
Choose a novel or short story or work of non-fiction which has a key incident. 

Give a brief account of the incident, and by referring to appropriate techniques, show how 
this incident is important to the text as a whole. 

 

 

Of Mice and Men was written by John Steinbeck in 1937. It is a story of the friendship of two 

ranch-workers, George and Lennie, trying to find a piece of land to work for themselves in 

the Great Depression. However, following the accidental murder of Curley’s wife in the key 

scene, this dream is destroyed. This essay will explore the characters involved in this 

tragedy, and how Steinbeck’s use of characterisation and language makes this key incident 

so powerful. 

The first indications that the novel will not turn out well for the protagonists come in the 

opening chapters. We learn that Lennie – George’s powerl, but child-like companion – likes 

to “pet sof’ things”. This foreshadows the key scene which occurs later in the barn. This 

foreshadowing is underlined by Lennie’s accidentally killing the mouse he carries in his 

pocket. The ominous feeling is further built when George reprimands Lennie, shouting, “You 

always get into trouble and I got to get you out!” The exclamation mark here reinforces the 

sense of anger in George, but also the depth of his fear that something terrible will happen 

on the ranch, especially considering the pair had been run out of their work in Weed, where 

they were endangered by Lennie’s inability to control himself. It is clear from early on that 

the key scene will be tragic for Lennie. 

The character of Curley’s wife is a tragic one. She is desperately lonely after marrying her 

husband in error. She is so keen to have the attention of the men at the ranch that she 

dresses provocatively. We learn that “She wore a cotton house dress and red mules, on the 

insteps of which were little bouquets of red ostrich feathers…” This is clearly not suited to a 

ranch setting, and reinforces how out of place she is there. The men on the ranch see her as 

a danger, a “tart” and a “jailbait”, and this increases her sense of isolation. George even 

states this fear aloud, saying “She’s gonna make a mess”. Her isolation drives her to be more 

provocative, and this leads her directly to her death in the barn. 

In the key scene, all of the foreshadowing is realised. Curley’s wife enjoys being able to talk 

to Lennie, and even confesses her loneliness. She says, ““Coulda been in the movies and had 

nice clothes. All them nice clothes like they wear.” She feels her life is one of missed 

opportunities, and this generates sympathy both from Lennie and the reader. However, 

unaware of Lennie’s immense strength, she offers her hair to him, and in the struggle that 

follows he kills her. He says, “I done another bad thing”, echoing George’s earlier fears from 

the first chapter. 



With Curley’s wife dead, Lennie must be killed himself in its aftermath. George understands 

this. Candy warns him that if Lennie is caught they will “lock him up an’ strap him down and 

put him in a cage”. The list emphasises the terrible fate that is ahead for Lennie unless 

George acts. In the brush – the same location as the novel’s start – George shoots his friend. 

Slim, the wisest man on the ranch, reassures George that “you hadda George, I swear you 

hadda”. It is obvious to him that the alternative was to let Lennie die in suffering, and the 

repetition underlines this idea that George had no other humane option. 

By creating believable and complex characters, Steinbeck uses foreshadowing and 

characterisation to create a powerful and moving key scene. The death of Curley’s wife is 

both foreseeable and unavoidable, and this is the novel’s real tragedy: from the outset it is 

clear that the loneliness of these characters is going to destroy them, and this is exactly 

what happens in the key scene. 

 


