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PREFACE 

A year ago I encountered the Haggadab version of the 

story of Cain and Abel for the first time. The story intri-

gu e d me and caused me to wonder whether or not Steinbeck 

wa s awar e of the Haggadab version of the Cain and Abel myth 

wh e n b e wrote East of Eden. After beginning the research 

for my thesis, I found that Steinbeck was not only familiar 

with the story in the Haggadab but was also familiar with 

ma ny of th e oriental myths dealing with the conflict be-

tw e en broth e rs. I decided, therefore , to research a thesis 

c e nt e ring on th e Ca in and Abel myth in East of Eden. As my 

r esea rch progressed, I discovered that the myth of the fall 

of ma n is a lso import a nt and th a t Steinbeck re-creates sev-

e r a l other myths, l e gends, and stories of folklore in the 

novel. 

In a ddition to the a n a lysis of myth in Ea st of Eden --- -- ---
I h a v e explore d St e inb e ck ' s mora l philosophy contained within 

th e mythologic a l structure of the novel. I have concluded 

this study with a n eva lu a tion of Steinbeck ' s attemp t to 

write a moralistic novel a nd to re-create myth. 

I would like to thank seve r a l of the people who aided 

me whil e I was working on this thesis . First, I would like 

to thank Dr. Charles Bruce, the director of my thesis, for 

iii 
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bis p atie nce a nd bis cooperation. In addition I ext e nd my 

a ppreci a tion to Mrs. Lavon B. Fulwiler for serving on my 

t h es is c ommitte e . To Dr. J. Dean Bishop I extend my thanks 

for serving on my thesis committee a nd for aiding me in the 

fin a l arrange ments concerning my thesis. I a m a lso grateful 

to Dr. Autra Nell Wiley, Chairman of t h e De partme nt of 

English, fo r h er e ncourage ment a nd h er assistanc e . 

A very special thanks goes to my husband, Stephen 

Brown , for bis understanding a nd encouragement. Without bis 

pati e nc e and se ns e of humor, this thesis n ever could have 

b ee n writte n. Finally I would like to t hank my p are n ts , 

Mr. and Mrs. Clive Williams, for the e ncourage me n t they 

a lways h ave give n me concerning a ny kind of educ ati onal 

e ndeavor. 

Susan Mari e Brown 
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CHAPTER I 

JOHN STEINBECK: THE DEVELOPMENT OF A WRITER 

Until the late 1950 ' s little criticism of John St e inbeck ' s 

work b as been undertaken because most critics believed the 

material did not warrant it . When one of Steinbec k ' s novels 

has been considered good , the expl a n at ion of the success bas 

been eith er the social attitudes expressed in the novel or 

the fact that Steinbeck was a Californian . If an as p e ct of 

good technique was discovere d , it was always accompanied by 

s u rpr is e as if the good technique bad to b e an accident .
1 

I n explorin g criticism on St e inbec k one finds that th e 

majority of the critics we r e intereste d in th e philosophy 

implicit in bis fiction a nd in the st a t e d philosophy of th e 

Sea of Corte z . Prob a bly this philosophi cal a n a lysis was 

i n evitab l e for a writer who had a strong interest in bio

lo gical n at u ra lism a nd whose work often d ea lt with the socia l 

crises of the twenties a nd thirties . In Dubious Battle 

ce nt ere d on t h ideologies a nd the strik e of d e presse d 

Ca lifo r ni a agric ultura l workers whil e Th e Grapes of Wrath 

dealt with the dispossessed people of the Dust Bowl a nd the 

migra tion to a Promis e d Land that did not enthusiastically 

1 . ( Peter Lisca , Th e Wid e World of John Steinbeck New 
Brunswick , Ne w Jer sey : Rut ge r s Uni;;rsity Press , 19 58 ) , p . 19 . 



welcome them. Treatment of these subjects produced a ten-

dency for critics to categorize on all sides--liberal, 

humanist, Marxist , Catholic, conservative. Once the cate-

gories were set, they were bard to avoid , and the labeling 

Steinbeck bad a lways feared as an art~st set in.
2 

Wh e n Steinbeck published East of Ede n in 1952, the 

2 

critics aligned on two sides in praising and condemning th e 

no v e 1. Som e a 1 i gn e d w i t b re 1 i gi o u s in s ti tu t i on s in ca 11 in g 

th e nove l cruel, lusty, a nd evil . Thos e who saw the novel 

as Steinbeck ' s wrestling with a moral theme for the first 

time in his ca reer considered this wrestling hopeful, but 

th ey a lso felt that any beauty in the book was extinguished 

Ly a n obs ess ion with animality , violence , and wick e dness. 

For the mor e sophisticated reviewer the nove l b etray e d im

probabilities, sentim e nt a lity, a nd int e llectu a l n a ive t{. 3 

Th ere were oth er r evi ewers , how ever , who felt that East of Eden 

was St e inbeck's crowning achievement. Despit e the differ -

e nc e s of opinion over the worth of Eas t of Ed e n, Steinbeck 

hims e lf felt that the book was a great person a l triumph 

a nd th e high point o f hi s career . To und e rst a nd why b e 

b e li eve d the nove l to b e his mas t erpi ece , a careful surve y 

of Steinbeck ' s l i f e , att itudes , and d eve lopm e nt as a writ er 

2 Ern es t Warnock Te dlock, "Pers p ec tives in St e inbec k 
Crit ici s m," in Steinbeck a nd Hi s Critics : A Rec o r d of Tw e nty
five Years , e d. by Ern est Warnock Te dlock ~nd C . V. Wicker 
( Albuqu erqu e , New Mexico : University of New Mexi c o Press , 
195 7) , p. xvi. 

3Ted lo c k, p. xxxvii i. 
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is necessary. 

Steinbeck was born a nd came to maturity in the Salinas 

Valley of Californi a , and it was from this area that he drew 

most of his material for his fiction. There he became ac-

quainted with the bums and paisanos of Tortilla Flat, Cannery 

Row, and Sweet Thursday; there he worked with the migrant 

workers of In Dubious Battle, Of Mice and Men, and The Grapes 

of Wrath . There he came to know the people of The Lo ng 

Valley , The Pastures of Heaven, The Red Pony, The Wayward 

Bus, a nd East of Eden . From the Salinas Vall e y Steinbeck 

developed a n intimate knowledge and love of nature, both of 

which pl a y a large role in all of his works . From the Pacific 

Oce an h e developed his biological view of life which informs 

his observations of man a nd society . 

On February 27 , 1902, John Ernst Steinbeck was born in 

Salinas, the son of John Ernst Steinbeck, Sr ., a nd Olive 

Hamilton Steinbeck . Steinbeck, Sr ., came to California 

shortly after the Civil War , as did John Whiteside in Th e 

Pastures of Hea ven , Joseph in To~ God Unknown, a nd Adam 

Trask in East of Eden . Like Elizabeth in To~ God Unknown, 

Molly Morgan in The Pastures of Heave n, and Olive Hamilton 

in East of Ede n, Steinbeck ' s moth er taught in the public 

schools of the Salinas Valley area for many years . 

Like the boy in The Red Pony, Steinbeck love d th e 

Gabilan Mountains to the ea st and feared the Santa Lucia 

range toward the ocean, as proved by his op e ning p age of 



4 

Steinbeck grew up a sensitive boy , and bis 

sensitivity to chi l dhood is reveal e d in some remarks be made 

in 1936 while contemplating The Red Pol}Y : 

I want to re - create a child ' s world , not of fairies and 
giants but of colors more clear than they are to adults, of 
tastes more sharp and of queer heart breaking feelings that 
overwhelm children in a moment (Jody's feelings at the end 
of 'The Great Mountains,' for example). I want to put down 
the way ' afte rnoon felt ' - - and the feeling about a bird that 
sang in a tree in the evening.5 

Because of his mother ' s former position as a school 

teacher, there were many books around the house to interest 

a young boy . Once Steinbeck wrote that he reme mbered, 

certain books that were realer than experience -- Crime 
and Punishment was lik e that and Madame Bovary and parts of 
Paradise Lost and things of Ge orge Eliot and The Return of 
the Native . I read all of these when I was very young and 
I remember them not at a ll as books but as things that hap 
pe n ed to me . 6 

In addition to Steinbeck ' s reading, several authors 

influenced bis later work . Beginning with To~ God Unknown 

in 1933 , his novels show that the greatest influence on his 

prose was that of Hemingway, who Steinbeck felt was in many 

ways the finest writer of the time . Other authors who in -

fluenced Steinbeck at various times were D. H . Lawrence, 

4
Pe ter Li sea, " John Steinbeck: A Literary Biography," 

in Steinbeck and His Critics : A Record of Twenty-five Years, 
ed . by Ern est Warnock Tedlock and C . V . Wicker Albuquerque, 
New Mexico : University of New Mexico Press, 1957), p . xvi. 

5 cited by Lisca, " John Steinbeck : A Literary Biography, " 
p . L~ • 

6
cited by Lisca, " John Steinbeck: A Literary Biography, " 

p. 5 . 
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Willa Cather , Sherwood Anders on, and Thackeray. Steinbeck, 

however , was not an avid reader of fiction, and his steadiest 

interest was in the "Great Books," the Bible and Apocrypha , 

the literatures of ancient India, Goethe , Dante, the church 

fathers , and the Greeks-- e specially the historians Herodotus, 

Xenephon , and Thucydides. 

During his high school years, Steinbeck continued to 

read, but he also became more familiar with the California 

countryside and its people by spending many holidays as a 

hired hand on nearby ranches. After graduation from high 

school, h e entered into a rather sporadic career at Stanford. 

Although e nrolled at Stanford over a five-year period , he 

d id not take a degree. During his career at Stanford , he 

contributed a few literary pieces to The Stanford Spectator. 

His stories were an odd mi xture of the realistic a nd the 

fantastic . His po etry revealed a comic satire that is carried 

into his mature work -- Cannery Row, Th e Grapes of Wrath, and 

Sweet Thursda y, but his humor is strategic in these novels 

a nd lacks the immaturity of his previous undergra duate satire . 

His mature humor is developed in terms of earthy realism 

or symbolic reference . By the tim e Steinbeck l ef t Stanford, 

he h ad already decide d on a career as a writ er . 

During the periods that St ei nbeck was not attending 

Stanford, he worked on ranches and on a road gang . These 

experiences gave him a n intimate knowl e dge of the working 

ma n, his attitudes, habits , and l a nguage. Later this 

knowledge would prove to be extreme ly valuable in his mature 
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work. 7 

After leaving Stanford in 1926, he went to New York to 

become a writer, but his stay in New York was plagued with 

failure, a nd he was forced to retreat to California. After 

returning to his home, h e took a job as caretaker of an 

estate on Lake Tahoe, but was later discharged for letting 

a huge tree crash through the roof of the estate. After 

being discharged, be worked in a fish hatchery in the High 

Sierras. During the next two winters be completed his first 

novel,~ of Gold. Despite the failure of the novel, he was 

still determined to be a writer, and in 1930 be revised 

To~ God Unknown and began work on The Pastures of Heaven 

e arly in 1931 . Besides the two novels, be was also writing 

short stories . Once again , however, his novels were not 

successful . 

At the same time that Steinbeck was writing his first 

novels and short stories , he was also working at odd jobs to 

support himself and his wife. Eventually the North American 

Review did print the first two parts of The Red Pony and 

later printed three other short stories , but not until his 

success with Tortilla Flat and Of Mice and Men was Steinbeck 

able to devote himself entirely to his writing. 

Probably the most important thing that happened to 

Steinbeck in the early 1930's was bis meeting Ed Ricketts 

7L. ]_sea, " John Steinbeck: A Literary Biography," pp. 
5-6 . 
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in Pacific Grove . Ricketts ran a small com me rcial labora-

tory sp e cializing in marine invertebrates. Ricketts ' 

influenc e can be seen in tbe characters tbat Steinbeck 

pattern e d a fter bim--Dr. Phi ll ips of " The Snake, " Doc Burton 

of I n Dubious Battle, Doc of Cannery Row, and Doc of Swe e t 

Thursday . Eve n more evid e nt is Ricketts' influence on 

Steinbeck ' s biological view of life that underlies all of 

St e inbeck ' s mature works . Steinbeck was always interested 

in scienc e , but through bis fri e ndship witb Ricketts , bis 

interest was guided a nd developed into a concrete e xpression 

in tb e Sea of Cortez, a journal of their sci e ntific expe -

dition to tbe Gulf of Ca lifornia . I n bis me mori a l sketch, 

" About Ed Rick e tts , " St e inbeck paid homage to his friend and 

tbe fifteen years of comrade shi p wbicb was e nded by Ricketts ' 

acci d e nt a l deatb in 1948 . 

Another great influ e nce on Steinbeck ' s c aree r was 

Pasca l Covici , bis publish e r . After Tortill a Flat had b ee n 

turned down by e l e v e n publishers , Be n Abramson , wbo had 

a bookshop in Chicago , persuaded Covici to r ea d Tb e Pastures 

of Heave n a nd To a God Unknown by a n e w and promising young 

writ er . Wb e n Covici returned to Ne w York , be t e l e phoned 

McInto s h a nd Otis, wbo p asse d on to him tbe manuscript for 

Tortill a Fl a t. In 1935 , a y ea r a nd a balf after tb e nove l 

was complete d , Covici - Fri e d e publish e d tb e book . Ironi cally 

Tortill a Fl a t turn e d out to be tb e first of Steinbeck ' s books 



8 
to make money . 

8 

Apparently Steinbeck and Covici were more than simply 

writ e r and publisher; they were friends. During Steinbeck's 

periods of unproductivity and depression, Covici bolstered 

his confidence . Also Covici encouraged him and reminded him 

to a lways follow his own artistic impulses. 9 When Steinbeck 

l earn e d of Covi ci's death in 1964, he paid tribute to his 

pub lisher by stating: 

Pat Covici was much more than my friend. He was my editor. 
Only a writer can unders tand how a great editor is father, 
moth er , t eac h er , personal devil and personal god. For thirty 
years Pat was my collaborator and my conscience . He d e mand e d 
of me more than I had, and thereby caused me to be more 
than I sh ould have be e n without him. 10 

Following Tort illa Flat in 1936, St e inbec k wrot e In 

Dub io u s Batt l e . It was the first strike nove l writt e n in 

America a nd was a critical success . 

Of Mice a nd Men, a p l a y nove l ette . 

In 1937 h e published 

Of the nove lett e h e 

wrote tbat it was " a study of th e drea ms and pleasures of 

1 1 
everyon e ." Th e no ve l et t e was a n immediate success, a nd the 

spot li ght of n atio n al publicity shone on Steinbeck. Al though 

the p ublic attention foc us e d on the young a uthor following 

his s u ccess made him un comfortabl e , it a l s o f aci lita te d 

hi s age nt s ' placin g some of his s hort stories. Following 

8
Lisca , " John Steinbeck : A Literary Biography," pp . 7-9 . 

9Charles A . Ma dison, " Covic i : Steinbeck ' s Editor, 
Co ll a borator , a nd Conscience, " Saturday Review, XLIX (Jun e 25, 
196 6 ), 15-1 6 . 

10
cited by Ma dison, p. 16. 

11 c it ed by Lisca, "John St e inbeck: 
p . 1 1 • 

A Lit erary Biography," 
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a trip to Europe made possible by bis financial success, he 

finished the fina l play versio n of Of Mice and Men . The 

play which opened on November 23, 1937 , in New York , won 

great critica l and popular acclaim and brought Steinbeck 

the Drama Critics' 12 
Circle Award . 

Without waiting for the laurels from the literary 

world for his success with Of Mice and Men , Steinbeck drove 

to Oklahoma and joined a band of migrant workers , worked 

with them when they reached Califo rnia, and lived with them 

in their Hootervilles . Already he was writing The Grapes 

of Wrath . Also during this time Steinbeck planned to accept 

a Hollywood contract for one thousand dollars a week for 

six weeks' work on Of Mice and Men so that be could give two 

dollars apiece to three thousand migrants . Pascal Covici 

flew to the coast and m3naged to talk him out of this project . 

