't 

go into the bunk-house or socialise with the men.   

 He is always called the 'nigger' by the men, which shows how racism is taken for 

granted. The men don't mean to insult Crooks every time they call him this, but they 

never think to use his name   

 All this has made him proud and aloof.   

 He is lonely  "S'pose you didn't have nobody. S'pose you couldn't go into the bunk 

house and play rummy 'cause you were black...A guy needs somebody-to be near 

him....I tell ya a guy gets too lonely an' he gets sick."   

 The only time he mixes with the ranch hands socially is when they pitch horseshoes - 

and then he beats everyone!   

 He has his own room near the stables and has a few possessions. He has books, 

which show he is intelligent and an old copy of the California Civil Code, which 

suggests he is concerned about his rights.   

 He has seen many men come and go, all dreaming of buying a piece of land, but is 

now cynical, as no one has ever achieved it.   

 

1. First introduced by Candy.  The use of direct speech immediately makes clear the 

racist voice of society.  “The stable buck’s a nigger”.  He takes pleasure in recounting 

how the boss always gives the stable buck “hell” and how he is forced to fight for the 

enjoyment of the other men at Christmas, despite his disability. 

2. He is a man with no name – simply “Crooks”, which symbolises his low status.  He’s 

not important enough to be referred to by his real name.  He appears mostly in 

chapter 4.  His absence from much of the novel also shows his low status. 

The omniscient narrator is more sympathetic – describes him as “Crooks the negro 

stable buck”.  He addresses Slim as “Mr Slim”, which is respectful, but also reflects 

his inferior status. 

3. He’s a wasted talent – beats the guys at horseshoes “he don’t give nobody else a 

chance to win”, reads books.  In his room is mostly equipment for working with 

horses.  He is treated like an animal, with his segregated quarters and his bed of 

straw. 

 

4. Chapter 4:  Crooks is defensive – he doesn’t wants Lennie to enter his room, but 

Lennie has no boundaries and doesn’t understand social codes.  “You got no right to 

come in my room”  “I can’t play because I’m black.  They say I stink.” 

5. Crooks reminisces about his childhood home.  “The white kids used to come and play 

at our place.” 



6. Crooks torments Lennie, taking pleasure in gaining power over another for a change.  

He is bitter and cruel.  “S’pose George don’t come back no more.”  “”some kind of 

private victory” 

 

7. Crooks dismisses the notion of the American dream but soon tries to be a part of it.   

“Nobody never gets to heaven, and nobody gets no land.”  “If you… guys would want 

a hand to work for nothing – just his keep, why I’d come and lend a hand.” 

 

8. Curley’s wife mocks and threatens Crooks.  “Crooks had retired into the terrible 

protective dignity of the negro”  “I could get you strung up on a tree so easy it ain’t 

even funny.”  “Crooks had reduced himself to nothing.” 

 

9. He ends the chapter by once again becoming isolated and dismissing the dream.  “I 

wouldn’t want to go to no place like that.” 

 

Candy 

 He is the oldest ranch hand. He lost his right hand in an accident at work.   

 He is the 'swamper' - the man who cleans the bunkhouse. He knows he will be 

thrown out and put 'on the county' when he is too old to work.   

 Because of this, he accepts what goes on and doesn't challenge anything: he can't 

afford to lose his job.   

 He has a very old dog, which he has had from a pup. It is his only friend and 

companion.   

 "The old man came slowly into the room. He had his broom in his hand. And at his 

heels there walked a drag-footed sheep dog, gray of muzzle, and with pale, blind old 

eyes."   

 Carlson insists on shooting the dog because he claims it is too old and ill to be of any 

use. Candy is devastated.   

 He is lonely and isolated, but makes friends with George and Lennie and offers his 

compensation money to help them all to buy a ranch together and achieve their 

dream.   

 When he finds Curley's wife dead, he is furious, as he knows instantly that Lennie 

was involved and that they have lost their chance of achieving their dream 

 

1. “a tall, stoop-shouldered old man came in” – the first description of Candy draws 

attention to his age (fore-grounding) and his stoop-shoulders.   “a round stick-like 

wrist and no hand” – he has a disability.  This makes him vulnerable.  This is a society 

that lacks compassion and care for the weak and infirm. 

