Who is John Steinbeck?
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Born: February 27,1902; 132 Central Avenue, Salinas, CA 

Graduated from Salinas High School: June 1919  
Attended Stanford University: 1919-1925 
Died in New York: December 20,1968

John Steinbeck is particularly interesting because we can claim him as “one of us.”  Born and raised in Salinas, California, he often used California locales as the settings of many of his short stories and novels.  He attended Stanford University as a marine biology major, but he was an indifferent student and left the university without earning a degree.  He supported himself with a series of laboring jobs- -ranch hand, fruit picker, construction worker- -until he published Tortilla Flat, his first critical success as a writer, in 1935.


Steinbeck was a champion of the poor and downtrodden, those who are often exploited by a greedy, dehumanizing society.  By taking jobs among the people about whom he so successfully wrote, he did more than any other writer to make the plight of American workers and farmers known to the world.  This was particularly true during the Depression.  Am outstanding example of this was the publication in 1939 of the Grapes of Wrath.  After accompanying migrant farm workers from Oklahoma to California, he awakened the American conscience by vividly depicting hunger, brutality, and exploitation.


In 1940 Steinbeck sailed on a biological expedition to the Gulf of California, also known as the Sea of Cortez.  While there he heard a story about an Indian who had found a pearl of great size.  He retold this tale in a book called Sea of Cortez and used it as the basis for The Pearl.


Steinbeck won the Pulitzer Prize, the United States Medal of Freedom, and the “big one,” the Nobel Prize for Literature, awarded him in 1962.  He died in 1968, was cremated, and his ashes were returned to Salinas.
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Overview: The Pearl


In comparison to many of his other works, little has been written about 

John Steinbeck’s The Pearl.  The shaping of what we now know as The Pearl is, 

however, interesting and unusual.  


In 1940 Steinbeck sailed on a biological expedition to the Gulf of 

California with friend and collaborator, Ed Ricketts.  While on this voyage he 

heard a legend about an Indian who found and “lost” a pearl of enormous value. 

He retold this legend in Sea of Cortez, and using it as a basis, published an early

version of The Pearl in 1942 in Ladies Home Companion.  


In 1944 Steinbeck returned to Mexico and embarked on two film versions 

of The Pearl, one in English and one in Spanish, for which he wrote the screenplay.  After the successful completion of the film, Steinbeck wrote and published the novella version in 1947.
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