Later when Life offered to send him into the field with a 

photographer to write about the migrants Steinbeck told 

his age nts that he could accept no money other than expenses- 

"I'm sorry but I simply can't make money on these people 

the suffering is too great for me to cash in on it . 11 13 

The reception of The Grapes of Wrath was a phenomenon 

on a national scale . The book was publicly banned and burned 

by citizens; it was debated all over the country : but more 

12L. isca , " John Steinbeck: A Literary Biography, " 
pp . 11-12. 

13cited by Lisca, "John Steinbeck : 
p. 1 3 . 

A Literary Biography, " 
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importantly, it was read. The novel brought Steinbeck the 

Pulitzer Prize, and be was elected to the National Institut e 

of Arts and Letters. In spite of his critical success, the 

personal attacks on him continued. He was accused of being 

Jewish, and to this accusation be replied: 

I'm sorry for a time when one must know a man's race before 
bis work can b e approved or disapprove d. I cannot see bow 
The Grap e s of Wrath can be Jewish propagand?, but then I have 
b eard it called communist propaganda also. 14 

On e bit of attention, however, that be did welcome was from 

t h e migrant workers th a t b e had travel e d with. They sent 

him a patchwork dog sewn from scraps of shirt tails and dres s e s 

a nd wearing around its n eck a tag with the inscription, 

"Mi grant John. 1115 

With the s uc cess of Th e Grapes of Wra th, Steinbeck 

becarne a n establi she d author, and his literary reputation bas 

n ever b ee n a ny high er th a n it was b etwee n 1936-1941. 
16 

Rat h e r than dwelli n g in the light of bis fame, though, Stein

b eck d ecide d to go on a scientific exp e dition to the Gulf 

of Californi a with hi s friend Ed Ricketts . Th e result of 

th e ir expedition was the Sea of Cortez . Wh eth er the book is 

important as philosophy or as science, it is a n important 

document for understandin g Steinbeck a nd bis writin gs . Th e 

book is mu ch more than a travel journal ; it is a record of 

14
cit ed by Lisca, "John Steinbeck: 

p . 1 J . 
A Literary Bio graphy ," 

1
5Li sea, " John Steinbeck: A Literary Bi ograpby, 11 p. 1 J . 

16L. isca, Th e Wid e World of John Steinbe ck, p. 4. 
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Steinbeck ' s beliefs and attitudes and stands to his work as 

Dea th in the Afternoon stands to that of Hemingway. l7 

During the World War II years, Steinbeck's work was 

primarily journalistic, but he did produce his second play 

nove l ette , The Moon Is Down. Th ree years earlier Steinbeck 

had been called a communist, but with the publication of his 

n ew play novelette, he was labeled a fascist, and for the 

same reason--his insistence on viewing conflict in human 

rather than political terms. Despite the controversy at 

hom e , the novel was published by the French underground press 

a nd b eca me very popular a mong resistance movements throughout 

Nazi-occupied Europe . In fact, the King of Norway thought 

e n ough of the book to decorate Steinbeck. 
18 

In 1944 Cannery Row was published, and although a num

ber of critics saw a great similarity, Cannery Row was not 

a mere repetition of Tortilla Flat. Steinbeck 's experiences 

as a war correspondent account for th e differences in tone 

in the two books. While Steinbeck revealed an amused and 

detach e d acceptanc e of the pais a nos in Tortilla Flat, in 

Ca nnery Row he champions Mac and the boys as " the Virtues , 

the Graces , the Beauti es " of a mangled world ruled by "tigers 

with ulcers, r utt e d by strictured bulls and scavenged by 

blind j ac kals 

17L. isca, 

18L. isca, 

111 9 The book was instantly popular, 

"John Steinbeck : 

"John Steinbeck : 

A Literary Biography," pp. 14- 1 5 . 

A Literary Biography," p. 16. 

l 9Cited by Lisca, "John Steinbeck : 
p. 1 7. 

A Literary Biography," 
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and Steinbeck remarked : 

it overseas to soldiers. 

20 relief from war ." 

II • people are rushing to send 

Apparently they think of it as a 

In 1945 Steinbeck wrote "The Pearl of La Paz," which 

he later published in book form under the title of The Pearl. 

He used an incident that happened at La Paz--the discovery 

of a pearl, the persecution of the one who discovered the 

pearl, and the renunciation of the pearl. However, he added 

to the story human context, thereby making the story a parable 

of ma n's soul . Five years after its publication Steinbeck 

said : "I tried to write it as folklore, to give it that 

set-aside, raised-up feeling that all folk stories h ave . 1121 

Wh ereas Cannery Row seemed to suggest a retreat from 

th e world as man's only hope and The Pearl reflected a tragic 

resignation, his next novel, The Wayward Bus, holds out a 

li ttle hop e . In this novel Steinbeck seems to be saying 

th a t in s pit e of the corrupt , vulgar , and cynical people 

in th e book, there are still those like Juan Chico who are 

realistic a nd obj ect ive a nd who always return to dig the 

flounderin g world out of the mud. 

Although his n ext nove l, Burning Bright, did not appear 

until four y ears after th e affirmation of The Wayward Bus, 

those i nt ervening y ears we re busy ones. In the summer of 

1947, Steinbeck left for Russia with photogra pher, Robert 

20cite d by Lisc a , "John Steinbeck: 
p. 17. 

2 1cit e d by Lisca, "John Steinbeck: 
p. 1 7. 

A Literary Biography," 

A Literary Biography," 



1 J 

Capa. When be returned, be published A Russian Journal, 

which was an interesting piece of journalism well received 

by reviewers even though its subject was controversial. As 

might be expected , Steinbeck found the common people of 

Russia as human as people anywhere else; however, be was 

depressed by the regimentation, bureaucracy, and lack of 

individual freedom. His experiences in Russia seemed to 

confirm bis suspicions about a highly cooperative society 

which b e bad expressed earlier in the Sea of Cortez. 

During the period between The Wayward Bus and Burning 

Bright, Steinbeck suffered the loss of bis close friend Ed 

Ricketts. About the same time, be was busy doing research 

in the files of Salinas Valley newspapers and wrote a great 

deal of the material that went into East of Eden, at that 

time ca ll ed " Salinas Valley ." 

Beginning with The Wayward Bus, a new emphasis on 

mo rality in Steinbeck ' s work was started and was sustained 

in bis n ext two nove ls, Burning Bright and East of Eden. 

Unlik e bis previous play novelettes, Burning Bright lasted 

only two weeks on Broadway and was a miserable failure. The 

critics h eaped a great deal of abuse upon the play, and 

althou gh Steinbeck was puzzled at first , b e later came to 

se e the book ' s d efici e ncies and did not include it in The 

Short Novels of John Steinbeck (1953). Four years after 

the publication of Burning Bright, be admitted in a privat e 

conversation that the pl a y was a failure in writing, that 

the play was too abstract and preac hed too much, and that 
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the audience was always a step ahead of it. 22 

Although be failed with Burning Bright, bis failure 

did not stop him from plunging immediately into another 

novel. Fourteen years after The Grapes of Wrath be attempted 

another novel on the same grand scale, East of Eden . This 

was bis all-out effort to do something really outstanding 

again . It is bard to determine whether the publication of 

this book was the natural conclusion of a long period of 

incubation, or a response to adverse criticism. Undoubtedly 

Steinbeck was aware of the criticism aimed at him, parti

cularly criticism about the lack of adequate basis for 

moral act ion in bis biologically grounded philosophy. 2 3 

Originally Steinbeck bad planned to set down in story 

form a record of his ancestors from the time they moved 

westward to the Salinas Valley just after the Civil War. Much 

of hi s research for East of Eden consisted of extensive re---- -- ---
search in the files of the Salinas Valley n e wspapers and 

24 
conversations with long-time residents of the area. 

After beginning his work, Steinbeck wrote to Pascal Covici 

that " Salinas Valley " would b e " two books--the story of my 

country a nd the story of me." 25 He began the work in 1947 

22L. 
_ i sea , " John Steinbeck : A Literary Biography," 

pp. 18-19. 

23 Tedlock, p. xxxvii . 

24L. isca, Th e Wide World of John Steinbeck , p. 262. 

25 ci· ted by L. . isca , "John Steinbeck : A Literary Bio-
graphy ," p. 19. 
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and as late as March, 1949, he was still thinking in terms 

of the "Salinas Valley." Two years later, however, the 

book's new theme, the Cain and Abel myth, was acknowledged 

26 and the title changed to East of Eden. During this period 

Steinbeck frequently requested his publisher to supply him 

with materials on the Bible. 2 7 

In the early stages of what was still a family saga, 

Steinbeck introduced a fictional family , the Trasks. The 

importance of the Trask family grew until he became aware 

that he had created a novel far different from that origin

ally planned, a novel that centered on the Trask family 

rather than the Hamiltons . Although the plan for the book 

had completely changed, he decided to leave it as it was with 

th e two families entangled, but he reduced the story of his 

28 own family to its vestigial elements. 

After completing the novel, Steinbeck was convinced 

that this book was his crowning achievement. 

h e said : 

Of the book 

I feel a little numb about this book . I think everything 
e l se I h ave written has be e n, in a sense, practice for this. 
I'm fifty years old . If East of Eden isn ' t good , then I ' ve 
been wasting my time. It h as in it everything I have been 
a bl e to l earn about my craft or professi on in all th ese years. 
Do you know, I want terribly for p e ople to read it and to 
like it. I'll b e misera ble if they don ' t. 2 9 

26 . 
"John Steinbeck : A Literary Biography, " p. 1 9. Lisca , 

27L . isca, The Wide World of John Steinbeck , p. 263. 

28L . isca, Th e Wide World of John Steinbeck, pp. 262-263. 

2
9Cited by Bernard Kalb, " Th e Author, " Saturday Review, 

XXXV ( Septe mber 2 0 , 1 9 5 2 ) , 1 1 . 
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Undoubtedly Steinbeck believed that East of Eden --- -- ---
r e presented his celebration of the soul of man. It is e vi-

d e nt from what he himself said about the book that he 

p as sionately believed his new novel was his most important 

contribution to literature. Many of . his critics agreed 

with him. Harvey Curtis Webster in th e Saturday Review call e d 

Ea st of Ed e n Steinbeck ' s best book since The Grapes of Wrath. 

In his article Webster continued by stating that East of 

Ed e n chronicles better than any other novel the American 

tre k East to West to discover an Eden that always manages 

to e sc a p e us , but an Eden that people never cease to hope for 

and b e li e v e in . Webster even compares Steinbeck to Fielding 

a n d Th a ck e r a y, who wrote gangling novels, but novels full 

of v i ta lity . Also Steinbeck never learned the lesson of 

He n r y J a mes , We bst e r s a id , but "that doesn't seem to matt e r 

as y ou are c arri e d forw a rd by a narrative flow that e ncom

p asses v ul garity , sensibility , hideousness, and beauty .
11 30 

n hi s ar ti c l e "John Steinbeck's Dramatic Tal e of 

Th ree Ge n era tions ," Jos e ph Wood Krutch calls East of Ed e n 

Steinb eck' s most a mbitious nove l since The Grape s of Wrath . 

Acc ord i n g t o Krut c h , 

H re is on e of tho se o c c a sions when a writer has aimed high 
a nd th e n s ummon e d e v e ry ounce of energy , talent , seriousn e ss 
a nd p ass ion of whi c h h e wa s capable . The most unfriendly 
c r it i c could h a rdly f a il to gra nt that East of Eden is th e b e st 

JO " Ou t of th e Ne w Born Sun ," Sa turday Revi e w, XXXV 

( Se pt e mb er J O, 19 52 ), 11. 
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as well as the most ambitious book Mr . Steinbeck could write 
at this moment.31 

An opposing view, however, was asserted by Arthur 

Mizener in his artic l e " In the Land of Nod." Far from see-

ing hope in Steinbeck's concern with a moral theme , Mizener 

advised that Steinbeck return to stories like The Long Valley 

and The Red Pony. According to Mizener , 

There is evidence eve n in East of Eden of what is quite clear 
from Steinbeck ' s earlier work, tha~ long as he sticks to 
animals and children and to situations he can see to some 
purpose from the point of view of his almo st biological feel
ing for the continuity of life, he can release the consider
able talent and sensit i vity which are naturally his. As 
soon as he tries to see adult experience in the usual way 
and to find the familiar kind of moral in it , the insight 
and talent cease to work, and he writes like the author of 
any third - rate b est seller . 3 2 

In rep ly to Mizener ' s statement, Peter Lisca states : 

Mr . Mize n er ' s suggestion that Steinbeck return to 
Valley a nd The Red Pony may be extreme , but it is 
that th e n e w direction of Burning Bright and East 
had disastrou s consequences for his art . 33 

The Long 
certain 
of Eden 

In reviewing Steinbeck ' s literary career until 1952 , 

it seems evid e nt that in ma ny ways Eas t of Eden was the cul-

min atio n of all that he had done. Although most of his 

nove ls have b ee n a n alyzed from social and political points 

of view, th e y have nearly a lways be e n ignore d from mora l and 

J 1In Steinbeck a nd His Critics :! Record of Twenty
five Years , e d . by Er~t Warnock T e dlock and C . V . Wicker 
( Albuquerque , Ne w Mexico : University of New Mexico Press , 
19 57 ), p . J02 . 

3 2 " I n the Land of Nod," The New Re publi c, CXXVII 
(Octob e r 6, 1952 ), 2J . 

JJTh e Wi de World of John Steinbeck , P· 275 . 
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ethical standpoints. The seemingly sudden interest in the 

moral theme of East of Eden was really nothing new in 

Steinbeck's works. Throughout his career be was interested 

in humanity and in an ethical morality, a morality that be 

lat er explicitly states bears the responsibility of uplift-

ing mankind. A further review of Steinbeck's life also 

reveals a great sensitivity that has generally been ignored 

by th e critics. 

Probably the most appropriate comparison to East of --- --
Ede n is The Grapes of Wrath because the novels, although 

different in subject matter, are alike in their grand plan. 

Both are concerned with the desperate plight of humanity. 

The Gra p es of Wrath d ea ls with the migrants' journey to 

Californi a while East of Eden concentrates on man's power 

to choose between good and evil. From a moral standpoint 

Steinbeck is right in asserting that everything else he bad 

don e was preparation for East of Eden; however , artistically 

Th e Gra p es of Wrath is a b ette r novel. In East of Eden 

Steinb eck becomes so involved in asserting bis moral position 

that he loses his objectivity and the detached point of view 

that h e maintains so we ll in The Grapes of Wrath. 

After t h e publication of East of Eden, Steinbeck 

journeye d to Euro p e . In September, he returned to New York 

a nd began work on Sweet Thursday. When the book appeared in 

1954 , the critics were confounded by the sudden change of pace. 

Sweet Thursday , however, had b ee n in Steinbeck's plans while 

h e was working on~ of~· He h a d written Pascal 
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Covici that he wanted to do next a comedy, possibly in play 

form. In 1955 Sweet Thursday opened as a musical comedy, 

adapted by Rodgers and Hammerstein, and was an immediate 

popular success. 

Coming after the moral affirmations of Burning Bright 

and East of Eden , Sweet Thursday greatly disappointed critics 

and revi e wers. Several even foresaw Steinbeck's demise as 

a writer who should be taken seriously. Actually changing 

pac e was characteristic of him as a writer. In Dubious 

Battle c a me after Tortilla Flat, The Moon Is Down after 

Th e Grap e s of Wrath, The Wayward Bus after The Pearl, and 

a nd Burning Bright after The Wayward Bus. As Steinbeck 

s ummed it up, 

My exp e rience in writing has followed an almost invariable 
p a tt e rn. S inc e by th e process of writing a book I have out
g rown that book, and since I like to write, I have not 
wri t te n t wo books alik~. • If a writer likes to writ e , 
h e will find satisfaction in endless experimentation with 
hi s me dium • t e chniques, arrangement of sc e nes, rhythms 
of words , rhythms of thought.34 

Durin g th e rem a inder of the 1950's Steinbeck wrote for 

a numb e r of different magazines. In 1955 he wrote editorials 

for Sa turday Re view, but most of his work consisted of highly 

g e n e rali z ed st a t e ments which were not of the same quality 

as hi s ear l e r work. Two e xceptions , however, are the short 

st o r y " How Mr . Hogan Robbed a Bank" in Atlantic Monthly 

(Ma rch, 1956 ) a nd his nove l The Short Reign of Pippin IV (1957), 

J 4 Cit e d by Lisc a , "John Steinbe ck : A Literary Biography," 
pp. 20- 2 1. 
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works that are high in quality.JS 

In the 1960's Steinbeck's work continued to be mostly 

journalistic. He wrote two books, Travels with Cha rl ey 

a nd America and Americans, which are chronicles of American 

life and scenery . Both books are interesting, but n either 

is an exceptional work of art . In 1961 Steinbeck again pub-

lished a book dealing with a moral theme, Th e Winter of Our 

Discont e nt. The following year Steinbeck received the Nobel 

Prize for Literature . 