 

2. He meets George and Lennie and introduces them to ranch life.  “Ya see the stable 

buck’s a nigger” – Candy is part of the ugly and casual racism of the ranch.  It seems 

normal to him.  He seems pleased that there is someone lower in the hierarchy than 



himself – Crooks.  “He paused in relish of the memory” – He enjoys remembering the 

violence of the fight that took place after drinking a gallon of whisky provided by the 

boss at Christmas.  He engages in the masculine, tough environment of the ranch, 

even though he “ain’t got the poop no more” because of his age.“Curley’s pretty 

handy” – he shares information about the other people at the ranch because he is 

lonely and wants friendship.  He tries to gain the confidence of George and 

Lennie.“That glove’s fulla Vaseline” and “I think Curley’s married… a tart.”  The ugly 

language continues as he gossips about Curley’s wife.  He takes pleasure in gossiping 

about others. 

 

3. Candy meekly tries to defend his dog but Slim allows Carlson to shoot it.   “They’ll 

can me purty soon.  Jus’ as soon as I can’t swamp out no bunk houses they’ll put me 

on the county.”  Candy knows that, like his dog, when he’s no longer useful he will be 

alone, with limited support due to the lack of a welfare state.  Symbolism of the 

death of the dog foreshadows the tragic fate of the weak and vulnerable characters 

in the novel. 

 

4. Candy overhears George and Lennie discussing the dream and wants to be a part of 

it.   “Tha’s three hundred an’ fifty bucks I’d put in.” He is so concerned and desperate 

for security in his old age that he will share his life savings with strangers to buy a 

home.  Candy shares their American dream to be self-sufficient and to improve his 

life.  “I could cook and tend the chickens.” 

 

5. Candy visits Crooks’ room.  There is a sense of friendship and ranch workers joining 

together.  It is short lived.   

 

6. Candy discovers Curley’s wife’s body.  “Oh, Jesus Christ!”  “I should have knew.”  Her 

death signifies the end of Candy’s dream to escape the life of a ranch worker and 

become independent.  The end of the novel holds only bitterness and anger for 

Candy, who turns on Curely’s wife, blaming her.  “You lousy tart.” 

 

Curley 

 He is the boss's son, so he doesn't need to work like the ordinary ranch hands, and 

he has time to kill.   

 He's little - so he hates big guys.  

 He is a prize-fighter and looks for opportunities for a fight.   

 "He glanced coldly at George and then at Lennie. His arms gradually bent at the 

elbows and his hands closed into fists. He stiffened and went into a slight crouch. His 

glance was at once calculating and pugnacious."   

 He is newly- married and is very possessive of his wife - but he still visits brothels.   

 There is a rumour that he wears a glove filled with Vaseline to keep his hand soft for 

his wife. 



 

1. He is introduced by Candy.  “hates big guys” – feels jealous and threatened by others 

– particularly physically bigger and stronger men. 

“Keeping his hand soft for his wife” – Show off his relationship with his wife to cause 

jealousy among the itinerant workers who are unable to settle down.  Crude and 

disrespectful towards his wife – she is objectified by him. 

“ain’t giving nobody a chance” – will gain the upper hand over others, no matter 

what the cost.  Competitive. 

 

2. He takes an immediate dislike to Lennie.  “hands closed into fists” – seems to be 

always looking for a fight.  Curley enjoys the atmosphere of violence and suspicion 

on the ranch and fuels it. “done quite a bit in the ring” – a lightweight boxer.  Enjoys 

fighting/causing harm to others.  “calculating and pugnacious” – not to be 

trusted/manipulative.  Foreshadows later events. 

 

3. He enjoys his status and position over the itinerant workers.  “high-heeled boots” – 

shows off his status and position as the boss’ son 

 

4. Curley starts a fight with Lennie. “Curley stepped over to Lennie like a terrier”.  The 

simile shows the size difference between Lennie and Curley.  Curley enjoys starting 

fights with bigger men to prove himself.  The lack of empathy for those with 

disabilities at the time is clear in Curley’s character, as he enjoys victimising others.  

“I’ll show ya who’s yella.”  Curley is angered by the fact that he has been called a 

coward Carlson.  Curley has backed away from fighting Slim and Carlson but turns on 

Lennie instead because he thinks he can beat him.  Curley is relentless and cruel 

when he starts beating Lennie.  He enjoys the violence.  “The big face was covered in 

blood.”  “slugging him in the face”. 

