
The 411 on The Pearl 

 

 

John Steinbeck (1902-1968) 

 Written by John Steinbeck, an 

American novelist who won the 

Nobel Prize for Literature in 

1962.  
 

 Steinbeck grew up in Salinas, 

California, and spent most of his 

later life in Long Island, NY.  
 

 Steinbeck's most common 

subjects to write about are, “the 

plight of the misfits, the homeless 

and the hopeless in a fast-

changing America” (Who2.com 

2009). His writing also tends to 

have a “regionalistic flavor” 

(Wikipedia 2009) – that is, his 

characters are easily placed in a 

specific time period and culture. 

 

 The Pearl was first published in 1945 in the magazine, Women's Home 

Companion, under the title, The Pearl of the World.  
 

 The story falls under several different categories: 
 

◦ Novella: The Pearl is a novella in that it is longer than a short story, but 

shorter than a novel. Merriam-Webster (2009) defines a novella as having 

“a compact and pointed plot” and being “intermediate in length and 

complexity”. Wikipedia argues that a typical novella is somewhere 

between 17,500 and 40,000 words (2009). 
 

◦ Parable: A short story that illustrates a moral/religious lesson; they often 

feature human characters, and are retold orally across generations and 

cultures. The Pearl began as a Mexican folk tale about the cost of greed. 

 

 
 



◦ Allegory: A story containing symbolic figures and/or meanings. 

Perhaps prior to it being a Mexican folk tale, the pearl is described in the Book of 

Matthew (13:44-46) as a parable from Jesus about the nature of worldly goods: 

 

 The kingdom of Heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man  found  

 it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought  

 that field. 

 

 Again, the kingdom of Heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. 

 When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had 

 and bought it (from The Bible, New International Version).  
 

Historical Background: 
 

 The Pearl concerns Kino, a poor Mexican man who makes his living mining 

for pearls, and selling them to appraisers for meager amounts of money. 

Mexicans are referred to as “Indians”, because they are indigenous (native) 

to Baja California (in Mexico).  
 

 Kino's people share their land with the Spaniards. In Chapter One, Kino is 

hesitant to visit a local doctor because of the political unrest between the 

natives and those of Spanish descent:  
 

This doctor was not of his people. This doctor was of a race which for nearly four 

hundred years had beaten and starved and robbed and despised Kino's race, and 

frightened it too, so that the indigene came humbly to the door. And as always 

when he came near to one of this race, Kino felt weak and afraid and angry at the 

same time. (pg. 9) 
 

 The Spaniards who have conquered Kino's land see Kino's people as 

inferior. Historically, there is much bad blood: 
 

◦ Spanish conquest of the Aztec Empire: Began February 1519 and was 

achieved August 13, 1521, leading to colonization of the Americas by 

Spain. 
 

◦ Mexican War of Independence (1810-1821): Armed conflict between 

Mexican peasants and their colonial masters. Spain finally recognized 

Mexico's independence in 1836.  
 



 The Pearl is typically thought to take place at the turn of the century, 

probably no earlier than the 1900s and no later than the 1930s.  
 

 Kino lives in La Paz, a Spanish word meaning “The Peace”; the title is 

somewhat ironic, considering its history of bloodshed.  
 

 La Paz is currently the capital city of the Mexican state of Baja California 

Sur, though the town of Loreto previously held the title. Kino fishes in a 

“Gulf”, which is the Gulf of California.  
 

◦ Kino's family must eventually travel to “the capital”, which we are told is 

north of their starting point (La Paz, p. 87). Kino asks his wife, Juana, to 

“go north to Loreto or Santa Rosalia” (p. 77), so it can be assumed that 

they journey from La Paz to Loreto, a distance of 1101 kilometers – about 

684 miles – on foot.  
 

 La Paz today: 
 

◦ La Paz is an important regional commercial center for Mexico. In 2005, 

the population was 189,176 persons, with numbers reaching to 200,000 

when surrounding smaller towns' populations are taken into account.  
 

◦ La Paz is easily reached by plane, with connecting flights to other large 

cities in Mexico. In addition, ferry services connect the Baja California 

peninsula to Mexico's mainland.  
 

◦ La Paz currently contains three leading marine biology institutes, due to 

its location atop the Gulf of California. It features “the most bio-diverse 

body of water in the world” (CICC). Naturally, scuba diving is a popular 

activity for tourists and natives alike. 
 



 