In 1968 Steinbeck died, and at his funeral He nry Fonda, 

th e a ctor who played the leading role in the film version 

of Th e Gra p e s of Wrath, read some of Steinbeck's favorite 

po e ms and r ea d passages from East of Eden. 36 Especial l y 

a ppropriat e was the reading of the passages from East of 

sinc e Steinbeck h a d so much faith in the novel. 

Admitt e dly East of Eden fails structurally in many 

r es p e cts , but the purpose of this study is not to analyze 

th e s tructure of the novel. Instead, I will attempt to ana-

lyz e th e th e me of th e novel, which Steinbeck illustrates 

th r ou g h bi s us e of the Cain and Abel myth and the myth of 

th e f a ll of ma n. Little criticism of Steinbeck's theme 

J5 Warre n Fre nch, John Steinbeck (New York: 
Publish e r s , Inc. , 1961)~ JO. 

Twayne 

J 6 Budd Scbulberg , "John Steinbeck: a Lion in Winter," 

T e mpo, Ma rch 9, 1969 , P• 11. 



exis ts, a nd in s pite of the novel's oth er f ai lures, the 

Cain a nd Ab el myth and the myth of the f a ll of ma n merit 

close obs e rvation. 
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CHAPTER II 

OUT OF THE GARDEN OF EDEN AND INTO THE LAND OF NOD 

In East of Eden John Steinbeck creates a novel whose 

c e ntral theme is the struggle between good and evil. Around 

this th e me be weaves two myths which explore the problem of 

g ood a nd e vil--tbe Cain and Abel myth and the expulsion from 

th e Gard e n of Eden . Since 1929, myth bas profoundly affected 

th e form and content of all of bis novels because myth brings 

sta tur e , orde r, and meaning to a modern writer in bis attempt 

to find orde r in the chaotic world of bis time. 1 

In a ddition to Steinbeck ' s interest in mythology, bis 

mai n int e r e st turned in the forties from biology and socio-

lo g y to individual ethics. Perhaps this change was th e 

result of his b e ing one of the writers who became aware of 

th e probl e m of e vil after World War II. In an attempt to 

r ec on ci l e this probl e m of evil he deliberately attempted to 

writ e mor a li s tic nove ls. In East of Eden be makes the tran-

sit ion from biolo g ical to moralistic novels, and creates a 

nove l examinin g ex t e nsive ly ma n's capacity for good and evil. 2 

1
Jo se pb Font e nros e , John Steinbeck: An Introduction 

~ Int e rpre t a tion (New York: Barnes & Noble, Inc., 1963 ), 
p. 6 . 

2 
Font e nros e , p. 118. 
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In order to achieve bis theme of good and evil St e inb e ck 

bas relied heavily both on tbe early Christian concepts of 

tb e myths a nd on oriental philosophy. Steinbeck's intere st 

in early Christian literature and oriental philosophy goes 

a s far back as To~ God Unknown; the theme refers to tbe 

Acts of the Apostl e s a nd the Vedic Hymns, and one character, 

the priest, reads La Vida del· San Bartolomeo. In the Sea of 

Cortez St e inbeck demonstrates knowledge of the works of 

s e v e ral Spanish Jesuits wbo wrote about Baja California. In 

Tb e Wayward Bus Steinbeck shows bis familiarity with St. Jobn 

of tb e Cross, and in bis letters and bis fiction b e occasion

a lly r e f ers t o tbe Bbagavad-Gita, Buddbaism, and oriental 

conc e p ts of b e ing. In Cannery Row Doc quotes from "Black 

Marigold s ," a nd be r ea ds Li Po. 3 

Des p i t e Steinbeck's distrust of critics and th e intel

l ect u a li s m tb e critics r e present, despite bis protests tha t 

b is work s we r e design e d with mod e st intentions, a nd despit e 

hi s c l a im e d ignora nc e of ideas, he was a compl e x, we ll-rea d 

ma n. Hi s st o r i e s a r e not me rely f a bl e s told by a n a ive story-

te ller . Hi s int e ll e ctu a lism can be best illustrate d by an 

examinati on of tb e journa l that h e k e pt whil e writing East 

o f Ed e n. As t h e d e dic a tion of th e nove l to P a sc a l Covici 

i n dicates , Ste inb e ck exp e ri e nc e d an int e ns e struggl e with 

t h e p r obl e m of g ood a nd e vil in huma n e x perienc e a s we ll 

J L . i sca , Th e Wid e World of John Steinbeck, p. 22J. 



24 

as bis experience in the delight in design and creation. 

He placed the record of that struggle in a box be bad made, 

and on the cover of the box be carved the timshol symbol 

that stands at the center of ethical choice in the novel. 4 

Originally East of Eden was written for Steinbeck's 

sons. In a letter to Pascal Covici Steinbeck said that the 

novel would be written simply because bis boys had no back-

ground in literature. He went on to say: 

And so I will tell them one of the greatest, perhaps the 
greatest story of all-the story of good and evil, of strength 
a nd weakness, of love and hate, of beauty and ugliness. I 
shall try to demonstrate to them how these doubles are in
separable--bow neither can exist without the other and bow 
out of th e ir groupings creativeness is born.5 

In 1947 Steinbeck began the book, and his plans were 

to write a novel entitled Salinas Valley, a story of bis 

country a nd of him. As late as 1949 be was still thinking 

in t e rms of Salinas Valley; however, two years later be 

acknowledged the book's new theme, the Cain and Abel myth, 

and th e titl e changed to East of Eden. While working on the 

book, Steinbeck was moving around a great deal. He moved 

to a n e w home in New York a nd moved to Nantucket Island 

for the summer . Pascal Covici was kept busy sending Stein

b ec k mat eria l s , especia lly translations of the Bibl e and 

commentaries. The n ew theme resulted in several total re

visions of the ma nuscript, including a reduction of th e 

Li 
T e dlock, pp. xii -xiii. 

5Journal of~ Nove l: The East of Eden Lett ers (New 
York : Viking Pre s s , 1 9 6 9 ) , P. 4-. --
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story of his family and the striking out of the special 

passages addressed to his sons. 6 
In commenting on his 

struggle to write the novel, Steinbeck wrote: 

This book will be the most difficult I have ever attempted. 
Whether I am good enough or gifted enough remains to be seen. 
I do have a good background. I havi love and I have had 
pain. I still have anger but I can find no bitterness in 
myself. There may be some bitterness but if there is I don't 
know where it can be. I do not seem to have the kind of 
s e lfn e ss any more that nourishes it.7 

In many respects East of Eden is different from his 

ea rlier novels. It is less intent on singleness of theme 

and e ffect, and it is devoid of the regional emphasis of 

Tortilla Flat and Cannery Row. It also lacks the sociologi-

cal e mph a sis of In Dubious Battle and The Grapes of Wrath. 

In a ddition it is devoid of the political emphasis that is 

found in Th e Moon is Down. Instead, East of Eden is closer -- --- - ---
to Of Mic e a nd Men in the interest in the violence of irra-

tion a lity, but the treatments and the effects of the two 

nove ls a r e diff e rent.
8 

Unlik e ea rlier novels East of Eden is a saga of Ameri-

c a n life clos e to the genre of the historical novel. 9 For 

seve r a l y ea rs now some American writers have been interested 

6 
T e dlock, pp. 9-10. 

7 
Journ a l of a Novel, p. 5. 

8Ma rk Schare r , " A Dark and Violent Steinbeck Novel," 
Th e Ne w York Tim e s Book Review, September 21, 1952, P• 1. 

9Willi a m Phillips, "Male-ism and Moralism : 
a nd S t e inb e ck ," Am e rican Mercury, LXXV (October, 

Hemingway 
1952), 97. 
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in reinventing a past for our young nation. Steinbeck's 

plunge into the American past and its heroes is a techniqu e 

e mploye d by many European writers like Balzac and Zola, but 

it is a project seldom undertaken by serious American writers. 

Steinbeck ' s book represents this concern with history, but 

at the same time, it is also a continuation of bis other 

10 works . In East of Eden there is a combination of history, 

myth, a ll egory, moralism, and Steinbeck's concern for human

ity. 

Although the Cain and Abel story is the novel's primary 

theme, much of the book includes an accurate, factual account 

of Steinbeck ' s own maternal family, the Hamiltons, and the 

author himself appears occasionally in the novel as the 

n arrator "I," as "me, " and as "John." In the early stages 

of the nove l, however, Steinbeck introduced a fictional fam

ily, the Trasks, and soon found that the Trask family domin-

at e d the novel. As the importance of the Trask family grew, 

Steinbeck realized th a t be bad created a far different novel 

from what h e b a d originally planned, a novel centering on 

the Trask family rather than the Hamiltons; however, he 

decided to l eave the book as it was, with the two families 

1 1 e nt a n gled . 

10
c1a ud e - Edmond e Magny , "John Steinbeck's East of Eden, " 

trans. by Louise Varese, Perspectives U.S .A., V (Fall-,-
1953 ), 14-7. 

26J . 

11
Li sca , The Wide World of John Steinbeck, pp. 262-
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Although Steinbeck was definitely concerned with writ

ing a factual account of his family, the true nature of his 

novel is that it is not a story but a myth and a parable; 

this quality gives the book its incanatory power, as well as 

a special kind of coherence that is ~ot in the least novel-

istic. Steinbeck tried to present lived or experienced 

tim e through the consciousness of individuals who are a lways 

changing themselves. He did not carry through this project, 

but in attempting to do so be achieved another effect that 

is possibly greater and certainly more original--the recon

struction of the myths of the expulsion from the Garden of 

12 
Ede n a nd the Cain and Abel myth retold in modern terms. 

As Steinbeck ' s later works reveal, the two poles of 

his work are biology and myth. Although earlier novels 

emphasize biology , his work represents a gradual change from 

biological e mphasis to mythological emphasis or a move from 

th . . t. d . . t 1 ld 1 J e organic world to the imagina ive an spiri ua wor • 

In a study of the mythological emphasis in Steinbeck's works 

Joseph Fontenrose states : 

The pleasantest part of this study has been to share Steinbeck's 
joy in myth a nd legend. He has relied principally on the 
Arthur cycle a nd Biblical tales, especially the Holy Grail 
and Fisher King , Garden of Eden, Cain and Abel, the Joseph 
story, Exodus, Leviath!n, the Passion and Resurrection, the 
revolt of the a ngels. 1 

1 2 
Magny, pp. 149-150. 

1 JFont e n r ose, p. 1J9. 

1 4
P. 1 ~-1 • 
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In addition to reconstructing the myth in East of Eden, 

the novel also allegorizes good and evil. 

Warren French, 

According to 

Allegory is, of course, the ancient art of discussing one 
thing, especially an unfamiliar or abstract concept, by 
talking about something familiar tba~ stands for the unfami
liar. 15 

The twentieth century distrusts allegory, and a great deal 

of contemporary literature attempts to be simply unfocused 

r e porting. The difference between the reporter and the alle-

gorist is that the reporter tries only to collect facts, 

wh e r ea s the allegorist looks for a pattern in the event 

a round which a n account may be constructed. 

St e inb e ck is a contrast to most allegorists who work 

with a n a cc e pted theology, for Steinbeck is preoccupied with 

non-t e l e ological thinking. Primarily non-teleological think

ing conc e rns itself with what is, not with what should have 

b ee n or could have been. Non-teleological thinking attempts 

to a n s we r th e question what or bow rather than why. Even 

a non- te l e ologic a l thinker, however, must choose a theology 

to g ive bis work direction even if bis choice is just con-

s ist e nt opposition to any other theology. Steinbeck's tbeo-

logy i s quit e similar to that of the nineteenth-century 

Am e ric a n tra nsc e ndent a lists, and bis insistence on the 

p r im a cy of human dignity is the force that kept him from 

16 
committing hims e lf to a cause. For Steinbeck there is no 

1 5P. 2 • 

1 6 Fre nch, pp. J-4. 
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one religion which will satisfy all religious instincts. 

He realizes that the desire to worship is a natural trait in 

man, and be wants to keep the ways to faith open a nd flexible. 

He distrusts people who think they have a monopoly on truth, 

and be distrusts people who are so intensely religious that 

th e y hurt their fellow man. Instead, be prefers religious 

b e liefs that are adaptable to circumstances; therefore, 

St e inbeck believes that one never needs to be cruel in order 

to b e right . Steinbeck reveals bis attitude in Tortilla 

Fl a t when be writes of one of the characters: "I t must be 

admitt e d with sadness that Pilon bad neither the stupidity, 

th e self-righteousness nor the greediness for reward ever 

to b e com e a saint. 111 7 

Although mora lity is dominant in East of Eden, Stein

b e ck ' s biologic a l knowledge still occasionally appears and 

i s s till a n import a nt source of simile and metaphor. Cathy 

Ames i s d e scribe d as a psychic monster produced by a twisted 

ge n e or ma lforme d e gg . The group organism evident in 

ear li er nove ls is employed in only a few instances. The 

army is d es cribe d as a group that tolerates no individual 

diff e r e nc es ; L e e , as a spokesman for the author , says a 

f a mily i s h a rd to root out once it bas dug into the earth 

a nd scra t c h e d out a home; and towns like Salinas are des

c ri b e d a s h a ving a n occ a sional surge of morality resulting 

in r a ids on g a mbling joints. Any other novelist might 

17 c it e d by Da niel R. Brown, "A Monolith of Logic 
Aga in s t Wa v e s of Nonsens e ," Renascence, XVI (Fall, 1963), 

p. 51 • 
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have made those statements and gone unnoticed; however, tbey 

are noticeable in Steinbeck becaus e be bad established the 

organismic theme in earlier novels. East of Eden does not 

d e al with groups aside from tbe families. Instead , Steinbeck 

r e jects the group because it is hostile to the free and 

exploring mind of tbe individual, and be lauds tbe individual 

intell e ct and spirit of man as tbe only "creative instru -

me nt." 
18 

Be side s Steinbeck's growing interest in myth and moral

ity, Ea st of Eden demonstrates a new emphasis on character 

tb a t St e inbeck bad not used since~ of Gold. 1 9 During the 

first third of the novel there is a tendency for the charac

t e rs to turn suddenly at certain moments into obviously 

symboli c ch a r a cters almost as abstract as tbe dramatis per-

s on ae in a morality play. Tbis awkwardness , however, be-

c om e s l ess noticeable as the t . 20 
story con 1nues. About bis 

c h a r a ct e r s St e inbeck wrote: 

s in ce these people are essentially symbol p e ople, I 
mu s t ma k e tb e m doubly understandable as people apart from 
tb ir s ymbols. A symbol is usually a kind of part of an 
e qu a tion--it is on e part or facet chosen to illuminate as 
we ll as to illustrate the whole. The symbol is never the 
wbol e . It is a kind of psychological sign language. But 
in tbi s book which I wa nt to bave a semblance of real 

' 

1 8 Font e nrose, p. 120. 

19Li s c a , The Wide World of John Steinbeck , p. 27J. 