 

5. Curley learns a hard lesson when Lennie crushes his hand.  “Curley was flopping like 

a fish on a line.”  The simile shows Curley was in pain and was helpless against 

Lennie’s strength and power.  Agrees that his “hand was caught in a machine” as he 

doesn’t want to be publicly mocked for losing a fight. 

 

6. Curley finds his wife dead in the barn but shows no compassion – he wants to kill 

Lennie.  “I’ll kill the big son of a bitch myself.”  Wants to start a lynching – in this 

tough world, justice is handed out by the strongest and most violent.  He wants to 

“shoot him in the guts”, causing a painful death.  This is his chance for revenge.  He is 

pleased when he finds that Lennie is dead. 

 

 

 

 



Curley’s Wife 

• She is newly married to Curley.   
• We never know her name - she is merely Curley's 'property' with no individual 

identity.   
• She is young, pretty, wears attractive clothes and curls her hair.   
• She seems flirtatious and is always hanging around the bunk-house.   
• She is lonely - there are no other women to talk to and Curley is not really interested 

in her.   
• "What kinda harm am I doin' to you? Seems like they ain't none of them cares how I 

gotta live. I tell you I ain't used to livin' like this. I coulda made somethin' of myself."   
• She doesn't like Curley - she tells Lennie that she only married him when she didn't 

receive a letter she'd been promised to get into Hollywood.   
• She is naïve 
 
1. Candy gossips about Curley’s wife and her relationship with her husband 

“Curley’s married… a tart”.  Gender roles in the 1930s dictate that she should remain in the 

house as a dutiful and loyal housewife.  Women were polarised as ‘good housewives’ or 

‘tarts’.  “Glove fulla Vaseline” shows how she is objectified by Curley.  He doesn’t respect 

her. 

2. Curley’s wife arrives at the bunk house, saying she is looking for Curley 

“She smiled archly and twitched her body.”  She speaks “Playfully”.  Symbolic use of the 

colour red – red lips, red ostrich feathers.  Over-dressed for the ranch.  She uses her 

sexuality to attract the other men but doesn’t realise that this is a weakness, not a strength.  

She is more vulnerable than she knows – still “a girl” and not a woman. 

3. Curley’s wife mocks Candy, Lennie and Crooks in Crooks’ room. 

“Nigger, I could get you strung up on a tree so fast it ain’t even funny.”  She has low status in 

comparison with some of the other characters, but when she’s asked to leave Crooks’ room, 

she uses the small power she has to threaten Crooks and be unkind to the others.  “a nigger, 

a dum-dum and a lousy ol’ sheep.”  She is jealous of their friendship so resorts to anger and 

bitterness.  She is also hurt because it’s Saturday night and Curley has gone to a cat house. 

4. Curley’s wife talks to Lennie in the barn about her life and dreams.  “Coulda been in 

the movies and had nice clothes”.  “I never got that letter.  I always thought my old girl stole 

it.”  Her dreams are unrealistic but she is too naïve to see it.  She sees to have been used.  

She seems obsessed with materialistic wealth, and her decision to marry Curley was rash 

and she regrets it.  “Curley ain’t a nice fella.” 

5. Steinbeck shows that Curley’s wife seems to find peace in death.  “The meanness 

and the planning and the discontent and the ache for attention were all gone from her 

face.”  Steinbeck reminds us once again that she is a “girl”.  We are invited to pity the loss of 

her young, unfulfilled life.  The moment when she is at last allowed to express her feelings is 

also her most vulnerable moment – Lennie kills her. 



 

Past Paper Essay Questions – 40 minutes 

May 2018 

Write about George and what he shows us about society in America in the 1930s.  

Think about:  his relationship with Lennie, his relationships with others on the ranch, the 

way he speaks and behaves at different points in the novel. 

Or, 

‘Of Mice and Men shows that in America in the 1930s it was difficult for people to form 

important relationships.’ Write about one or two of the characters in the novel who you 

think show that this is true. 

Jan 2018 

Some readers think that Curley’s wife brings all her troubles on herself. What do you think? 

Remember to refer to the social, historical and cultural context of the novel in your answer. 

Think about:  What you learn about her past, her position on the ranch, her relationships 

with others on the ranch, the way she speaks and behaves at different points in the novel.  

