George Milton

George is Lennie's companion, and was asked to look after Lennie by Lennie's Aunt Clara before she died. Since then, he has travelled around, looking for work with Lennie.

George is a kind man. He travels with Lennie and helps him to survive although Lennie is more of a burden than a help, and creates many problems for him. He is also friendly, and almost immediately makes friends with Candy, Carlson, Slim, and the other ranch hands.

He has matured a lot since the incident he relates to Slim where he made Lennie jump into a river just for fun. He realises that Lennie depends on him, and needs him to survive.

George often insults Lennie and 'gives him hell', but he doesn't really mean it. Although he often talks about how well off he could be without Lennie he secretly doesn't want Lennie to leave, and when Lennie offers to do so in the first chapter, George virtually pleads with him to stay. This is because George also depends on Lennie to a certain extent for his unconditional friendship.

George is intelligent, as Slim points out in chapter three, but also modest in denying being smart. He expresses his desire to be different from other ranch hands who merely work for a month and then spend all of their money, but also realistically realises that his dream of owning a house with Lennie (or anyone else) is unlikely to ever come true.

Overall, George is an intelligent and kind character. He is thoughtful enough to realise that the best thing for Lennie is to shoot him, for the alternatives are even worse, and compassionate enough to kill Lennie himself.

Lennie Small

Lennie is a massive, extremely strong man, who has no living relatives. He travels about the country searching for work with his companion, George. Lennie's Aunt Clara had asked George to take care of Lennie if she ever died.

The most obvious feature of Lennieð's character is that he seems to be retarded somehow. He is a man who has the mind of a child. Slim is one of the first characters to notice this, remarking that Lennie is

'Jes' like a kid'

and Curley's wife also comments on how he is

'Jus' like a big baby'.

Lennie doesn't know his own strength, and this is one of the things which lead to his eventual downfall. He realises that he is strong as a bull, but he can't judge how much force to use for certain actions. That is why he kills his pets, when he only intends to pet them and play with them.

It is this inability to judge his strength, combined with his desire to pet things and Curley's wife's desire to be petted and admired which leads to Lennie's inevitable death. The ability to judge one's own strength is one of the first signs of maturity, and it is important that Lennie doesn't have this ability.

Despite the major flaws in his character he is amiable and friendly, and doesn't do any of the bad things he does on purpose.

He has a poor memory, and has to repeat things to himself many times to remember them. Even then, he still forgets them.

He has a sort of blind faith in George, trusting in George to protect him and look after his welfare. For example, remember the incident George describes to Slim when he told Lennie to jump in a river and Lennie obeyed, without a thought to his own well being. This illustrates Lennie's trust in George, and also his immaturity.

However, it must be noted that Lennie can still be quite crafty, as when he cunningly persuades George to tell him the story about the rabbits by threatening to leave him.

Language

Steinbeck referred to this story as a play/novel, and we can see how closely it does resemble a play. Each section or chapter is set in a clearly defined place like a scene in a play.

In addition, the beginning of each section contains detailed description, like stage directions in a play, while the rest of each section is mostly dialogue. This may seem like a rather artificial way to write a novel, but Steinbeck does it so skillfully that we seldom notice. In fact, this story was adapted as a successful play very shortly after its publication as a novel.

A noticeable feature of the language of the novel is what a critic might call 'economy'. That is, the language is simple, without unnecessary detail.

One result of this is that almost every sentence is important in one way or another, either in developing a character, moving the plot forward or hinting at action still to come.

Steinbeck has skillfully woven a number of parallel events into the story. Candy and his dog provide a parallel to George and Lennie. Similarly, when Lennie kills Curley's wife, it echoes his earlier killing of the puppy.

Steinbeck has also showed skill in capturing the spoken language of the characters.Most of them are uneducated, and this shows through in their use of colloquial and ungrammatical language.Even their uneducated pronunciation has been shown. Steinbeck worked as a casual farm labourer for a time, so we can expect this to be an accurate reflection of real speech.

Steinbeck also uses colours and sounds to great effect. For example, Curley's wife is associated with red, symbolic of danger or passion perhaps.

A further strong association is that of Lennie with animals.At various times he is described as a bull, a bear and a dog. Even when not directly compared with an animal, he is described in animal terms. For example, his hand is a paw. This is particularly appropriate for Lennie, as he frequently acts in the simple, natural way of an animal.

As a final note, it is worth pointing out the significance of the name Soledad - the town near where the story is set. In Spanish, it means loneliness - a cue to one of the major themes of the novel.