20 
Krutcb, p. J02. 
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experien ce both visual and emotional and finally intell ec 
tua l, I want t o clothe my symbol people i n the trappings of 
experience so that the symbol is disc ernible but not over
whe lmin g . 2 1 

To communicate the central moral ideas of his novel, 

Steinb eck e mployed the Ca in and Abel _ myth, as the title of 

22 
the book suggests . In r efe r e n ce to the Cain a nd Abel story 

Steinb ec k wrot e : 

What a stran ge story it is and how it haunts on e . I have 
dreaded getting into this section becaus e I kn ew· what the 
complications were like ly to be. And they weren 't l ess but 
more bec a u se as I we nt into the story more deeply I b egan 
to realize that without this story--or rather a se n se of it-
psyc h iatrists would h ave nothing to do. In oth e r words this 
on e story is the b asis of a ll human n eurosis -- a nd if you 
take t h e fall a long with it, you have the total of the psychi c 
troubl es that can happen to a hum a n. 2 3 

Just as common as brotherly love is sibling rivalry. 

The import a n ce of the symbol of conflict b etwee n brothers 

is that it keeps harmony a nd conflict in bal a nc e . However 

bitt er th e conflict, tho u gh , it is impossible to disown on e ' s 

own blood co mpl ete ly; therefore, in a numb er of my t hologi es 

t h e confli ct b etwee n light a nd d ark~ ess , good a nd evi l is 

represented by rivalry b e tween brothers, sometimes unresolve d, 

though occasion a lly resulting in th e redemption of the brother 

24 
who stand s for the side of the shadow. 

2 1 Journal of~ Novel, p. 27. 

22 Font e nros e , p. 120 . 

2
JJo u r n a l of~ Novel , P• 104. 

2 L1. A 1 a n W i 1 s on W a t t s , Th e Two Hands of God : 
of Polarity ( New York: George Brazill e r,~1963), 

the Myths 
p. 115. 
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To understand more fully the Cain and Abel story on e 

must examine the story found in the Jewish Haggadab. Tb e 

Haggadah relates the story of Cain and Abel in greater 

lengfutban the King James version of the Bible. In the 

Haggadah wickedness came into the world with the birth of 

Cain, Adam's oldest son. Cain was a product of Eve impreg-

nated by the devil. After Cain's birth, Adam took his son 

a nd Eve to his home in the east. It was there that the 

Angel Michael taught Cain to cultivate the ground. 

Later a second son was born whom Eve called Abel be-

cause sbe said he was born to die. After Eve bad a dream 

foretelling the killing of Abel by Cain, Adam separated the 

two boys. Cain became a tiller of the soil, and Abel, a 

keeper of s h ee p. 

Ca ints hostility to Abel arose when God accepted Abel's 

offering but rejected Cain's. Abel offered the best of bis 

flock as a sacrifice, but Cain ate his meal first and then 

offered God what was l e ft over, a few grains of flax seed. 

The sacrifice was not received with favor, and God cbastized 

25 him. Altho ugh Cain's face turned black, bis disposition 

did not c h a n ge eve n when God spoke to him thus: 

If thou wilt a me nd thy ways, thy guilt will be forgiven thee; 
if not, thou wilt b e delivered into the power of the evi l 
inclination. It coucheth at the door of thy heart, yet it 
depends upon thee whether thou shalt b e master over it, or 
it shall be master over thee. 2 6 

2 5watts , pp. 1J4-1J6. 

26 Haggadah, cited by Wa tts, PP• 1J5-1J6. 
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Despite God's warning, a disput e later arose betwee n 

Cain and Abel. Cain told Abel that God rules the world with 

arbitrary power, but Abel maintained that God rewards good 

d eeds, without respect to persons. Abel contended that bis 

sacrifice b a d been accepted by God and Ca in's bad not bec ause 

his deeds were good and Cain's were wicked. 

The dispute over the sacrifice was not the only reason 

Ca i n bated his brother . Twin girls were also born to Ad a m 

a nd Eve . Th e girls were destined to marry the bro thers , 

th e r e by insuring the propaga tion of the human race. Cain 

d e sire d Abel ' s twin sister; therefore , be constantly brooded 

ove r wa ys to rid himself of his broth e r. 

Na turally th e opportunity for revenge present e d it self 

b e fore long. On e day one of Abel's sh ee p tramped over a 

fi e ld th a t Cai n h ad planted, and a violent argument deve loped 

b e tw ee n th e broth ers . Having b ee n angered by his brother, 

Ca in thr e w hims e lf on Abel. Abel was stronger, though, a nd 

c ould h a v e slain Cain, but at the last mom e nt Cain begged fo r 

me rcy . Th e g e ntl e Abel b ad scarcely released him when Cain 

tu r n e d a nd killed him. 

Wh e n confront ed by God, Cain pretended to b e re p entant. 

Althou g h bis penite n ce was but dissimulation, not true 

re p e nt a n ce , God grant ed Ca in pardon a nd removed h a lf of b is 

ch as ti se me nt fro m him. Originally God bad condemned Cai n 

to b e a fugitiv e a nd a wanderer on earth . Now God ordere d 

th a t Cai n wa s no longer to roam forever bu t would re main a 

fu g itive . So bat e d was Cai n that a ll the a nimal s a nd th e 
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accursed serpent gathered together to devour Cain and avenge 

the blood of Abel. To protect him from beasts, God in-

scribed one letter of His holy name upon Cain 's forehead. 

God then gaye him the dog to protect him against wild 

beasts, and to mark him as a sinne~ afflicted him with lep-

rosy. There were other consequences of Cain's crime too. 

The earth that bad once born the fruits of paradise now pro-

duced nothing but thorns and thistles. At the moment of 

Abel ' s death, the ground changed and deteriorated. 

Although Cain was the offspring of Satan, a murderer 

and a deceiver, the Lord's treatment of bim--both in the 

scriptural and the Haggadab versions of the story--was at 

onc e just and merciful. Cain bad nerve enough to argue 

with the Lord, and the Lord bad enough humor not to strike 

him d ea d or cast him into bell, for in His mythological 

form, God is still human. Only when the image of God be-

com e s a bstract, theologica~ and ethical does God begin to 

turn into a monster. From the human point of view, the 

·1 27 pu re ly good is as monstrous as the purely ev1 • Accord-

ing to Al a n Watts, "It is in this way that the human stand

point is th e ' image ' of the divine and transcendental 

st a ndpoint, b e yond the opposites." 
28 

It is not until about 170 B. C. in the Book of Enoch 

in Judi a c lit e r a ture that one finds specific reference to 

27 6 Wa tts, pp. 13 -139. 

2 8
P. 139. 
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the everlasting punishment of evil ones. In the canonical 

Hebrew and Christian scriptures some of the sayings of Jesus 

perhaps can be interpreted the same way , though Jesus' ver

sion of the two brothers in the parable of the Prodigal Son 

e nds with reconciliation. In the Apocalypse of St. John, 

written about 100 A. D., Satan is clearly rejected for the 

first time with an enmity wbicb is metaphysical, final, 

29 
implacable, and eternal. 

Obviously Steinbeck bas relied heavily on both tbe 

scriptura l version of the Cain and Abel story and the Hagga-

d a b v e rsion . In addition to seeing the story through pri-

mitive re ligion , however, be also sees the story in terms 

o f mod e rn p s ychology . Cain was unhappy because bis love 

was re j e ct e d; this r e jection caused him to be mean and bis 

meann e s s ma d e bim feel guilty . He became murderous and 

e v e n more guilty. According to Steinbeck Cain ' s story is 

th e sto r y of a ll mankind, and the reason man is the only 

guilty a nima l . JO 

I n Eas t of Eden tbe a ction centers on the lives of --- --

three ge n e r a tions of two families . In each genera tion two 

broth e r s in th e Tra sk f a mily play leading roles, and in each 

case th ere is som e sort of Cain and Abel relationship betwee n 

th m. 3 1 All th e Ca in c h a racters ' names begin with "C," 

29wa tt s , p. 139. 

J OAnthony West , 
XXVI II ( Se pt e mber 20, 

" California Moonshine ," New Yorker, 
1952), 122. 

3 1 Kr u tc h, p. J0 2 . 
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Cyrus, Charles, Cathy, Caleb, and the Abel characters ' 

names begin with "A," Alice, Adam, Aron, Abra . On their 

foreheads Cathy and Charles bear livid scars representing 

the mark of Cain. The rejection of Cain's offering is pre-

sented twice: the rejection of the pocket knife and later 

the rejection of $15,000 . The crime of Cain is present e d 

five times in the novel, once with Cathy and her parents, 

twice wit h Charles and Adam, once with Cathy and Adam, and 

agai n with Caleb and Aron.3 2 

Like most of Steinbeck's novels the book hinges on 

the r e lationship b e tween man and man rather than man and 

woma n. In East of Eden the symbolic couple who represent 

mankind are the two brothers who are opposed and united to 

each other like the two faces of Janus. Charles and Adam, 

h a lf brothers, are eve n more opposed and united than the 

"half twins, " Caleb and Aron. They were born to the same 

moth e r, but Cal is undoubtedly the son of Charles, the 

oth e r of Ada m. JJ The binding motif in the novel involves 

th e father, a f avorite son who grows up to be a good son, 

a nd a noth er son who, hungry for his father's love and 

j ealous of his brother, grows up under the curse of those 

who f ee l unlove d . J4 

J2L. . isca, The Wide World of John Steinbeck, p . 268 . 

JJMagny, p. 148. 

J4Ch ar l es Rolo, " Cain and Abel ," Atlantic Monthly, 
CXC (Oc t ober , 1952), 94. 
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In discussing Adam and Charles, the first generation 

of brothers representing the Cain and Abel myth, Leo Gurko 

writes that, 

Adam is sensitive and good, Charles is muscular and bad. 
Naturally Charles tries to murder his brother out of envy 
and hatre d because Adam is bis father's favorite--just as 
Abel ' s offerings were preferred by God to Cain's.JS 

Although Gurko 's analysis is partially correct, he bas 

n egl ected seve ral important points. Steinbeck created two 

c h aracters , Adam and Charles , who both possessed the capa-

city for good and evil. It is true that Charles is by bis 

very n ature the violent brother, but it is also true that 

Ch arles is the son who really loves bis father. When Adam 

wins at peewee , Charles attacks Adam. Also Cyrus tells 

Adam that Charles will not go into the army because, 

Char l es is not afraid so he could never learn anything 
a bout co urage . To put him in the army would be to 
let loo se things which in Charles must be chained down, 
no t l et loose . J6 

From th e very beginning of the story , therefore, Charles 

d e monstrat es his capacity for evil and violence; however, 

as the nove l progresses it is easier to understand Charles ' s 

a ttitude . He is the son who truly loves Cyrus, yet b e feels 

Cyrus ' s rejection constantly. The final humiliating re-

j ec tion occurs when Cyrus appreciates the mongrel pup that 

J5"St e inbeck ' s Later Fiction," Nation, CLXXV (Sept e mb er 20, 

19 52 ), 235 . 

J6John Steinbeck , East of~ (New York: Viking 
Press, 1 968 ), p. 27. Subsequent quotations are from this 
edition a nd h ereafter are cited in the text. 



Adam gives him more than the pearl-handled knife that 

Charles has worked so hard to get. After his rejection 

Charles tries to kill Adam because he is jealous of his 

father's love for Adam and because he feels the rejection 

JS 

of his own love. Later Charles receives a long scar caused 

by a n accident, and the scar is symbolic of the mark of Cain. 

Charles hates the scar and is ashamed of it. He tells Adam, 

"I don't know why it bothers me. I got plenty other scars. 

It just s ee ms like I was marked" (p. 47). The fact that 

Ch a rles r e cognizes his own guilt symbolized by the scar 

prove s that Charles has undergone a moral struggle; there

for e , h e cannot be totally evil but instead a combination 

of both g ood a nd evil impulses. 

In di sc ussing the characters in East of Eden, Claude

Edmond e Magny states: "This mythicization of the characters, 

whi c h magnifi e s them and gives them their meaning, is never 

s implifi e d; th e r e in lies the strength of Steinbeck's story."J? 

Magny g o e s on to say that Steinbeck does not simply give us 

th e g ood on on e side and the bad on the other. Both Adam 

a nd Ar on a r e a t most rel a tive victims. Al though Charles 

t r i es to kill his brother in a fit of rage after Cyrus's 

re j ec tion of his gift and the acceptance of Adam's, Charles 

i s n o t rea lly wick e d. 

love for hi s broth e r. 

Moreover, Charles feels a genuine 

Like good and evil in each of us, 

JS 
b a t e a nd love c a n co exist in the same person. 

J ?P. 151. 

JS Ma g n y , p . 1 5 1 . 
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In contrast to Char l es , Adam shrinks from violence . 

Steinbeck writes of Adam: 

The emotion of nonviolence was building in him until it 
became a prejudice like any other thought--stultifying pre 
judice. To inflict any hurt on anything for any purpose 
became inimical to him , (p. 35). 

Although Adam is gentle, he is not good at the beginning 

of the novel as Leo Gurka suggests. Like the other charac-

ters, Ada m must undergo a great deal of self-examination 

b e fore he achieves good. At the beginning of the novel 

Ada m can b e best described as innocent rather than good . 

It is n ecessary for Adam to experience the expulsion from 

his Garden of Eden before he loses his innocence and becomes 

a rea l human b e ing who can recognize both good and evil. 

Gurko's assert ion that Adam is sensitive is invalid. Adam 

f ee ls no love for his father even though Cyrus desperately 

n eed s Ad a m's love . Nor does Adam love Charles or feel any 

e mpathy or affecti on for him; he simply relies on Charles. 

After Cathy l eaves Adam, he demonstrates his lack of sen-

sitivity by ignoring the twins for over a year . Fina lly 

Adam callous ly rejects Cal 's gift, an ac t that makes Cal 

f ee l th e tot a l force of rejection . 

Following the pattern of the Cain and Abel story, 

Ada m pre f e rs Aron, the twin who raises Belgian hares to 

th e less likable Cal who wa nted to be a farmer, just as Cyrus 

h a d pre f rred Adam to Charles . The irony of each f ather's 

partiality is that n either Adam nor Aron really loves his 

f th h Charles loves Cyrus just as Cal loves Adam, a er ; . oweve r, 
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and eac h tries hard to please bis fatber.3 9 

Parallel to the story of sibling rivalry between 

Charles and Adam is the story of rivalry between Caleb a nd 

Aro n. Like Charles , Cal feels reject e d, and he is a mi x -

ture of goo d a nd evil impulses . 4 0 In a description of Cal's 

charac t e r Steinbeck wrote: 

Cal did not question th e fact that p e ople liked bis brother 
b etter , but be bad developed a means of making it all right 
with him se lf. He pl a nned and waited until one time that ad
miring person exposed himself, and then something happ e n ed 
and the vict im never knew bow or why. Out of reve n ge Cal 
extracted a fluid of power, and out of power, joy. It was 
the stron gest , purest e motion he knew. Far from disliking 
Aron , h e l ove d him b e cause be was usually th e cause for 
Ca l ' s fe e lings of triumph . He had forgotten--if h e h a d 
ever known -- that he punished becaus e he wished h e could b e 
loved as Aro n was loved. It had gone so f ar that h e pre 
f erre d what h e h ad to wh a t Aron had (p. J49) . 

After Ca l l ea rns that his mother is a prostitute, he 

und e r goes a rea l moral struggle in attempting to suppress 

hi s evil inclination to tell his brother about their mother 

eac h time he gets a n g ry. Finally in an attempt to win his 

father ' s love Cal goes into business with Will Ha milton and 

admits to Will that he is trying to buy Adam ' s love . Th e 

partnership proves successful, a nd Cal g ives his father 

$ 1 5 ,000 to mak e up for the unsucc e ssful busines s venture 

of Ada m. Ada m crue lly refuses Cal ' s gift claiming that 

the mon ey is war profit, unfai r ly gained, and he compares 

the gift to Aron' s success in e ntering Stanford on e year 

J9Fonte n rose , pp . 1 2 1-1 22 . 

4o0rville Prescott, "Th e Book of th e Times ," New York 

Times , Sept mb er 1 9 , 1952 , P• 21 . 
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early : 

I would have been so happy if you could have given me--well, 
what your brother bas--pride in the thing he's doing, glad
ness in his progress. Money, even clean money, doesn't stack 
up with that (p. 544). · 

Adam 's speech is comparable to Jehovah's speech in Genesis: 41 

"If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? and if thou 

doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee shall 

be his desire, and thou shalt rule over him"(Genesis 4:7). 