Or, 

The ranch in Of Mice and Men is a difficult place for weak or vulnerable people. Write about 

some of the characters in the novel who show that this is true. Remember to refer to the 

social, historical and cultural context of the novel in your answer. 

 

May 2017 

Write about the relationship between George and Lennie in Of Mice and Men. Remember to 

refer to events in the novel and its social, cultural and historical context in your answer. 

Think about:  What you learn about their past, their experiences on the ranch, the way they 

speak and behave at different points in the novel. 

Or, 

‘Dreams in Of Mice and Men only offer the characters false hope.’ Write about some of the 

characters in the novel who have dreams that give them false hope. Remember to refer to 

the events in the novel and its social, cultural and historical context in your answer. 

Jan 2017 

Write about Crooks and what he shows us about America in the 1930s.   

Think about: What you learn about his past, his life on the ranch, his relationships with 

other characters on the ranch, anything else you think important. 

 



Or, 

Write about some of the times when violence or the threat of violence is important in Of 

Mice and Men. Remember to support your answer with reference to the novel and to 

comment on its social, historical and cultural context. 

 

June 2016 

Show how John Steinbeck uses the character of Lennie to highlight some aspects of 

American society in the 1930s.  

 ‘Real friendship is impossible in the grim world John Steinbeck creates in Of Mice and Men.’ 

To what extent do you agree with this statement? Remember to refer to the social, 

historical and cultural context of the novel in your answer. 

Jan 2016 

Show how John Steinbeck uses the character of Curley to highlight some aspects of 

American society in the 1930s.  

 Or,  ‘There are no heroes in Of Mice and Men.’ How far do you agree with this statement? 

Remember to refer to the novel’s social, cultural and historical context in your answer.  

June 2015 

How does John Steinbeck use the character of Candy to highlight some aspects of American 

society in the 1930s?  

 Or, How does John Steinbeck present the harsh world of the ranch in Of Mice and Men? 

Remember to support your answer with reference to the novel and to comment on its 

social, historical and cultural context. 

Jan 2015 

How does John Steinbeck use the character of Curley’s wife to highlight some aspects of 

American society in the 1930s?  

 Or, ‘Of Mice and Men is Steinbeck’s protest against the unfairness of American society in 

the 1930s.’ To what extent do you agree with this statement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Exemplar essay 1 – Curley’s Wife 

This response was written by a student working under exam conditions.  Errors not 

corrected. 

How does John Steinbeck use the character of Curley’s wife to highlight some aspects of American 

society in the 1930s?  

Curley’s wife can be seen as a character that portrays and ecompasses what it was like to be a victim 

of society during this dark period of the Great Depression (1930’s) whereby how you looked like, 

who you were and how wealthy you were determined your quality of life. In this patriarchal society 

isolation and loneliness from the outside world was not at all uncommon and many suffered greatly 

because of discrimination in this dark age. Loneliness and discrimination is at the heart of this novel 

and Curley’s wife seems to display this through her lonely character. links between character and 

context Curley’s wife seems to be a character who is isolated and marginalised throughout the 

novel. Steinbeck writes: "A girl was standing there looking in."   The above metaphor shows how 

Curley’s wife seems to never quite fit in and can imply that she is always on the sidelines never quite 

being allowed to participate with normal activities with the everyone else.  Furthermore the noun 

‘girl’ can tell us that Curley’s wife is simply a naïve and simply minded girl who is unable to 

participate on account of her immature personality. On the other hand, the noun ‘girl’ can further 

indicate that Curley’s wife is simply infantilised and not given the chance to take part in her life.  Or 

being the only ‘girl’ on the ranch means that she can never truly be accepted due to the time at 

which women were seen as inferior to men and simply not ‘capable’ to be a part of anything. 

