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JohnJohn Ernst Steinbeck, Jr. (February 27, 1902 – December 20, 1968) was an American author of 
twenty-seven books, including sixteen novels, six non-fiction books, and five collections of short 
stories. He is widely known for the comic novels Tortilla Flat (1935) and Cannery Row (1945), 
the multi-generation epic East of Eden (1952), and the novellas Of Mice and Men (1937) and The 
Red Pony (1937). The Pulitzer Prize-winning The Grapes of Wrath (1939), widely attributed to 
be part of the American literary canon, is considered Steinbeck's masterpiece. In the first 75 years 
since it was published, it sold 14 million copies.

TheThe winner of the 1962 Nobel Prize in Literature, he has been called "a giant of American let-
ters". His works are widely read abroad and many of his works are considered classics of Western 
literature.

Most of Steinbeck's work is set in southern and central California, particularly in the Salinas 
Valley and the California Coast Ranges region. His works frequently explored the themes of fate 
and injustice, especially as applied to downtrodden or everyman protagonists.

In 1962, Steinbeck won the Nobel Prize for literature for his "realistic and imaginative writing, 
combining as it does sympathetic humor and keen social perception." The selection was heavily 
criticized, and described as "one of the Academy's biggest mistakes" in one Swedish newspaper. 
The reaction of American literary critics was also harsh. The New York Times asked why the 
Nobel committee gave the award to an author whose "limited talent is, in his best books, watered 
down by tenth-rate philosophising", noting that "The international character of the award and the 
weight attached to it raise questions about the mechanics of selection and how close the Nobel 
committeecommittee is to the main currents of American writing.... We think it interesting that the laurel 
was not awarded to a writer ... whose significance, influence and sheer body of work had already 
made a more profound impression on the literature of our age". Steinbeck himself, when asked 
on the day of the announcement if he deserved the Nobel, replied: "Frankly, no." Biographer 
Jackson Benson notes, "This honor was one of the few in the world that one could not buy nor 
gain by political maneuver. It was precisely because the committee made its judgment ... on its 
own criteria, rather than plugging into 'the main currents of American writing' as defined by the 
critical establishment, that the award had value."critical establishment, that the award had value."

46


