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The Grapes of Wrath Monologue and Essay
John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath is a book that captures the hope and spirit of America during one of its most difficult times.  It was published in 1939, many years into the Great Depression and Dustbowl that turned America upside down.  In Europe, Hitler invaded Poland as war became a reality.  In America, President Roosevelt tried to turn the economy around by instituting work programs to provide jobs to the unemployed.  People were on the move across the country in search of work.  John Steinbeck chronicled one aspect of this migration by focusing on tenant farmers from Oklahoma who sought salvation in California.  The Joad family became synonymous with families displaced by the droughts that produced the Dustbowl on the midwestern plains.  Nature and bankers uprooted families and blew them out west, in search of stability and prosperity.  This book entwines the twin American motifs of “adventure narrative” and “domestic tradition,” according to Robert DeMott at the 2013 Steinbeck Institute.
Dramatic Monologue
After becoming familiar with the interchapters or “generals,” small groups of students will work together to dramatize these, staging these essays by Steinbeck on the trends he witnessed during the thirties.  Students will use the adaptation techniques that Matt Spangler introduced at the Steinbeck Institute.  Chapters 1, 5, 7, 9, and 12 can be staged in class to give voice to the social predicaments.  This will allow students to practice for the monologues that they will create for individual characters in the narrative chapters.
After staging the interchapters, students will meet to discuss ideas for writing dramatic monologues based on one of the following characters, as assigned by the instructor:  Ma, Tom Joad, Rosasharn, Jim Casy, Al, Connie, or Muley Graves.  Together, students will brainstorm ideas about topics, images, and symbols for each character.  This dramatic monologue should be written in verse, 30 lines in length close to iambic pentameter (10 syllables); focusing on the role that the character plays in the novel; revealing a deeper psychology inherent in the character; addressing a specific topic of concern to the character; including at least three objects or images associated with the character; using the diction of the character.  This monologue is intended to emphasize literary voice, which can lead to a deeper discussion of place, which combines the longing for adventure with the need to set down roots.  Steinbeck explores alternative relationships and community structures in many of his books.
Essay
In the Introduction to the Penguin Classics edition of The Grapes of Wrath, DeMott suggests that this novel can be analyzed from many perspectives.  Steinbeck drew on “Dorothea Lange’s photographs of Dust Bowl Oklahoma and California migrant life” as well as the Greek epics to create an American epic; he employed a symphonic syncopated structure of “intimate narrative and panoramic editorial chapters” to create a living picture of the Great Depression; and he depicted nature ravaged “by poor land-use practices, rapacious acquisitiveness, and technological arrogance”.  Focus on one of these topics as you discuss the conflicts illustrated in this novel that shows America at a crossroads – historically, socially, and physically:

· Choose the migrant experience as American epic, with its conflicts between tenant farmers, bankers, government camps and agricultural cooperatives; or 
· Choose the migrants’ experience of the mother road, Route 66, and how that altered family and community; or
· Choose the natural landscape as a place that identifies the farmer but drowns the migrant.  

Select one of these topics, and write a paper that identifies the basic conflicts in the theme; delineate what American values pertain to the topic, and how these change in the course of the book; use the major characters’ evolving recognition of their plights to specifically address your theme.  Contrast the experience of the road with the search for home, or “genus loci.”
· You must include quotes and specific incidents from the three major sections of the novel – Oklahoma, Route 66, and California.  These can be supplemented by your notes on The Worst Hard Time by Timothy Egan – from the excerpts read in class; and references to The Plow That Broke the Plains by Pare Lorentz (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fQCwhjWNcH8) as well as the clips that the class watched from John Ford’s movie of the novel.
· If you choose to focus on The Grapes of Wrath as an American epic, make sure that you refer to the monomyth of Joseph Campbell (summarized in a Wikipedia article referred to in class) who worked through some of his ideas about epics with John Steinbeck

· The class listened to Woody Guthrie, Bruce Springsteen, and Dust Bowl era songs; viewed the photographs of Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans, and other federal project artists; examined the “Voices from the Dust Bowl” website at the Library of Congress website – http://lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/afctshtml/tshome.html.  You must include one graphic piece of evidence that supports your theme – a photograph, song lyrics, chart, and so forth.  This should be inserted into your typed paper at the appropriate spot, at the point where you refer to it.

· You must include your own response to the selected theme, including your belief as to the importance of adventure versus the home-making tradition.

This expository paper on The Grapes of Wrath should be three typed pages, double-spaced, one-inch margins, twelve-point font.