 Curley’s wife seems to be care about her appearance a lot despite living on a dirty ranch. Steinbeck 

writes: “She has fully rouged lips… Her fingernails were red”. The overuse and repetition of the 

colour red can foreshadow a great event in the novel. The colour red has many connotations for 

example that of prostitution, love, danger, anger and blood. This colour that Steinbeck has chosen to 

mention repeatedly is no coincidence and could be used to warn and foreshadow the end of the 

novel whereby Curley’s wife can be seen to start a series of events that subsequently end Lennie and 

George’s dream. On the other hand, the girl in weed who made George and Lennie run away was 

also wearing a red dress which can further indicate that the colour red symbolises a bad omen and 

catastrophe in the novel.  To link to the question Curley’s wife mistreatment by society and her own 

husband has lead her to become an ‘attention seeker’ – (the colour red stands out) and 

consequently to ruin other people’s chances at happiness.  Due to the extreme sexism of a 

patriarchal society of the 1930s Curley’s wife seems to be trapped in her own body and unable to 

have the freedom of a happy life. Steinbeck writes: “ostrich feathers”. Curley’s wife is said to be 

wearing shoes trimmed with ostrich feathers. ostrich (unlike) other birds is a flightless bird which 

cannot have the freedom to control many aspects of its life. This can symbolise Curley’s wife’s 

similar imprisonment on the ranch and of her own body.  

Additionally, Curley’s wife’s lack of control and inferiority to the other men on the ranch can be seen 

through Steinbeck’s clever use of the apostrophe to symbolise that Curley’s wife is a possession of 

her husband; simply a sex object meant for Curley’s own impure desires and intentions. She is simply 

a trophy wife only there to be shown off by Curley.  Furthermore, Curley’s wife is not given a name 

which shows how women at that time of the 1930’s weren’t equal to men and sometimes even basic 

human rights weren’t given to them because of their belief in a male dominated society. As a 



consequence of the constant neglect, bullying and harassment of Curley’s wife for example being 

called names such as a ‘tart’, a ‘whore’ and ‘jail bait’, Curley’s wife causes her hurt and anger to hurt 

and break the only other person on the ranch that is lower than her on the social hierchy; Crooks. 

Steinbeck writes: “I could get you strung up on a tree so easy, it ain’t even funny.” The fact that 

Curley’s wife ultimately resorts in using racism to bully Crooks shows her mean character, however 

by hurting Crooks Curley’s wife is able to feel more significant and powerful enough to decide 

someone’s fate. This boosts her self- esteem and self-worth. Curley’s wife only seems to be happy 

when she is dead. Steinbeck writes: “all the meaness and discontent all gone… sweet and young.” 

The fact that Curley’s wife’s true innoscence is only shown when she is dead shows just how society 

had corrupted her mind into believing that she was worthless and useless. Although at the end 

Curley’s wife is also described to look young and fragile, it is not in an infantilising and patronising 

way and displays her purity and how by simply being of the opposite gender her quality of life is 

significantly decreased.  She is sown as being one of the many victims in the novel but also 

ultimately she is seen as a racist and although this is extremely wrong she is simply attempting to 

see herself as more important and significant that society has given her credit for, because of the 

negative light that women were seen in. 

 

Examiner comment: Strong focus on question, clear understanding of how context affects 

character. Thorough discussion. Mark: 16.   Grade: A 

 

Exemplar Essay 2 

'Real friendship is impossible in the grim world John Steinbeck creates in Of 

Mice and Men'. To what extent do you agree with this statement? 

 

In of Mice and Men, Steinbeck creates a harsh world of loneliness and isolation.  He wants 

to reflect the true life of the men he saw around him during the Great Depression of the 

1930s.  

At first, George and Lennie provide a contrast to this statement.  They have a strong 

relationship which shows their true friendship.  George is Lennie's parental figure, he is 

always caring for Lennie.  They have each other 'to give a hoot in hell about us.'  

Both George and Lennie gain from this friendship George gains power of Lennie yet also 

realizes he has a responsibility too, after what happened at the 'Sacramento River'.  Lennie 

gains a friend who guides him in a world he doesn't understand and a father figure who 

watches out for him.   

However, even their strong relationship dies in the harsh world of the ranch.  George 

sacrifices the friendship in itself, yet then condemns himself to the lonely existence of the 

other men 'I'll work my month an' I'll take my fifty bucks an' sit all night in a cat house'.  

Ironically this was what he told Lennie he could do if he didn't have to look after him 'If I 

didn't have you, I could live so easy'.  Their friendship is ultimately destroyed by the harsh 



world.  This is because Steinbeck wanted to reflect the harsh reality he saw around him in 

1930s America where friendships were destroyed by uncaring circumstances.  