Samuel Hamilton interprets this speech to mean, "I don't 

like this. Try again. Bring me something I like and I'll 

set you up alongside your brother" (p. 269). 

Another interesting aspect of Adam's speech is an 

idea deve loped by Claude-Edmonde Magny, who asserts that 

there is a nother theme in the novel. The theme concerns the 

secret a nd shamefu l hatred with which eve n the most loving 

fathers pursue their children, and always the most beloved 

c hildre n. This idea has been discuss ed at length by Gaston 

Bouthoul, a sociologist, who recently noted the existence 

42 
of a n Abraham complex in some fathers. 

To ga in revenge, Cal takes Aron to see the "circus" 

at Kate ' s whorehouse and reveals to Aron that Kate is his 

moth er , thereby shattering Aron's unreal image of a n ange-

li e moth er who died in his infancy. The n ext morning Aron 

e nlists in th infantry a nd is sent to France, where h e is 

kill e d in acti on. On the day of Aron's e nlistmen t , Adam 

L~ 1 Font e nrose, p. 121. 

4 2 
P. 1 50 . 



asks Cal where his brother is and Cal replies, "Am I s up-

posed t o look after him?" (p. 564). As a sacrific e Cal 

burns the $ 15,000 in atonement for his guilt, thinking 

that perhaps the sacrifice will bri ng Aron back, but, of 

co u rse , it does not. 

42 

Even though Cal takes Aron to see his mother in th e 

broth e l out of reve nge for his father's rejection a nd even 

tho u gh Aron e nlists in the army and is kill e d a nd Adam suffers 

a strok e a t the n e ws of Aron's death, the very anger of Cain, 

or Caleb , i s innocent because he n eve r int e nds the d ea ths.
4 3 

All Caleb wa nt s to do is to strike out at h is brother b e -

cause Aron is Ada m's favorite son. More over , Cal truly wants 

to be good , but he, like Charles, is a combina ti on of both 

good a nd evil. 

Altho u g h Cal is a much more important character than 

44 
his brother , Aron is still important as a catalyst of Ca l. 

Lik e Ad a m, Aron is the brother who shrinks from vio l e n ce , 

a nd like Ada m, Ar on is insensitive to th e world around him. 

Aro n lives in a world of illusion, a nd he wants to esca p e 

u gli n ss . Wh e n ever the world b ec omes ugly, Aron r e treats 

a nd refuses to a ccept th e world. Abra says of Aron: "He 

couldn' t stand to know abo u t his moth er bec a us e that's not 

how h e wa nt e d the st o ry to go--and h e wouldn't h ave a ny 

o th er s t o ry " ( p • 5 7 8 ) • Because of hi s i n a bility t o a ccept 

L1-J Ma g n y , p • 1 5 1 • 

44 Steinbeck, Jou r n a l of a Novel , P• 1 5 1 • · 
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uglin e ss, Aron is totally insensitive to those a round him. 

Unlike Cal, who loves his father, Aron considers Adam a 

sourc e of humiliation because of the lettuce failure. Wh e n 

Aron pa s s e s his examinations so that h e c a n enter college a 

y ea r e arlier, he callously neglects to tell Adam. It is Ca l 

who t e lls Adam about the examinations, and it is Cal who 

f ee l s a nge r toward his brother because of Aron's thoughtless-

n ess . Eve n Abra finally realizes that Aron is incapable of 

lovi n g a nyone but himself when she tells Lee, "He doesn' t 

think a bout me . He's made someone up, and it's like he 

put my s kin on her. 

up on e " (p. 496). 

I'm not like that--not like the ma de

Be cause Aron refuses to accept anything 

but hi s wo r ld of illusion, he never reaches an und e rstand-

i n g th a t evil is a nece s sary part of the world. 

ca nno t acce p t e vil, n e ither can he achieve good. 

only re ma in i n his st a te of innocenqe. 

Be cause he 

He can 

I n a ddition to th e rivalry of brothers caused by th e 

re j cti on of a g ift, St e inbeck also introduces riva lry in 

b oth ge n era tion s ove r a wom a n, just a s a woma n is the c a us e 

of riva l ry b e t wee n Ca in a nd Abel in the Ha gga d a h. Th e 

rivalry betwee n Ch a rl e s a nd Ada m is more obscure b e c a us e 

Ch ar l es dis likes Ca thy, but he still admits her to his b e d 

a n d l eaves h er h a lf of his fortune when he dies. In th e 

n ext ge n erat ion Abra tra nsfe rs her love from Aron to Ca l 

after Aro n e nl is t s in th e a rmy. 45 

4
5 Fon te n r o se , p. 12 2 . 
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Despite the similarities between the stories of Adam 

and Charles, Caleb and Aron, the stories are presented from 

differe nt points of view. In the first part of the book 

the story is seen through Adam's eyes and emotions. Charl e s 

is a dark principle. With Caleb and Aron, Steinbeck reve r-

ses the process. Caleb is the Cain principl e , but th e bur-

d e n of experience and emotion is seen through Caleb's eyes. 

Steinbeck believed that every man had Cain in him and that 

th ere for e Caleb would b e easily understood.
46 

In order that the meaning and the significance of the 

Cai n a nd Abel story can be understood, the story is discussed 

by the characters of the novel at great length. Lee, the 

Chinese servant , used as a spokesman by Steinbeck, says that 

th e Cai n a nd Abel story is important because it is the story 

of re j e ction from which all evil flows, since rejection pro

vokes a n ger a nd with anger a crime of revenge follows, after 

which comes guilt. Steinbeck sees this proc ess as the story 

of ma nk i nd. 47 I n Ch a pter J4 Steinbeck says his story is 

simil a r to a ll other stories ever told in that, ''We have 

only on e st ory. All novels, all poetry, are built on the 

n eve r-ending contest in ourselves of good and evil " (p. 415). 

Severa l long passage s in the book discuss the Cain a nd 

Ab e l t h e me . Eve n four Chinese elders investigate the story 

a nd s p e nd two y ea rs learning Hebrew so that they can translate 

46 steinbeck , Journal of a Novel, P• 128. 

47 Font e nros e , p. 124. 
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one word, timsbol, not timsbel as Steinbeck spells it by 

accident. Samuel even reads the sixteen verses of Genesis 

aloud, and Lee interprets them just before tbe twins are 

48 
born. Lee also makes Steinbeck's universally religious 

point: Everyman is potentially Cain and Abel combined. It 

is impossible to live without guilt and impossible to live 

without feeling unjustly rejected and inadequately loved. 49 

Lee continues by explaining that the Cain and Abel story is 

the b e st known story in the world because it is the symbolic 

story of man's soul and because it is everyone's story. 

Despite the discussion the three men find the story puzzling, 

and not until ten years later does Lee clear up the diffi-

culties with tbe help of the four Chinese sages. Th ey solve 

the problem of tbe exact meaning of timshol by translating 

the verb form as "thou mayest rule" rather than "thou shalt 

rule, " a nd they assert that "sin" is tbe antecedent of the 

masc ulin e pronouns. Lee concludes in triumph that the study 

was a success. The translation "thou shalt rule" indicates 

predestination; "do thou rule," in the American Standard 

version, orders man to master sin; but "thou mayest rule" 

gives ma n free choice, and be can rule over sin if be wants 

to.SO According to Lee, "thou mayest" may be the most 

Lt-8 Li s ca , The ~ WO r 1 d of John Steinbeck , p • 2 6 9 • 

Lt-9 12 We bster, p. • 

t:'Q 
~ Fontenrose, P• 12J. 



important word in the world, for "that makes a man g reat , 

• fo r in his weakness and his filth and his murder of 

his brother he has still the great choice" (p. JOJ). 
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As Lee ' s discussion indicate s , Steinbeck does not 

sto p with a chronicle of a myth but go e s on to pronounce a 

further thesis. According to Joseph Wood Krutch. 

Stated in the b a r e st and most abstract t erms this thesis is, 
fi rs t, that Good and Evil are absolut e not relative things, 
a nd, second, th a t in making a choic e between them man is a 
fr ee agent, not the victim of his h e redity, his e nviron
me nt, or a nything e lse.51 

In a l e tter to Covici on June 21, 1951, Steinbeck noted the 

differe n ce in translations of the word timshol. The new 

tra n slat ion was "Thou mayest rule over sin." Excitedly 

Steinb ec k proclaime d: 

Thi s is th e most vital difference. The firs t two a re 1, 
a proph e cy a nd 2 , a nd order , but J is th e offering of fr ee 
will . Here is the individual responsibility and the inven
tion of con sc ience.52 

Althou gh most of the ethic a l probl e ms in the nove l 

cent e r o n the Trask f a mily, the Hamiltons also fit into 

Steinb eck's thes is. For example , Samuel is the patriarc h 

o f the Hamilton family a nd in ma ny ways is like J e hova h, for 

it is h e who i n fl u e nc e s s o ma ny peopl e to follow the good. 

It is Sa mu e l' s offspring Tom, though , who b es t fits into 

St inb ec k ' s t h es is of g ood a nd evil a nd of guilt. 

combin a tion of a ll hum a n e mot ions: 

5 2 Jo u r n a l of a Novel, P• 108. 

Tom is a 



He was born in fury and he lived in lightning. • He 
was a giant in joy and enthusiasms •••• He lived in a 
world shining and fresh and as uninspected as Eden on the 
s~xth d ay . • And as he was capable of giant joy, so 
did he harbor huge sorrow, so that when his dog died the 
world ended (p. 4o). 
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Tom represents everyman. 
He is a human being, full of good 

a nd evi l a nd many other contradictions. His capacity for 

love a nd guilt causes him finally to e nd his life because 

h e f ee l s responsible for his sister 's death. 

b ega n Tom ' s story he wrote: 

Wh e n Steinbeck 

I ' m g e tting into Tom Hamilton today, and he is a strange 
man, shy and silent and good--very good and confused. I 
don ' t think he ever knew what was wrong with him. But he 
b ea rs out the thesis of guilt--carries it to its logical 
c onclusion so that he must sacrifice himself. And his 
sac rifice was strange and rather sweet.SJ 

Be sides the Cain and Abel theme, Steinbeck introduces 

th e theme of the fall of man, which includes the establish

me nt of Ed e n, the Cain and Abel story, and the loss of Eden. 

In th e nove l Adam returns to Connecticut after ten years in 

th e a rmy a nd s e veral years of wandering to live with Charles 

on the Trask farm . When Adam discovers Cathy Ames, who has 

b ee n b a dly beaten by the whoremaster Edwards , h e nurses her, 

f a lls in love with her, and marries her, obstinat e ly re-

fu s in g to inquire into her past. Although Adam never wants 

to acce pt the fact , Cathy is an embodiment of pure evil. 

On the ni ght of their wedding Cathy puts sleeping medicin e 

into Ada m' s drink and then enters Charles's bed. Later 

she a ppea rs to h ave been impregnated by both brothers b e-

ca u se s h e b ear s non-ide ntic a l twins. One of the twins, 

53Journ al of a Novel, p. 106. 
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Caleb, resembles Charles and is more like Charles in nature. 

Contrary to the Biblical account, though, Adam not Charles 

leaves the family land and goes west to California with 

Cathy. 54 

After settling in California, Adam explicitly states 

to Samuel his purpose in founding a family seat on a ranch 

in the Salinas Valley: "Look, Samuel, I mean to make a 

garden of my land. Remember my name is Adam. So far I've 

had no Eden, let alone been driven out" (p. 169). Later 

Samuel asks: "Where will the orchard be? • • Eves delight 

in apples" (p. 169). Both Adam and Samuel share the dreams 

of most of the settlers of the Salinas Valley; they want to 

realize a n American earthly paradise. Despite their enthu-

siasm for reaching paradise, Samuel senses a sinister in-

fluence. Later when Samuel drills a well for Adam on the 

same d a y the twins are born,he strikes a meteorite, the 

fallen star of the fallen angel Lucifer, symbolizing the 

lurking evil in the valley where Cathy has come to live.
55 

Besides symbolizing evil, Cathy fits into the picture 

of the exc lusively male couple and the picture of the woman 

as the source of all disasters and disagreements rooted not 

so much in the American past as they are in the oldest myths, 

the Virgin Whore. She is the one for whom men kill, die, 

burn, a nd pillage without her actually having a direct 

part in the crimes. She is "the face that launch'd a 

5 4 Fontenrose, p. 121. 

55Fontenrose, P• 12J. 



thousand ships," the Helen of the Trojan War, the Giftmadch en 

of the Nordic sagas, and the Judith of the Bible. 

In East of Eden the Whore in the myth seems to erase 

th e Virgin, though Kate participates in the nature of the 

chaste Diana through the idyllic love she has inspired in 

Adam, as well as her hatred of men and her horror of mater-

nity. She is, however, truly a whore without the image of 

the warm-hearted prostitute that Dostoevski and the French 

romantics liked so. 

It is through Kate that evil enters the novel. The 

Helen of the Salinas Valley is a witch who is deliberately 

cruel , so cruel in fact that at times he r creator is embar

rassed a nd a pologizes for her behavior. 56 Mark Scharer adds 

that s h e is the most vicious female in literature. Her story 

is like folklore centering on the abstract concept of the 

socia l threat of a witch. 57 

Cathy also seems to be a fusion of Eve, the Eden ser-

p e nt, and Cain's wife. She bears the mark of Cain in the 

form of a scar l eft from the beating Edwards gave her. 

St einb eck illustrat es her serpent nature by describing h er 

as h aving a heart-shaped face, an abnormally small mouth, a 

littl e pointed tongue that flicks around her mouth, small 

sharp teeth with the canine teeth longer and more pointed 

than the others, tiny ears without lobes, pressed close to 

h er h ea d, unblinking eyes , a nd narrow hips. When Samuel 

56 . Magny, p. 
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Hamilton delivers the twins she bites his hand severely 

and so causes him to be sick for days. Steinbeck also re-

presents her as a devil, a Christian symbol: "Th ere was a 

time when a girl like Cathy would have been called possessed 

by the devil " (p. 78). Liquor is the one thing that can 

release the demon in her.5 8 

In a letter to Covici Steinbeck explained Cathy's 

c h aracter the following way: 

Cathy Ames is a monster--don't think they do not exist. 
If one can be born with a twisted and deformed face or 
body, one can surely also come into the world with a mal-
formed soul. Cathy is important for two reasons . 
If s h e were simply a monster that would not bring her in. 
But sinc e she had the most powerful impact on Adam and 
transmitted h er blood to her sons and influenced the gen
era tions--she certainly belongs in this book and with some 
time give n to her. There is one thing I don't think any 
one h as e ver set down although it is true--to a monster, 
eve ryone else is a monster.5~ 

Ste inbec k further reveals Cathy ' s character in the novel 

when h e d esc ribes her as a psychic monster and says, "You 

mu st not forget that a monster is only a variation, and to 

a mo n s t e r th e no rm i s mo n s tr o u s " ( p • 7 2 ) • 

As the symbol of absolute evil, Cathy is viewed as a 

baby-fac e d monster , a sexual degenerate, 
60 

and a murderess. 

In a n interesting article Edmund Fuller compares Cathy in 

Eas t of Ed n to Rhoda in William March ' s novel, The Bad Seed. 

5SFontenros e , p. 12 2 . 

59Journal of~ Novel, PP• 41-42. 

60 Pre scott , p. 2 1. 



Cathy is a psychic monster who occurs at random, whereas 

Rhoda is a monster as a result of heredity. Fuller sees 

both St e inbeck and March as two American writers who are 

trying to find a reason for evil: 

51 

Th e y are in that now disillusioned camp that bad wished to 
s ee man as inherently good, but having been compelled by 
th e ir own honesty and perceptiveness to perceive the reality 
of e vil in their world, tried to improvise an expl6nation 
for it, r a ther than accept the classical doctrine. 1 

As a r e sult Fuller asserts, the two authors have unwittingly 

r e vive d th e Calvinistic doctrine of total depravity.
62 

Con-

c e rning Ea st of Eden Fuller's assertion is unfounded since 

th e ma in point of the novel is that man is not predestined 

nor i s b e inherently evil ; man bas free will to make a choice 

b e t wee n good and evil . It is true that Cathy's total depra-

vity a t first glance would tend to destroy Steinbeck's 

th e s i s ; how e ver , Cathy serves to illustrate the complexities 

o f a ny e thic a l situation. People like Cathy do exist, 

a nd eve n with modern psychology it is often bard to deter-

min e why th e y act as they do. Apparently Steinbeck thinks 

t h a t mo s t me n have a choice ; those that do not have the 

c hoi ce dw e ll in a n unknown region that the norm cannot pene-

tra t e . This idea goes back to Steinbeck's non-teleological 

thinkin g , a me thod that does not try to find an explanation 

fo r e v e rything but acc e pts the fact that some things just are. 

