
Characterization Activity 

Read the following characterizations that Steinbeck provides for Pa and Ma Joad, and Granma and Grampa.  Use the text to answer 
the questions at the end.

Ma Joad 
Ma was heavy, but not fat; thick with child-bearing 
and work.  She wore a loose Mother Hubbard of gray 
cloth in which there had once been colored flowers, 
but the color was washed out now, so that the small 
flowered pattern was only a little lighter gray than 
the background.  The dress came down to her ankles, 
and her strong, broad, bare feet moved quickly and 
deftly over the floor.  Her thin, steel-gray hair was 
gathered in a sparse wispy knot at the back of her 
headstrong, freckled arms were bare to the elbow, and 
her hands were chubby and delicate, like those of a 
plump little girl.  She looked out into the sunshine.  
Her full face was not soft; it was controlled, kindly.  
Her hazel eyes seemed to have experienced all 
possible tragedy and to have mounted pain and 
suffering like steps into a high calm and a 
superhuman understanding.  She seemed to know, to 
accept, to welcome her position, the citadel of the 

family, the strong place that could not be taken.  And 
since old Tom and the children could not know hurt or 
fear unless she acknowledged hurt and fear, she had 
practiced denying them in herself.  And since, when a 
joyful thing happened, they looked to see whether joy 
was on her, it was her habit to build up laughter out of 
inadequate materials.  But better than joy was calm.  
Imperturbability could be depended upon.  And from 
her great and humble position in the family she had 
taken dignity and a clean calm beauty.  From her 
position as healer, her hands had grown sure and cool 
and quiet; from her position as arbiter she had become 
as remote and faultless in judgment as a goddess.  She 
seemed to know that if she swayed the family shook, 
and if she ever really deeply wavered or despaired the 
family would fall, the family will to function would be 
gone” (page 74). 

 
Pa Joad 

“What do you want?” old Tom mumbled around 
his mouthful of nails.  He wore a black, dirty slouch 
hat and a blue work shirt over which was a buttonless 
vest; his jeans were held up by a wide harness-leather 
belt with a big square brass buckle, leather and metal 
polished from years of wearing and his shoes were 
cracked and the soles swollen and boat shaped from 
years of sun and wet and dust.  The sleeves of his shirt 
were tight on his forearms, held down by the bulging 
powerful muscles.  Stomach and hips were lean, and 
legs, short, heavy and strong.  His face, squared by a 

bristling pepper and salt beard, was all dr4awn down 
to the forceful chin, a chin thrust out and built out by 
the stubble beard which was not so grayed on the 
chin, and gave weight and force to its thrust.  Over old 
Tom’s unwhiskered cheek bones the skin was as 
brown as meerschaum, and wrinkled in rays around 
his eye-corners from squinting.  His eyes were brown, 
black-coffee brown, and he thrust his head forward 
when he looked at a thing, for his bright dark eyes 
were failing.  His lips, from which the big nails 
protruded, were thin and red” (Page 71-72) 

 
Grampa and Granma 

Across the yard came four people.  Grampa was 
ahead, a lean, ragged, quick old man, jumping with 
quick steps and favoring his right leg—the side that 
came out of joint.  He was buttoning his fly as he 
came, and his old hands were having trouble finding 
the buttons, for he had buttoned the top button into the 
second buttonhole, and hat threw the whole sequence 
off.  He wore dark ragged pants and a torn blue shirt, 
open all the way down, and showing the long gray 
underwear, also unbuttoned.  His lean white chest, 
fuzzed with white hair, was visible through the 
opening in his underwear.  He gave up the fly and left 

it open and fumbled with the underwear buttons, then 
gave the whole thing up and hitched his brown 
suspenders.  His was a lean excitable face with little 
bright eyes as evil as a frantic child’s eyes.  A 
cantankerous, complaining, mischievous, laughing 
face.  He fought and argued, told dirty stories.  He was 
as lecherous as always.  Vicious and cruel and 
impatient, like a frantic child, and the whole structure 
overlaid with amusement.  He drank too much when 
he could get it, ate too much when it was there, talked 
too much all the time. 



Behind him hobbled Granma, who had survived 
only because she was as mean as her husband.  She 
had held her own with a shrill ferocious religiosity 
that was as lecherous and as savage as anything 
Grampa could offer.  Once, after a meeting, while she 
was still speaking in tongues, she fired both barrels of 
a shotgun at her husband, ripping one of his buttocks 

nearly off, and after that he admired her and did not 
try to torture her as children torture bugs.  As she 
walked she hiked her Mother Hubbard up to her 
knees, and she bleated her shrill terrible war cry:  Pu-
raise Gawd fur vittory” (pages 77-78). 

 

 

Evaluating the Selections 

1.  Underline four examples of Simile or Metaphor that Steinbeck uses to describe his characters.  Write your 
favorite simile, and tell why you like it.   
 

 

For questions 2 through 5, select one of the characters from the reading that best answers the question.  Use 
a quote from the text.  For example, in answer to the question, Which character cares the most about Heaven, 
one might write:  Granma because she has a “shrill ferocious religiosity” 

2.  Which character is most likely to survive the long trip to California and help the family prosper there? 

3. Which character reminds you of someone you know? 

4. Which character would you prefer to have along to spice up a long, boring road trip? 

5. Which character is easiest for you to imagine how they look? 

 

For Next Week 
There will be a quiz on Monday over Chapters 9-11.  Use any remaining class time to read ahead in The Grapes of 

Wrath and prepare for the quiz.  Remember to have 2 Questions and 2 Quotes to discuss in class on Monday. 

 
 