As well as George and Lennie, John Steinbeck shows that the other characters are unable to 

form friendships and are isolated.  Crooks is unable to form any friendships because he is 

isolated from everyone by his colour.  He lives in the 'barn' because he 'ain't allowed in the 

bunk house'.  This portrayal of the racism which was present in society means that he 

cannot form any friendship with the other men on the ranch.  'A guy gets lonely and he gets 

sick' shows us that a lack of friendships in the harsh world of the ranch mean that all the 

men are suspicious of each other and can have no trust, as we see with George and the 

'greybacks'.  People are 'crazy with loneliness' yet the mood of fear means they have no-one 

to trust.  

Another example is Curly's wife.  She cannot form any friendships with any of the men on 

the ranch because they see her as 'trouble'.  She is able to see that all the men are unable to 

trust one another 'why when I catch one man on his own…. on each other'.  She is unable to 

break free of the narrow view the men have over her which means she is unable to connect 

with anybody other than Lennie which ultimately leads to her death.   'Everyone in the 

whole damn world is scared of each other' highlights the harsh, untrusting world of the 

ranch that Steinbeck creates.  He uses this atmosphere of fear to show how uncaring and 

grim America was during the Great Depression.  

To conclude, Steinbeck creates an untrusting fearful atmosphere on the ranch in of Mice 

and Men to highlight how even the strongest friendships are inevitable crushed by the 

uncaring society of 1930s America. 

 

Exemplar Essay 3 - Lennie 

The character of Lennie is created to show how people in America at the 1930's with learning 

difficulties were treated because at that time people who were seen as different were 

discriminated against. Lennie is seen as a "normal" man because of his race and nationality,, 

however he is discriminated against because of intelligence and his size.  

 

The entire novel 'Of Mice and Men' focuses on the character of Lennie Small, a person who 

has grown up with learning difficulties.  He is seen to travel California with his friend George. 

Lennie is so reliant on George and George is reliant on Lennie. Because of Lennie’s strength 

he is a valuable friend to George. The relationship is shown to be strong from the start where 

Lennie says, "because I go you and you got me." This shows their trust in each other - that 

one mustn’t abandon the other.  

 

We see that these two people, George and Lennie, have a life long dream to own a piece of 

land to call their own. This is a big deal because in the 1930's everyone knew about the 

'American Dream' – to be independent and improve your place in society. 

 



Lennie, because of his learning difficulties, doesn't know much about the real world, but he 

does have one thing that entertains him, and that one thing is touching soft things. That’s 

what Lennie really wants to do, but because of his immense strength, he strokes things a bit 

too hard, killing them. This is shown by his treatment of mice and dogs, which foreshadows 

his later treatment of people – Curley’s Wife. 

We see Lennie being victimised by different people in the novel.  These people include 

George, Curley and Crooks. He is victimised by George whenever he does something silly. 

However this is not to really be cruel, he instead just says these things to make Lennie see 

how he is wrong. This is shown when George says "crazy bastard" and "idiot". However, at 

the end we see George admits that he isn't mad at Lennie and he never was. The other 

person to victimise Lennie is Curley, who, in their first encounter, is "hands closed into fist 

and bent at the elbow". This shows a fighting stance. Curley eventually does start a fight with 

Lennie. This is purely because of his size not because of his intellect.  Curley wants to prove 

he can beat anyone. A quote to show Curley’s hate for Lennie is, "No big son of a bitch is 

gonna laugh at me". This shows him giving a meaningless reason to fight Lennie. The last 

person who is seen to victimise Lennie is Crooks the "stable buck". Crooks is very obviously 

discriminated against because of his race and how he is a cripple. We see this hate for Lennie 

when Lennie goes to make conversation with him, but instead Crooks made Lennie feel 

discriminated against because of his intellect. Crooks says, "say George didn’t come back no 

more". This makes Lennie think hard and makes him think about George leaving him. The 

reason Crooks does this is because he has been discriminated against himself because of his 

race.  At last he has the upper hand for once. 

 

Through the character Lennie we see how the smallest thing, such as killing a pup, can lead 

to a bigger things, such as a person’s death. There is a cycle of events in the novel.  A part of 

the novel that shows this is when Lennie is in the barn petting his pup and all of a sudden 

he’s dead, which makes him put the pup in the hay.  Unexpectedly we see Curley’s wife pop 

in.  She ends up dead because she wanted to be nice and let Lennie stroke her hair. At the 

end, when Lennie is seen to be next to lake where the novel began, we see George with 

Carlson’s luger, ready to kill Lennie as an act of mercy to avoid the lynch mob.  The novel has 

come full circle, which is why we are back at the lake.  Lennie can’t survive in this cruel world, 

so the ending is inevitable.  George must get Lennie to look away and he does this by telling 

Lennie about the dream.  As Lennie dies, so does their dream. 