6 1Ma n in Modern Fiction (New York: 
1958), p~5-.-

62 
P . 25 . 

Random House, 
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In attempting to resolve the problem of why Cathy 

acts as she does, Steinbeck finally decided not to go into 

Cathy's mind. In a letter to Covici on March JO, 1951, be 

explained bis decision: 

Once you know that Cathy is a monster then nothing she does 
c a n be unusual in a monster. You can't go into the mind of 
a monster because what happens there is completely foreign 
a nd might be gibberish. It might only confuse because it 
would not be rational in an ordinary sense. Cathy has great 
pow e r ove r people because she bas simplified their weak
n es se9 and bas no feeling about their strengths and good
n e ss.63 

Be c a use of Cathy's evil nature, Adam loses his Eden 

a ft e r sh e shoots him and leaves. 
64 In reference to the 

lo s s of Ed e n, Harvey Curtis Webster writes that Adam "is 

se du ce d by his Eve, and comes out of a moral wilderness 

thi s s e nds him into to achieve belief in himself and in the 

1 d h t 1 t O 1 
. . ,, 6 5 

wor e mus earn ive in. 

Although Cathy does seduce Adam and cause the loss 

o f p ara di se , in a sense Adam is responsible for the fall 

too. Ca thy t e lls Adam that she will leave him after the 

t win s a r e born, but Adam refuses to believe her. Instead, 

h e c ontinu es to live with the unreal image of her that he 

b as cre at e d: 

Burn e d in his mind was an image of beauty and tenderness, a 
s wee t a nd holy girl, precious beyond thinking, clean and 
lov in g a nd th a t ima ge was Cathy to her husband, and nothing 
Ca thy ~id or s a id could warp Adam's Cathy" (p. 1JJ). 

6 J Journ a l of~ Novel, P• 44. 

64 Font e nrose, p. 121. 
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Only after Adam is confronted with reality does be lose bis 

Eden, but tbe loss of Eden represents a growth in Adam's 

character. Now he must become a complete human being, see-

ing beauty and ugliness and accepting both as a total picture 

of life. Although what Cathy does is monstrous, sbe is 

r e sponsible for transforming Adam from an innocent, insensi

tive being into a real, alive human being. 

Aft e r Cathy leaves Adam, sbe goes to Salinas where, 

h a ving changed ber name to Kate, sbe works in a brothel. 

Eve ntu a lly sbe murders Faye, tbe owner of the brothel, and 

b e com e s tbe owner herself. Again Kate represents tbe myth 

of tb e Virgin Whore, but now sbe does not bold power over 

only Ad a m. Instead, sbe bas power over many of the leading 

ma l e ci t ize ns in California because sbe has photographs 

th a t could ruin each one. Kate viciously uses the power 

th a t sb e b a s, and sbe is never bothered by remorse because 

s b e b as no conscience. One of tbe possible explanations 

fo r Ka t e 's action can be found in Steinbeck's assessment of 

b e r: 

He r life is one of revenge on other people because of a 
v agu e f ee ling of ber own lack. A man born blind must in a 
se ns e b a t e e yes as well as envy them. A blind man might 
wi s h to r e move a ll tbe eyes in tbe world.66 

As Ka t e grows old, sbe feels ber power waning. Sbe 

d eve lops crippling arthritis in her hands, arthritis that 

fin a lly a ff e cts b e r entire body. When the disease is at its 

66 Journ a l of a Novel, P• 124. 



worst, Kate resembles a crab or a twisted old witch. Her 

aging and loss of power are especially evident when after 

e l e v e n years Adam visits her and their conversation in-

volves a discussion of her. For the first time Adam sees 

Ka t e as she really is. He asks her if she sees only evil 

in th e world, and she replies that she does. Kate shows 
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Adam th e pictures she has and says, "Do you think I want to 

b e human? Look at those pictures! I ' d rather be a dog than 

a hum a n" (p. J2J). A few years later Adam visits Kate 

a gain s o that he can give her a copy of Charles's will. 

Thi s tim e Adam confronts Kate with the idea that she is 

mi ssing s omething, the lack of which makes her less than 

hum a n. After he leaves, she shakes with rage and sorrow. 

Des pite Kate ' s l ac k of conscience, the missing facet of her 

character i s b eginning to prey on her mind. In her desire 

for pow e r a nd dominance she realizes that there are sides 

to t h e human character that she can never understand because 

she do es not poss e ss them ; hence, if she cannot understand 

al l, s h e will b e unable to dominate all . 

Two final incidents in the story contribute to Kat e 's 

eve n t u a l s uicide . First, Cal tells his mother that he is 

fr ee of h er a ft er she suggests that he has her blood. Aft er 

ob serving his mother for a while, Cal tells her that he 

do es no t think light hurts her eyes . Instead, he thinks 

s h e is afra id. Also when Cal says be loves Adam, Kate 

f ee l s a s p as m of p a in. No one loves Kate, and although 
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Kate also loves no one, she is still aware of a void in 

h er life. 

The second event that contributes to Kate's suicide 

is her increasing paranoia concerning Ethel. Ethel , Samuel, 

Cha rl es , and a ll of her other enemies seem to surround her, 

threatening to find her out. Finally Kate reaches the in-

e vitable conclusion that she must escape . 

something about herself and her destiny: 

She also realizes 

Th e y bad something she lacked, and she didn't know what it 
was. Once she knew this, she was ready; and once ready , 
she kn e w she bad been ready for a long time--perbaps all 
h er life " (p. 553) . 

With Kate ' s death and with Adam's death, the only in

h a bit a nt of the original Garden of Eden left is Caleb. It 

is very interesting that Caleb is a murderer, having been 

indirectly responsible for Aron ' s death, and a man who bas 

a tre me ndous tendency to be evil ; however, be also bas a 

tre m ndous c a pacity for good . Expulsion from the garden 

b as l e ft him with the huge responsibility of choosing b e -

tween good a nd evil . It bas also left mankind with a great 

hop e . Ca l e b is the one who killed bis brother, but it is 

Caleb who will survive and who will procreate the race, a 

rac 

evi 1. 

d es tined to have the power to choose between good and 

Now ma nkind moves out of the Garden of Eden and into 

the l a nd of Nod . 



CHAPTER III 

A CRITICAL EVALUATION OF EAST OF EDEN 

Since the criteria for li tera ry criticism vary widely, 

it is wit h some reluctance that I undertake t o evaluate 

Here , however, the specific evaluation 

exp lo res t o what extent Steinbeck is successful in communi 

c a ting the mora l of his story and to what extent he is sue-

c e ssful in re-creating myth. Before this evaluation begins, 

t hough, it is a ppropriate that Steinbeck ma ke his own posi

tion cl ea r regarding critics: 

On e should be a reviewer or better a cri t ic, these curious 
s u c k e r fish who live with joyous vicariousness on oth er men's 
work a nd discipline with dreary words the thing which feeds 
t h m. I don 't say t h at writers should no t be disciplin e d, 
but I could wis h that the people who appoint t h e ms e l ves t o 
do it we i e not quite so much of a pa ttern both phy s ically 
a nd me nt a lly. 1 

In t his a n a lysis the evalu at ion of East of~ is as obj ec-

tive a s possible. Both sides of nearly every issu e are 

pre s e n t , as we ll as a n at tempt to resolve the two sides. 

Wh e n St e inbeck was writing East of Eden, he h a d plann ed 

as cond vol um e later because he really e njoye d writing the 

book .
2 

He f e lt to letdown in his energy, a nd he considered 

1
J ourna l of~ Nove l, p. 165. 

2
st e inbe ck , Journal of a Nove l, p. 164. 

56 
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this nove l The Book of his career. He b e li eved, moreover , 

that everything he had done previously was practice for this 

book.
3 

According to Steinbeck, 

This i s my big book. And it has to be a big book, a nd b e
ca us e it is new in form although old in pace it has to be 
exce ll e nt in every detail. And I don't c are how long it 
takes to ma ke it that way and I me a n this. You can't trai n 
for something all your life and then have it

4
fall short 

because y ou are hurrying to get it finished. 

Wh at Steinbeck has produced is a nove l t hat is no t 

only t he story of certain families a nd the story of the fron

tier , but a lso a story of mankind. 5 According t o Antonia 

Se ixas , who was for a long time St e inbeck's secretary a nd 

who was married t o Ed Ricketts , S teinb eck purpos e l y wrote 

on several l eve ls of meaning, and critic a l evalu ati on sel-

dom explore d a ll of the levels. First, he writes on the 

story l eve l; second, the level of social protest; third, t h e 

symbolic level which 

readers ; a nd fourth, 

was understood only by more thoughtful 

the philosophic a l l eve 1. 6 

As a n art is t Steinbeck wa s concerned with bis craft 

and wrote of bis art : 

Wri t ing is a very silly business at best. Th e r e is a c er 
tai n ri diculousness ab out putting down a pi cture of life . 
An d to a dd to the joke--one must withdra w for a time from 
life in order to set down t h at picture. And third on e mus t 
distort one ' s own way of life in order in some sense to 
stimul a te the normal in other lives. Having gone through 

JSteinbeck , Journa l of~ Nove l, p. 124. 

4 
Journ a l of~ Nove l, p. JJ. 

5Krutcb , p. JOJ. 

6 . 
Tedlock , p. xxxv1. 
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a ll this nonsense, what emerges may well be the palest of 
reflections. Oh! i t 's a real horse's ass business. Th e 
mountain labors and groans and strains and the tiniest ro
dents comes out. And the greatest foolishness of a ll li es 
in the f act that to do it at all, the writer must believe 
that what he is doing is t he mos t important thing in the 
world. And he must bold to this illusion even when b e 
knows it is not true. If be does not, the work is not worth 
e ven what it might otherwise have been.7 

Obviously, Steinbeck was a writer truly interested in 

his craft as well as a man who sincerely wanted East of Eden 

to be the best thing be bad ever done. As Joseph Wood 

Krutcb pointed out after the publication of the novel, the 

merits of the book would be hotly debated. He got to the 

central issue regarding the worth of the novel when h e 

state d: 

Th e fin a l verdict will not, I think, depend upon the valid
ity of the thesis which is a part of a debate almost as old 
as hum a n thought or upon a ny possible doubt concerning the 
v ividn e ss of Mr. Steinbeck's storytelling. On the highest 
l eve l the question is this: Does the fable really carry 
th e thesis ; is the moral implicit in or merely imposed upon 
the st ory; h a s the author re-created a myth or merely a 
mo ra li ze d tale.8 

After World War II there was a definite change in 

Steinb eck's writing, a nd he seemed more interested in creat-

ing mora l tales a nd in re-creating myth. On January 29, 

195 1, Steinbeck confided to his editor, Pascal Covici, that 

" Th e l a st f ew ye a rs h ave been p ainful. I don't know whether 

h ave hurt perma nently or not. Certainly they have ch a nged 

7 Journal of a Novel, P• 155. 
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me. I would have been stone if they bad not."9 Undoubtedly 

those last few years bad changed the direction of bis writ-

ing as well. Judging Steinbeck's later works, Warren French 

bas stated: 

Undeniably Steinbeck's novels since World War II have failed 
to live up to bis earlier works. • I wish only here to 
point out that by "reverse reasoning" the weakness of these 
later books is supposed in some way to justify revising down
ward the estimates of the earlier. The talents of other 
a uthors, especially ones of a Romantic temperament, like 
Wordsworth and Emerson flagged; yet we do not find the vital 
works of their youth disregarded as literary landmarks. 
Like all books Steinbeck's great stories of the thirties 
must b e judged on their own merits. 10 

De spite Steinbeck's flagging talents after World War 

II , East of Eden is worthy of critical evaluation. Steinbeck 

comp a r e d East of Eden, which was somewhat unlike bis earlier 

works, to e ighteenth-century English novels because of the 

l e isure ly p ace of the book. Steinbeck, however, felt that 

East of Ede n was far more intense. The eighteenth-century 
--- -- ---
nove ls displayed people and ideas set apart from the reader 

for l·ns e cti·on whereas East of Eden attempted to use both, - p ' 
1 1 

the old a nd the new. Further, Steinbeck stated that for 

ma ny years b e seemed to keep himself out of bis novels, but 

b 11 l·n them every minute. __ e rea y wa s Of East of Eden Steinbeck 

said : " in this book I am in it and I don't for a 

11 
12 

mom e n t prete nd not to be. 

9Journal of a Novel, P• J. 

1 op. 1 • 

11 s teinbeck, Journal of~ Novel, PP• 12 3- 12 4• 

1 2 Journal of a Novel, P• 24. 
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East of Eden attempts to evolve in Time and specifically 

in American Time. In To~ God Unknown Steinbeck returns to 

the past, but the project is blurred by the neolithic pan-

th e ism that be indulges in in the novel. On the surface 

Ea st of Eden is more realistic than To a God Unknown. It 

offe rs a formal narrative of a family during two generations 

with a hint that the isolation of the Salinas Valley makes 

it possible for the two generations to represent several 

1 3 
oth e r s . 

Ba sically there are three stories in East of Eden: the 

s to r i e s of the Trask family, the Hamilton family, and Cathy 

Ames . Ca thy's story really becomes involved with the Trasks 

only on ce ; thereafter it goes its own way, a parallel strand 

that o c c a siona lly touches the Trask story again. The Hamil-

t on s tory is subordinate and touches the other two only a 

f ew times . The Hamiltons have almost nothing to do with 

14 
Cathy a nd little to do with the Trasks. Only Samu e l and 

Will of th e Ha milton f a mily become involve d with the Trasks. 

S a mu e l i s in the first half of the novel only, and be sees 

t h e Trasks only four times. Will's contact with the Trasks 

is in s hort scene s. In one scene Will sells the Trasks a 

Fo r d; in a noth e r be has a conversation with Adam in a lunch 

wagon; in a third he accepts Caleb as a short-term partner. 

Criti c i z in g the structure of the novel, Pet e r Lisca st a tes: 

1 3 Ma gny, P• 

14 Font e nrose, PP• 118-119. 



"Ex cept for these contacts and a brief visit by Liza, 

Samuel ' s wife, the Trasks and Hamiltons pursue separat e 

cours e s and nothing results from their juxtaposition. " 1 5 

Lisca goes on to say that an organic relationship between 

th e part of the novel does not exist. 
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In The Gra p es of Wrath there is an organic relation-

s hip b e tween the panoramic and scenic sections . In Cannery 

Row, Tortilla Flat, and The Pastures of Heaven the contrasts 

a nd p a r a llelsgive these novels a definite structure, but in 

Eas t of Eden "S teinbeck simply shifts back and forth between 

th e Tra sks and the Hamiltons with no apparent purpose or me

thod, a nd his efforts to keep the stories abreast results 

16 
in ma ny a wkw a rd flashbacks and l acunae. " Also the domes-

t i c p r obl e ms of the Hamiltons and their children are given 

i n d e t a il. According to Lisca, 

S om e of t he s e a ncedotes, such as the death of Dessie, the 
s ui c ide of Tom, and Olive's airplane ride, are interesting 
i n th e mse lve s , but at no point do they contribute to som e 
grea t er pu r pos e , and they remain essentially distracting 
a nd unint e grated fragments. 17 

Although Lisca ' s assessment is perceptive, Steinbeck 

h im se lf sa id that his novel would be like the eighteenth

ce ntu r y En g lish novels, and indeed it is: big, sprawling , 

a nd a t times hard to follow . Nonetheless , he has still 

create d a n i nteresting novel that tries to cover a broad 

exp a n se o f t im e and e xperience. Not all of the sc e nes with 

15Th e ~ World of~ Steinbeck, p. 265 . 

