
Glengarry Glen Ross: Act 1 Scene 1 
 
Summary 
In the first scene, Levene and Williamson have lunch together at the Chinese 
restaurant. Shelly Levene, once a top salesman but now, in his fifties, down on his 
luck, is begging Williamson, the real estate office manager, for "A-list" leads. Levene 
has not closed a sale in months but he is convinced that one good lead will restore his 
confidence and put him back on track. As the salesman becomes more desperate, 
Williams offers to sell him the leads for $50 each and a percentage of any 
commissions Levene might earn. Levene agrees to the offer but doesn’t have the 
money for the up-front fee… 

 

Knowledge Check 
 
Can you answer these questions from memory? If not, skim and scan Act 1 Scene 1 to 
find the answers. Discuss your findings with a classmate or your teacher; record the 
significance of these moments in the play: 
 

1. What competitive sales situation has Williamson set up in the office? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

2. Who is Shelley Levene? Can you describe him? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

3. What is Shelley Levene’s objection to having lunch with Williamson? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 



 
4. How does Williamson describe his life and job as office manager? 

 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

5. What happened to the last lead Levene closed? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

6. How do Williamson and Levene stand at the end of Act 1, Scene 1? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 

 

 
Important Setting: The Chinese Restaurant 
  

Glengarry Glen Ross has a 
daring structure with two 
very different forms for the 
two acts. Act One is broken 
up into three scenes, each set 
in a different booth in a 
Chinese restaurant in 
Chicago; while not clearly 

stated, all of the action may be occurring simultaneously. Through these scenes we 
come to know the jargon of the real estate sales world: "lead" is a sales prospect; the 
"board" is a chart of sales closings; "sit" is a face-to-face meeting with a prospect; 
"closing" is getting the customer's signature on a contract and a check. We also learn, 
bit by bit, that there is a sales contest on and that the winner of the first prize will 
receive a Cadillac, second prize a set of steak knives; all the rest of the salesmen will 
be fired. 

 



Additionally, the use of staging three structurally similar scenes in the same setting 
encourages the audience to juxtapose the three conversations that happen between 
two sets of men. On the surface, we get to hear three parallel negotiations and to 
experience the range of strategies a salesman might use to persuade the listener. 
Moreover, the setting, through visually compartmentalising the stage, also introduces 
an important theme of the play: alienation and loneliness.  

Certainly all of the characters suffer alienation both from nature and other people. 
They are apparently unfamiliar with the land they sell and refer to it as "crap." It is 
just a commodity. They are also alienated from their customers, whom they despise, 
and from each other. They do have a unity in despising what they know is an unfair 
system, but whenever it seems that friendship is involved whether with one another or 
with a customer we soon learn that it is just another scam, another preparation for 
"closing." In the Chinese Restaurant scenes, we learn that Moss seems to commiserate 
with Aaranow but is really setting him up to do a burglary for him; Roma seems to be 
having a heartfelt conversation with Lingk, and it even appears to the audience that 
they are old friends; but, we find that he is just disarming a stranger when he produces 
a sales pamphlet; (Later, Roma suggests that he and Levene work as partners only to 
betray him almost immediately afterwards.) 

 
 
 
Discussion Point: Jargon 
The beginning of Act 1 drops the audience into the middle of a professional argument 
between Williamson and Levene. Mamet has an ear for the antiseptic jargon of the 
real estate office and uses jargon to help create the world of the play.  

Make a list of all of the sales terms that appear in the first scene of the play: lead, 
close, gross, etc. Discuss what you understand each term to mean. How did you figure 
this out from the text? 
 
 
 
Character Study: Levene 
 

1. Act 1, Scene 1 introduces the conflict between Shelly Levene and John 
Williamson. This conflict represents the ever-present conflict between 
age/experience, youth/energy, the past and the future. 
 
Find and note down what claims Levene makes about his past career? Next to 
each claim, determine what Williamson's response is. How do these two men 
present two different versions of a single life?  
 



2. Act 1, Scene 1 of the play begins with a desperate plea for help from Shelly 
Levene. This desperation pervades Glengarry Glen Ross like a virus, affecting 
every person in it. From now on, desperation acts as a driver of plot. 

Why is Shelly Levene desperate in this scene? How is this desperation 
manifest in his lines? For example, what is he prepared to do to get the ‘leads’ 
out of Williamson?  

 
 

Office Gossip 

In his convoluted and ambiguous dialogue, Mamet is something of a descendant of the 
absurdist theatre movement of Beckett and Ionesco. Another hallmark of this 
movement is the ‘ambiguity about the past’, a theme evident in the first scene through 
listening to the character of Levene. 

 
 
 

“I got to eat. Shit, Williamson, shit. You . . . Moss . . . Roma . . . look at the sheets . . . 
look at the sheets. Nineteen eighty, eighty-one . . . eighty-two . . . six months of 

eighty-two . . . who's there? Who's up there?" 
 

Shelley Levene, played by Jack Lemmon in Glengarry Glen Ross, 1992. 

 