 

What the examiner thought: 

 

  
 

A Grade 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Foundation:  What do you think of the way Curley’s wife speaks and behaves here? Give 

reasons for what you say, and remember to support your answer with words and phrases from 

the extract. 

Higher:  Look closely at the way Curley’s wife speaks and behaves here. What does it reveal 

about her character? 

 

Extract Question:  20 Minutes 



 

  

 

Foundation:  What do you think of the way Crooks speaks and behaves here? Give 

reasons for what you say, and remember to support your answer with words and 

phrases from the extract. 

Higher:  Look closely at how Crooks speaks and behaves here. What does it reveal 

about his character? 



  

 

Foundation:  What do you think of the way Slim speaks and behaves here? Give 

reasons for what you say, and remember to support your answer with words and 

phrases from the extract. 

Higher:  Look closely at how Slim speaks and behaves here. What does it reveal 

about his character? 

 



 

 

  

 

Look closely at the way George speaks and 

behaves here. What does it reveal about his 

character?   

Extract Question 



Extract response.  This response was written by a student in an exam. 
 

At the start of the extract Steinbeck presents the character of George as a quick- 

thinker as when he realises that Curley's wife is dead, despite his exclamation of 'Oh 

Jesus Christ!' he makes a speedy recovery and acts fast, immediately getting 'down 

on his knees beside her'. His methodical approach to checking to make sure she was 

dead is demonstrated by the declarative sentence 'He put his hand over her heart', 

and reflects his calm, measured attitude towards the bad news.   

George's character is also presented as rather distant, as he removes all emotion 

from his face- 'his face was had and tight as wood, and his eyes were hard'. This 

presents him as quite cold, and implies that he is almost resigned to the fact that 

Lennie has killed Curley's wife, and has already accepted it. He looked 'coldly' at 

Candy, and this adverb suggests that he has put up a protective façade or sheild to 

try to hide the fact that he is affected by the incident. However, his true feelings are 

exposed as he admits in defeat 'hopelessly' that 'I should of knew, even stating 'I 

guess maybe way back in my head I did', which also suggests that he already had an 

idea of the events that would occur, presenting his as perceptive and also 

emphasising his relationship with Lennie as he knows him well.  

It is evident that George cares deeply for Lennie as he hesitates, demonstrated by the 

use of ellipsis, 'Guess ... we gotta tell the ... guys', which implies that he doesn't want 

to 'lock' Lennie up. His concern for Lennie shines through 'Why the poor bastard'd 

starve', which shows he cares for his well-being. The fact that he 'was a long time in 

answering' before he admits that 'We can't let him get away', suggests that his real 

feelings want to allow Lennie to escape.  

George is also presented as a defeated as he speaks 'softly', and his dedication to 

Lennie is shown at the end of the extract as he says 'sharply' that 'I ain't gonna let ' 

em hurt Lennie', and this dialogue attribution shows how defensive he is of his friend, 

even when Lennie is clearly in the wrong, which also portrays him as loyal.  

George's insistence that 'Lennie never done it in meanness' could suggest his denial 

of the gravity of the incident that has occured, yet he is not delusional and realises 

that 'they ain't no way out'. He moves on from the event quickly, rapidly forming a 

plan, which reflects his intelligence. He orders Candy 'Now you listen', and his use of 

an imperative shows that he knows how to assert his power.  

Overall, George is portrayed in this extract as a faithful friend to Lennie, yet he knows 

his character well enough to understand what he has done. He understands the 

gravity and consequences of Lennie's actions, and is able to formulate a plan, 

demonstrating his ability to think on his feet, also implying his intelligent, sharp 

nature. 

 

Examiner comment: The response is concise, packed with perceptive commentary on 

George's thoughts and feelings here. There is a strong overview at the end and a 

sustained focus on how the writer uses language to reveal the subtleties of the way 

the character reacts throughout the extract.  Mark: 10.  A* 