16 L. The Wide World of John Steinbeck , p. 266. i s ca , __ --

17Th e World of John Steinbeck , p. 266. 
~ --



62 

the Hamiltons are irrelevant. For instance, the death of 

Dessie and the suicide of Tom bear out Steinbeck's thesis of 

guilt; moreover, Samuel dies halfway through the novel, but 

references to Samuel are made throughout the novel. Besides 

references, Steinbeck also intended that Samuel have a kind 

of rebirth. In a letter to Covici on July 9, 1951, Steinbeck 

wrote: "I have repeated that good things do not die. Did 

you f e el that Samuel had got into Adam and would live in 

him: Did you feel the rebirth in him? 1118 

In addition to criticism of the structure of the novel, 

much h a s been written regarding Steinbeck's characterization. 

In East of Eden Steinbeck's characters are combinations of --- -- ---
good and e vil who have the freedom of choice to change their 

. 19 mora l c a tegories. His novel also shows that he has grown 

in his r e spe ct for humanity and has developed a good under-

st a nding of mankind. He has reached thoughtful, mature con-

clu s ions a bout mankind and has expressed his conclusions in 

20 
a thought-provoking manner. 

Although Steinbeck's writings in the past have paid 

littl e a ttention to individual character, they have always 

rev ea l e d a sympathy for the poor and the outcast that is 

hum a n e r a ther than political. His writings also reveal that 

b e r es p e cts the free individual rather than the well-fed, 

18Journal of£ Novel, P• 124. 

19we bst e r, P• 12. 

20 Pre scott, p. 21. 
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well-clothed group in society. He bas seldom relied on 

character, boweve~ to illustrate or classify themes of bis 

fiction. Rather, the characters are a part of a total de-

sign to which they are subordinated. Peter Lisca ascribes 

on e of the failures of East of Eden to Steinbeck's attempt 

to e stablish bis theme in terms of character rather than 

structure and style. For him Steinbeck bas been successful 

in focusing on character only in bis short stories.
21 

Lisca 

adds that while lesser novelists have succeeded by focusing 

on character, Steinbeck fails because bis characters are 

n eithe r credible as individuals nor effective as types but 

are an incongruous mixture of credibility and typicalness. 

Sa mu e l too closely resembles the Old Testament prophet for 

whom b e wa s n a med to be effective as a human being, and is 

too mu ch of a human being to be convincing as an Old Testame nt 

proph e t. Lee is too scholarly to be a Chinese servant and 

too much of a stereotype of the Chinese servant to be the 

l earn e d ma n b e is. Cathy is too Satanic to be buman 5 and 

too weak a nd pitiful to be properly Satanic. This same 

kind of a mbiva l e nce is discernible in most of Steinbeck's 

22 
cast- - Cyru s , Charles, Caleb, Adam, and Abra. 

Another vulnerable point of Steinbeck's characteriza-

tions i s that bis characters often take refuge in innocenc e 

2 1"Tb e Art of John Steinbeck: An Analysis and Inter
pretat ion of Its Development," Dissertation Abstracts, XVI, 

965 . 

22Tbe Wide World of~ Steinbeck, P• 273. 



as their shield and alibi; hence the book's title. If 

Steinbeck 's characters make excuses, they do so for th e 

purpose of abolishing guilt. For instance, when Adam ac-
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cuses himself of being as bad a father as Cyrus, Caleb simply 

refuses to believe him. In Saison ~ "En fer Rimbaud's fran-

tic boy insists with complete bad faith on bis monstrous 

i nnoc e nce--two words that would fit both Lennie and Kate, 

as well as Cyrus, Charles, and Caleb. 

Edmond e Magny, 

According to Claude-

At this point legend intervenes and the mythical patterning 
o f characters and situations is used to endorse a fictitious 
Ed e ni s m by reminding us that the Garden is in the East and 
that we a re not yet there, or are no longer there . The 
e ff e ct is not so much to justify the Edenism as to absolve 
it from a ll n ee d of justification. 2 3 

Obviously, St e inbeck wanted to create both a myth and 

real live c h aracte rs, but his fear of failur e r evea ls itself 

in a l etter to Covici: "Suddenly I feel lonely in a curious 

kind of way . I guess I am afraid. That always comes near 

the e nd of a book--the f ear that you have not accomplished 

24 
what you s t a rted to do." 

Of a ll the characters Cathy is the one criticized most. 

On e of t h e fr e quent criticisms is that Cathy could have be e n 

on e of t h e great wom e n characters in literature. Sh e is a 

t · th cuti· on she is not suffi-brilli a nt no ti on, bu in e exe , 

ciently d eve lope d or motiva ted to come through as a great 

23 P. -151. 

2 4 Journal of a Novel, P• 151. 
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character.
25 

Steinbeck's characters have a tendency to 

divide into symbols of good and evil and never achieve sta-

tus as individuals . For instance, Sam Hamilton is an embodi-

me nt of everything good, sensitive, and true, whereas his 

polarized counterpart, Cathy, is a monster. 26 

Concerning Cathy , Edmund Fuller says that she is the 

faulty thread in the novel that seriously mars a book that 

is in many other respects a thoughtful and substantial book. 

The effect of the monster thesis is that it makes the life-

long portrait of Cathy meaningless. She has no moral signi-

fic a nc e or identification value if she is an accidental 

mutant or moral freak. By Steinbeck's own definition she 

. . h 27 is in uman. Orville Prescott adds that Cathy ' s crimes and 

evil are out of keeping with a novel so concerned with mora-

lity and e thics. Cathy seriously damages the novel because 

of h er unreal personality and because of the disgusting 

28 
details of her career. 

Although Cathy is hard to identify with as a character, 

it can b argued that she is not hard to identify with as 

a symbol of evil since evil is a part of everyone's character. 

Also, Cathy would b e best described as inhumane rather than 

inhuma n, sinc e people like Cathy do exist. 

25 Pb "ll" 1 1ps, 

26 
Gurka, P• 

p. 97. 

235 . 

Finally, a novel 
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concerned with morality and ethics must be a lso realistic; 

hence, the introduction of Cathy. 

ni zab l e only by contra sting them. 

Good and evil are recog-

Probably the best criticism of Cathy as a character is 

t h at t h e reader is unable to understand her motivations b e

cause she is seen entirely from the outside. 29 At first 

Steinb eck introduces her as a psychic monste r ; l ater , however, 

be expresses doubt that bis original observations were true 

since we can neve r know what sbe wanted or if she ever found 

·t JO l • 

Steinbeck's treatment of the mo tivati on of a n ti -soc ial 

behavior is further confused by the in troduc ti on of Jo e , an 

other " crimin a l type." Joe is Cathy's assistant who bates 

the world b e c a us e bis mother neglect e d him a nd bis father 

a lternately beat him a nd cri e d over him. In bis treatme n t 

of Joe , Steinb eck accepts the sociological po siti on that 

e nvironm nt, not heredity, determines t h e character of the 

c hild. It is di ff i c ul t to understand why the same posi tion 

does not a pply to Cathy, es p ecia lly since Jo e is responsibl e 

for h er d efeat . Also in thinking over her past she realizes 

J1 that the Jo es of the world are after h er a nd that as a 

chi ld " smarter a nd prettier than a nyon e e ls e ," she sometime s 

ho d " a lon e ly f ear . • that she seemed surrounded by a 

2 9w. M. Frohock, Th e Nove l of Violence in America 
(Da llas , Texas : Southern Methodis t Universit~Press, 1957 ), 
p. 1L~1. 

J OFre nch, p. 154. 

J 1French , PP• 154-155. 
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tree tall forest of enem1· es " ( 551) p. • 

To h ave achieved unity Steinbe ck should have fixe d on 

one interpretation of Cathy's behavior and stuck to it , or 

he should not have attempted an expl a nation, simply expl a in 

i ng non- te leologically what she did and how it affected 

other p e opl e . Referring to the inconsistencies of character-

izat ion, Warre n French has stated: 

What seems t o have happened is that Steinbeck's inability to 
re con cil e his propensity for detach e d scientific observati on 
with h is growing tende ncy to pontificate kept him from per
c e ivin g the inconsistencies in East of Eden .J2 

In an interesting discussion Warre n French continues 

his a n a lysis of Cathy by comparing East of Eden to Moby Dick. 

Although h e sitat ing to predict that the same b e l ated f a me 

th a t Mob y Dick received a waits East of Eden, Fre nch do es see 

a d e finit e similar i ty between th e two nove ls. Both explore 

th e s e lf-de struction of a monoma ni ac . Both Captain Ahab 

a nd Ca thy Tra sk are single-mindedly d etermined to e xe rc i se 

t h e ir will ; both will destroy a nything that gets in the ir 

wa y ; both f ee l that a ny method is acceptabl e in o r d er to 

a chi e v e th e ir e nd s . Both are clever ma nipulat ors of other 

p e opl e , a nd both eve n t u a lly destroy t h e ms e l ves . Here t h e 

s imil a rity e nd s because the focusing upon a monom a ni ac t h at 

cry s t a lli ze d Me lville ' s visi on shattered Steinbeck ' s. 

Th e f a mous " strike through the mask speech " makes 

Ah a b's motive s c l ear ; howeve r, Cathy's motives are n ever 
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clarified in East of Eden. The only time Cathy speaks for 

herself is in a conversation with Adam eleven years after 

their separation. Then she tells him that she sees only 

evil and folly in the world and that she would rather be a 

dog than human. It is clear that Cathy bas sacrificed 

all human affections for her desire for power and revenge, 

but th e e vents that drove her to this position are never 

clarifi e d. In her conversation Cathy attributes her beba-

v ior to h e r treatment by the owner of th e brothel who nearly 

b ea t h e r to death, but earlier the narrator told us that sh e 

b e h a v e d just as inhumanely before she met Edwards. 3 3 

Not only is Cathy's life inexplicable, but so is her 

d eath. Wh e n Captain Ahab is caught in bis own toils, be goes 

down fi ghting a nd drags with him almost the whole sbipful of 

a ll ego r ic a l symbols of naive philosophies. Ca thy, on the 

oth er b a nd, kills herself after deciding that even if she 

do es outwit Jo e , the chances are that she will b e outwitted 

by s om e on e e ls e later. Furthermore, she does not destroy 

a nyon e e l se by committing suicide. The photographs she b a s 

acc umulate d th a t could have destroyed several respe ctable 

c iti ze n s are d e stroyed by a wise and kindly sh e riff . Unlike 

Aha b' s d ea th, a catastrophe, her death is a blessing to th e 

c ommuni t y . 34 

Whil e writing~ of~ Steinbeck made bis moral 

3 3Fre ncb, p. 153. 

3 4 F r e nc b , p • 1 5 5 • 



position explicit in the journal he kept: 

The writers of today, even I, have a tendency to celebrate 
tbe destruction of the spirit and God knows it is d est royed 
often e nough. • • It is the duty of tbe writer to lift up, 
to extend, to encourage. If the written word bas contributed 
anything at all to our developing species and our half devel
oped culture, it is tbis--great writing bas been a staff t o 
lean on, a mother to consult, a wisdom to pick up stumbling 
folly, a strength in weakness and courage to support weak 
cowardice. And how any despairing or negative approach can 
pretend to be literature I do not know. It is true that we 
are weak and sick and ugly and quarrelsome but if that is a ll 
we ever were, we would, milleniums ago bave disappeare d from 
tbe f ace of the earth and a few remnants of fossilized jaw 
bones, a few teeth in a strata of limest one would b e t he 
only mark our species would have left on the earth.JS 

Tbe message of East of Eden is that man does have a 

choice eve n though one must reject Lee 's interpreta tion of 

Ge n es is 4:7. Tbe verse obviously has a corrupt text, and 

the sent e nc e in question seems to be out of place. The mas-

1 . t refer to "s1·n," whi"ch, c u 1ne pronouns canno tra nslated, 

is a Hebrew feminine noun. Nor will timshol bear the mean

ing that Steinbeck gives it. Translat e d the lin e reads 

"you would rule" r a ther than the permissive "you may rul e ." 

Steinb ec k a lso translates timshol as "thou mayest," omittin g 

" ru l e ," as if the Hebrew form were simply an auxiliary; 

however, ma ny good sermons have been drawn from a n incorrect 

text . 36 

Acc o r ding to Warre n French most of the discussions 

in the nove l center on the meaning of timshol and the Cain 

a nd Abel myth, but they a re not dramatically convin c ing. 

Althou gh the theological disposition is interesting as a 

J5Journal .£f ~ Novel, PP• 115-116. 

J 6Fontenrose, PP• 12J-124. 
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revelation of Steinbeck's ideas, the ideas lack consistency 

and might have been more appropriately discussed in an essay 

rather than a nove1.
37 

Furthermore, Steinbeck really does 

badger bis theme until it becomes uninteresting. For example, 

all the Cain characters' names begin with "C" and the Abel 

characters' names begin with "A. 1138 Also endless sermons 

are delivered by innumerable wise men hammering home the 

theme.
39 

As Peter Lisca has stated, "Steinbeck keeps worry

ing his theme until there is nothing left for his reader's 

. . t. 1140 1mag1na ion. 

Another defect of the novel is that the father's fe e l-

ings tow a rd his sons are not explored. If Steinbeck had 

explored a father's ambivalent feelings toward his sons, his 

knowl e dge that b e favored one son over the other, his f air 

n ess or unfairness to his sons, and the spiritual and moral 

probl e ms arising from his relationship with his sons, then 

Eas t of Ede n would have been a better novel. --- -- As it is, 

though , the reader does not understand Adam's actions, a nd 

in this novel tbe reader cannot resort to non-tel eologica l 

41 
thinking a nd say they just happened. 

38Lisca , The Wide World of John Steinbeck, p. 268. 

39 "Does a Moral Vision of the Thirties Arthur Mizener, 
D serve a Nob e l Prize," New York Times Book Review, Dece mber 9, 
1962 , p. 43. 

4oTh e Wide World of John Steinbeck, p. 269. 

41 6 Fontenrose, p. 12 • 



71 

Perhaps the reason Steinbeck overworks his theme in 

East of Ed e n is that he wished to be regarded as a mora list 

r ather than as a social critic or a mere writer of a sensa

tional melodrama. 42 
And in spite of some harsh criticism 

r e garding bis overworking the theme, other critics see bis 

nove l as a great step forward in morality and ethics. Even 

though Ch a rles Rola finds the novel somewhat disappointing, 

b e fe e ls that the guardians of morality who previously re

ga rde d St e inbeck as having a depraved moral outlook should 

now s ee Steinbeck on the side of the angels. 43 Mark Scharer, 

t hou gh, b a s an opposite view of Steinbeck's morality. He 

b e li e v es th a t Steinbeck's fascination for depravities caused 

much of bis work to be melodramatic. Also he bas always 

ac c e pt e d c e rt a in noble abstractions a bout humanity that his 

me lodrama fails to demonstrate; therefore, there is a gap 

b e tw ee n speculative statement and novelistic presentation 

44 
resultin g in sentimentalism. 

Jo se ph Fontenrose continues the discussion of moral-

i ty by s t a ting that although~ of Eden is a novel of good 

a nd e vil, it lacks ethical insight. Adam is honest and kind, 

but hon es ty a nd kindness a re really negative virtues in him: 

'' I n truth virtue seems to be a function of lack of e nergy: 

· · · a may account for George Hamilton's sinless p e r ni c iou s a n e mi 

42 305 - Krutch, p. • 

43P. 94. 

44 1 a nd 22. Pp. 
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life, and Adam Trask was passive, inert, non resistant. 114 5 

The "good" characters often behave unpleasantly: Aron is 

unloving, selfish, and inconsiderate; Adam neglects his boys 

fo r tw e lve years, blindly refusing to love anyone but Cathy; 

a nd, Adam brutally rejects Cal's gift after he and Cal have 

t bl . h d d 1 t· h 0 46 es a is e a goo re a - ions ip. 

Be sides the lack of ethical insight, the moral philo

sophy of the narrator is not very convincing and is at times 

in direct conflict with the action. Although Samuel and Lee 

discuss the Cain and Abel story as proof that man has free 

will a nd the power to choose between good and evil, Lee later 

deni e s fr ee will to Adam Trask: 47 "He couldn't help it, Cal. 

Th at ' s his n ature . It was the only way h e knew. He didn't 

have a ny c hoic e " (p. 544). 

I n the novel good is identified with admirabl e indi

vidu al qu a lities such as kindness, generosity, courage, 

creativity , and self-respect and also with conve ntional moral 

goo dn ess such as sexual purity and abstinence from c a rnal 

pleasures . On th e oth e r hand, evil is identified with bad 

individu a l qu a lities such as meanness, cruelty, violent t e m

per , gree d, selfishness , criminal acts , and carnal pleasures. 

Joseph Fontenrose further explains his analysis: 

L~ r::: 
.:) Fontenrose, P• 

46 
Font e nrose, P• 

126 • 

126. 

47 wi·de World of John Steinbeck, p. 267. Lisca , The 
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That is, the author appears to accept Cal's label of "bad" 
for his adolescent desires and impulses, and of "good" for 
Aron ' s self-indulgent purity and abstinence, and to accept 
Abra ' s use of "good" and "bad " when she says Aron is too 
good for her, that she her 9elf is not good and that she loves 
Cal because he isn't good.48 

In the novel Cal and Abra never reach a more enlightened 

view of " good " and "bad " because Steinbeck uses them to 

illustrate his thesis: that good and bad is in everyone, 

a nd some bad is necessary in order that there can be good. 

Unlike earlier novels, East of Eden views sex as joy-

l e ss, p e rverted , sordid, or mercenary. Although the good 

marri e d couples have children, they have no love life as 

f a r as the novel is concerned. There is a slight hint of 

p a ssion between Cal and Abra in Chapter 54, but the scene is 

not e laborated on. The old Steinbeck who celebrated sex-

uality is not present in this novel. Instead, Steinbeck 

writ e s within his mythical source and adopts the Mosaic 

v i e w of good and evil. In this novel certain acts are good 

or b a d within the framework of the Mosaic legal view , and 

th e y a r e good or bad regardless of the circumstances. The 

ea rli e r St e inbeck judged acts in context and evaluated them, 

without r e gard of the religious idea of "sin." 

Although Steinbeck has a definite thesis concerning 

g ood a nd e vil , the relationship of good and evil is never 

c l ea r, for it is presented in four inconsistent ways. First, 

g ood is oppos e d to evil. The good traits of Adam and Aron 



are opposed to the bad traits of Charles, Cathy, and Cal. 

According to the doctrine of " thou mayest," good can be 
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chosen and evil rejected. 
Second, good and evil complement 

eac h other. 
Lee believes that the two might be so balanced 

that if one went too far either way balance is automatically 

restored. 
Third, the source of good is evil, and evil may 

be necessary so that there can be good. 
The evil in Cathy 

sets off the glory in Adam even though she never intends 

that it shall. The wealth that Cyrus accumulated dishon-

e stly is left to Adam, an honest man who used bis wealth to 

rear a nd educate bis sons. Cathy-Kate is evil, but her son 

Aron is g ood, and she leaves her money to him. Fourth, both 

good a nd evil are used as relative terms. Lee tells Adam 

th a t in wbicb Kate is involved is neither good nor bad, even 

though she operates the most perverted and depraved brothel 

in Ca lifornia. Lee's speech is reminiscent of Jim Casy's 

doctrine; in other words, Kate's business simply is not 

. 49 nic e . 

What Steinbeck seems unable to face is the possibi

lity that p e ople like the invaders in The~ is Down and 

the growers in The Grapes of Wrath and even Cathy in East of 

Ede n may do what they do because they like to. According 

(s k .) in "Filboid Studge," there ma y be to H. H. Munro a 1 

p e opl e who enjoy killing their neighbors now and then. Of 

course Saki may be wrong a bout human behavior, but if one is 

4
9Fontenrose, pp. 125-126. 
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to be truly detached and objective in on e 's thinking, then 

eve ry hypothesis must be entertained that might explain a 

ph e nom e non, no matter how repugnant that hypothesis . 50 is. 

In Hemingway and occasionally in Faulkner one sees the 

sa me a mbiguity that one does in Steinbeck--the refusal to 

crea t e precise abstract values by which to pass judgment. 

Th e r e fusal to make a judgment is disturbing because the 

nove l s present moral or social probl e ms. The escape into 

th e idyllic symbolized by Lee in East of Ed e n is a sign of 

t h e un stable position of American novelists. Their work 

mi ght l ea d one to believe that the whole country refuses t o 

ac hi eve a true understanding of good a nd evil. As Claude-

Edmond e Ma gny puts it, "Meeting with failur e in their ef-

for ts t o cary out their professional duty, t hey have no 

reco u rse but to los e themselves in l e gend. 11 5 1 

Ano t h er d e fect of the novel is that vague stereotypes 

e merge with g ood triumphing over evil. In th e nove l me n are 

di stin g ui she d from a nim a ls by their mora l sense, a nd fre e 

will exis ts. Although no one disputes the validity of this 

/ 52 
co n cept , it is only a verbalized clicbe in th e novel. 

On the other band Harold Charles Gardin e r f ee ls that 

a l tho u gh Ste inbeck's e mphasis on mora lity is to b e pra is e d, 

b e sti ll b as a long philosophical and religious way to go 

5 0French, p. 164. 

5 1P. 152. 

52 Gurko, P• 236. 

TEXAS ' " 
1 ~ ,. ~I • ,1 l- ~IVERSITY 
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b e for e be realizes the fundamental truth that men are trap-

p e d not because they have been rejected but because they do 

th e r e j e cting through original sin.SJ 

Wa rren French concludes that Steinbeck saw the world 

more fully when be saw it biologically. There was a notice-

a bl e ch a nge in Steinbeck's writing after 1950. As if aware 

of som e thing unsatisfactory in bis point of view, Steinbeck 

drift e d a wa y from biology into a kind of unc e rtain moralism. 

Thi s mo ra lism proved unsatisfactory becaus e it did not come 

f r om a p e netrating study of men interacting in society. Had 

St e inbe ck stayed with bis biological vi e w of life, bis works 

54 would h ave probably been better. 

Although th e majority of the criticism regarding East 

of Ed e n i s n e gative, there were several critics who saw the 

nove l as St e inbeck's greatest achievement. Orville Prescott, 

fo r in s t a nc e , viewed the theme of good and evil and the mix

tu re of t h e two a s giving significance to all human life. 

Acc o r din g to Pre scott, in the thirteen years aft e r S t einbeck 

p r odu ce d Th e Gra p e s of Wrath be squ a ndered bis t a lents on 

tri v i a l books, d e sperately groping in bis confused opinions 

a bou t hum a n life a nd character. East of Eden achi e v e s a 

g ood philo s ophy. Men are no longer the weak and contempt -

ibl e a nima ls th e y were in Cannery Row and The Wayw a rd Bus. 

53In All Conscience: Reflections on Books and Cul t ure 
( Gard e n Cit~Ne w York: Ha nover Hous e , 1959), p.--:;}7. 

5l~ 
P. 141. 



In East of Eden they are people who are strong and weak, 

intelligent and stupid and sometimes vicious, but their 

lives receive meaning because they have a choice between 

good a nd evil.55 
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Although Steinbeck's thesis of free will is an appeal

ing philosophy, it is impossible to agree with Prescott's 

assessment of the novel. Although Steinbeck wanted very much 

to instill this idea into bis reader, there are too many 

psychological inconsistencies in the novel for the thesis 

to be credible. There is also too much confusion concerning 

what go od and evil are for the novel to have the kind of im

pact that Steinbeck intended. 

Besides the philosophy that man has a choice, Steinbeck 

a lso tried to re-create myth in bis novel. Referring to 

St e inbeck as a mythmaker Joseph Fontenrose has said: 

At the p ara dise extremity we see Steinbeck the mythmaker and 
mystic , "Naturalism's Priest," as Woodburn Ross has called 
him, dreamer of the American dream, which has traditionally 
taken the form of a viston of earthly paradise, a copy of 
the heavenly paradise.56 

Combined with his myth Steinbeck has written an alle-

g ory of good and evil, but the allegory is unsuccessful. 

One of the reasons for the failure is that in books like 

The Pearl, The Wayward~' and Burning Bright, allegory 

e n gulfs experience and Steinbeck's flirtation with exis

tentialism clashes with his satirical tendencies; therefore, 

55Prescott, P• 21. 
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when be wrote East of Eden , be no longer trusted bis mem

ories of bis native California and overloaded a novel that 

might have been a moving pastoral with an elaborate and be 

fuddled allegory . 

Another reason that the allegory fails is that Stein-

b e ck do e s not maintain a balance between science and sensi-

tivity a nd between the demand of the pattern and the demand 

of e motions that the audience can share. Although Steinbeck 

b as b ee n charged with sentimentality or an overabundance of 

f a ls e e motion, Warren French believes that in reality the 

f a ult th a t bas plagued most of bis work since Cannery Row 

i s bi s insensitivity- -o r bis preoccupation with pattern 

ra th e r th a n presentation of character. In East of Eden 

Ste inb e ck sacrifices what would be likely for what would 

b e nic e . Appa rently Steinbeck did not realize that it is 

impo s sibl e to interest the audience in the fate of bis ch a r 

acters wh e n b e appears interested in them only as symbols. 

S t e inbec k ' s postwar books seem to contain a det a chment from 

bi s c h a r a ct e rs wbicb is really an escape from reality . 

S t e inb ec k sometimes t a k e s refuge in bis non-teleological 

be lacks th e sophistication to ask "why " thinkin g b e c a use 

t . 57 
p opl e b e h a ve in cer ain ways. 

In fu r ther analyzing Steinbeck's work Warren French 

sta t e s : 

Wh e n bi s p e rsonal experience bas provided him with engrossing 
ma t e ri a l, bis propensity for allegory bas provided a plan, 

5 7 Pp. 162- 1 6 J. 
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bis non-teleological thought a capacity for detachment, and 
bis transcendental idealism a vigorous compassion tbat makes 
works like The Red Pony and The Grapes of Wrath botb socially 
a nd artistica lly significant. On tbe other hand wben b e ' bas dealt witb contrived material, tbe allegory clogs the 
narrative, the non-teleological effort at detachment seems 
~erely carelessness or contempt, and tge transcendental ideal
ism becomes bombastic sentimentality.5 

According to Joseph Fontenrose, Steinbeck f ai ls to 

create a moral tale, and be fails to re-create a mytb.59 

Steinbeck fails to create a moral tale b ecaus e bis story does 

not really carry tbe thesis. Tbere are several reasons for 

the failure. One reason is that the psychological incon-

sistencies in tbe novel make almost impossible an understand

ing of Steinbeck 's moral position tbat ma n does bave a cboice. 

Cathy h as no choice, and in Adam's rejection of Cal, Lee 

says tbat Adam bas no choice. It is impossible to recon-

cile these two facts with Steinbeck's assertion that man has 

a choice . He may be saying that some men have a choice and 

that p e ople like Cathy may act as they do for no logical 

reason ; however, this non-teleological thinking is out of 

plac in a novel concerned primarily with exploring why man 

is e ither evil or good. In attempting to write a mora l novel 

Steinbeck bas provided expla nations for some of bis moral 

positions but has left the remainder of bis moral assertions 

without any discernible explanation. Perhaps the novel would 

h ave b ee n better if he had concentrated on explaining his 

mora l position or if h e bad pres e nted the nove l non-teleo

lo gica lly. 
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Another reason for the failure of the novel to carry 

the thesis of morality is that the structure of th e novel is 

so loose that the juxtaposition of the two families does 

not have the moral impact that it should. Since Steinbeck 

is primarily concerned with explaining his moral position 

through the re-creation of myth, it would seem that both 

famili e s would somehow fit into the mythical patterning. 

Th e Hamiltons, however, have little identification with the 

myth. Tom Hamilton does bear out Steinbeck's thesis of guilt, 

but Tom is only a small part of the Hamilton's story. 

Samu e l serves as a kind of Jehovah figure, but his relation

ship to the myth re-created in the story of the Trasks is 

v agu e a nd sporadic. 

I n addition to these defects the characterization in 

th e nove l is faulty. The characters have such a tendency 

to turn into symbols that the reader cannot identify with 

t h e m as re a l human beings, and at the same time, the charac

t e r s o c casionally act so much like human beings that it is 

difficult to identify with them on an allegorical level. 

Of a ll t h e characters Cathy is tbe least believable because 

s h e is th e character who really confuses Steinbeck's moral 

po s ition. Although people like Cathy do exist and although 

mo s t of th e time it is impossible to understand wby people 

like h e r a ct as they do, Cathy still fails as a character 

b eca u se the reader never understands her motivation. If 

db de Clear the reader might have 
h er motiva tions ha een ma , 
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underst ood b er actions even if be did not und e rstand wby sbe 

acte d in this way. 

In analyzing tb e effectiveness of Steinbeck's re

creation of myth, tbe conclusion is slightly more favorabl e . 

By combining the Cain and Abel myth, the myth of the fall of 

ma n, a nd many old lege nds, Steinbeck b a s creat e d an interest 

ing ta l e ; however, tbe total effect of the myth must be jud-

ged a fai lure . Because bis moral philosophy is inconsistent, 

tbe myth fails to conve y any concrete conclusions about 

ma nkind. In addition, Steinbeck's at tempt to combine char-

acteri zat ion and myth results in total confusion of bis 

purpos e . Be cause tbe characters do not always act within 

tbe structure of tbe myth or in accord with th e moral phil

osoph y i mplicit in tbe novel, tbe mora l seems imposed on the 

story , a nd myth becomes a n elaborate patt e rn re s ulting in 

chaos . 

It is impossibl e , of cours e , to give on e a bsolut e 

reason for ~ of Eden ' s failur e , but th e re is one condition 

that contribut e d h eavily to tbe artistic failur e of this 

nove l. I n previous nove ls like Tbe Grapes of Wrath St e inbeck 

was a bl e to p rese nt bi s social and mo ra l position in a more 

objective a nd d etach e d ma nn e r. Natura lly S te inbeck was in 

The Gra p s of Wrath, but b e was a bl e to maintain a n illu si on 

of d etachm e nt, a n illusion that is not present in East .2.f._ 

Ed e n. In attempting to asse rt bis moral position in East 

of Ede n Steinb eck b ecame so involve d in tbe nove l that a ny 

sembl a n ce of objectivity was lost. Furthermore , Steinbeck ' s 
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in the novel is irritating. 
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Despite the failure of East of Eden it is ridiculous 

for certain critics to write Steinbeck off as a serious 

nove li st . He is a great novelist because of books like 

Th e Grapes of Wrath. Also his winning the Nobel Prize in 

1 962 indicates that thoughtful critics do consider bis works 

of import. Joseph Fontenrose reported that Steinbeck once 

made th e statement that all of bis work was designed to 

h e lp people understand one another. He attempted to enlist 

sympathy for me n of all kinds: 

mind e d, the b eggar and the king. 

the wise and the f eeble-

His most consistent theme 

was th e superiority of human virtue and pleasures to wealth 

a nd property , of kindness and justice to meanness and ava

rice , of living life to the fullest rather than denying life. 

Font e n rose a dds: 

I n severa l ways b e bas asserted that a ll life is holy, every 
creature valuable . Herein lies bis sentimentality, but also 
bis strength. His great novels, like The Grapes of Wrath, 
will e ndure for their narrative power and strength of vision.60 

Although~ of Eden is an artistic failure, the book 

do es h ave mom e nts of greatness. In the novel Steinbeck 

writes with b eauty and simplicity in many of the passages 

in which be celebrates the glory of the free individual. 

And as a lways, Steinbeck is an excellent storyteller. Even 

if th e novel lacks unity, it is well worth reading for the 



SJ 

many fin e passages of prose-poetry and for tbe an e cdotes that 

a r e r e l a t e d as only tb e master storyt e lle r Jobn St e inbe ck can 

r e l a t e th e m. 
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