
Glengarry	Glen	Ross:	Act	1	Scene	1	

“It	wasn’t	luck.	It	was	skill.	You	want	to	throw	that	away,	John?	You	want	to	throw	that	away?”	
 

 

In the first scene, Levene and Williamson have lunch together at a Chinese restaurant. Shelly Levene, once 
a top salesman but now in his fifties and 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, 
Williamson offers to sell him the leads and wants 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	
 

How well do you know this scene? 

1. What company is providing the land and 
leads? 
(a) Rio Rancho. 
(b) Glen Ross Farms. 
(c) Glengarry Highlands. 
(d) Arizona Realty. 

2. To whom is Williamson giving the premium 
leads? 
(a) Aaronow. 
(b) Moss. 
(c) Roma. 
(d) Levene. 

3. What type of salesman is needed for the 
premium leads? 
(a) A ‘winner’. 
(b) A ‘stalwart’ 
(c) A ‘son-of-a-bitch’. 
(d) A ‘closer’. 

4. What increase in sales does Levene promise if 
he can get the premium leads? 
(a) Double. 
(b) Triple. 
(c) Quadruple. 
(d) Quintuple. 

5. Who invalidated the last sale Levene made? 
(a) The business bureau. 
(b) A lawyer. 
(c) The accounts department. 
(d) A judge. 

                                                                             
6. What does Levene blame for his recent sales 
record? 
(a) A drinking problem. 
(b) A bad streak. 
(c) Health problems. 
(d) He is under some kind of curse. 

7. How many leads was Shelly given last time? 
(a) One. 
(b) Two. 
(c) Three. 
(d) Four. 

8. How does Levene disparagingly describe 
Moss? 
(a) A white-washer. 
(b) A book-cooker. 
(c) A scavenger. 
(d) An order-taker. 

9. How does Williamson say the leads are 
assigned?  
(a) By somebody else. 
(b) According to percentage. 
(c) By seniority. 
(d) Randomly. 

10. How much money does Levene promise to 
pay upfront for the better leads? 
(a) 30 dollars. 
(b) 50 dollars. 
(c) 90 dollars. 
(d) 120 dollars.



	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. Describe the competitive sales situation Williamson has set up in the office. What are your thoughts on 
this system? Is it good? Will it work? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Who is Shelly Levene? What are his defining characteristics?  

 

 

 

 

 

3. Why doesn’t Levene seem to like Williamson? What are his objections to having lunch with him?  

 

 

 

 

 

4. How does Williamson describe his life and job? What does his attitude seem to be? 

 

 

 

 

 

5. What various strategies did Levene use throughout this scene to persuade Williamson to give him the 
premium leads? Can you identify two or three distinctly different persuasive methods? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 

Important Setting: the Chinese Restaurant 

Glengarry Glen Ross has a unique 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. 

Mamet’s idea 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. 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 other two Chinese Restaurant scenes, we learn that Moss seems to 
commiserate with Aaranow, but is really setting him up to do a burglary for him and Roma seems to 
be having a heartfelt conversation with Lingk, but we find that he is just disarming a stranger when he 
produces a sales pamphlet. 

Activity 
 
Imagine you have been asked to produce a set design for Glengarry Glen Ross. Design the stage and 
setting for Act One. Annotate your design with notes for the director of the play. 
 
Alternatively, as Glengarry Glen Ross is a popularly performed play, you might like to research three 
different set designs that have been used to stage Act One. Annotate each design with your notes 
about the effectiveness of the choices on view. 
 

 
 

What details of set design strike you as effective in this image of Glengarry Glen Ross, taken from the 
New Theatre production in New York, 2021? 



 

Learner Profile - Communicator  
 

‘Marshall the leads… marshall the leads?’ 
 

The beginning of Act One drops the audience into the middle of a conversation (or, more aptly, a 
professional argument) between Levene and Williamson. Leven is trying to persuade Williamson to give 
him better ‘leads.’ This word is the first example of the antiseptic jargon that Mamet has such an ear for 
and that his characters use liberally throughout the whole play. Jargon is a type of language that is used by 
a group of people who are familiar with the context or matter under discussion. It is a kind of professional 
shorthand. Levene and Williamson both know that ‘leads’ are the names, phone numbers, and addresses of 
people who are targets for cold-calling – a salesman can call or visit a lead and try to sell them parcels of 
land. While the audience will slowly get a sense of the meaning of words like leads, to be dropped into the 
middle of this conversation is quite jarring. In this scene, the audience are positioned as outsiders with less 
understanding than the characters on the stage. 
 
In terms of the IB Student Learner Profile attribute communication, then, jargon possesses particular 
power. Use of jargon can be efficient and useful in certain contexts. But for an outsider, hearing jargon can 
be intimidating and alienating, simply a reminder that a person in not part of the in-group. Jargon has the 
power to exclude rather than include and is a way of asserting power over others through use of language. 
 
Activity 
 

Here is a reproduction of the first page of the script for Glengarry Glen Ross. Can you identify more 
examples of jargon? Highlight them and annotate the meaning. Begin with ‘leads’ – then skip forward 
through Act One and make a list of all the sales terms and phrases that appear. What do they all mean? 
 
 

 
 



 

Character Study: Shelly Levene 
 

‘Nineteen eighty, eighty-one . . . eighty-two . . . six months of eighty-two . . . who's there? 
Who's up there?’ 

 

 
Shelly ‘The Machine’ Levene was played by Jack Lemmon in  

the famous 1992 film of Glengarry Glen Ross. 
 
Shelly Levene is a man in his fifties, formerly a hot salesman and now down on his luck. He needs a 
sale to survive so pleads with his office manager, Williamson, for good leads. Eventually he agrees to 
bribe him but doesn't have the necessary cash to hand. In fact, Levene is so strapped for cash that he 
even has to worry about having enough to buy petrol for his car! He is the only character about whom 
we learn anything of his outside life: he lives in a resident hotel, he has a daughter, and the daughter is 
apparently dependent on him and perhaps is even in a hospital.  
 
Act One, Scene 1 introduces the conflict between Levene and John Williamson. Shelly constantly 
reminds Williamson of his successes from the past, despite the fact that in recent times his sales 
record has been poor. On current form he is ‘washed-up’ and ‘over-the-hill.’ Therefore, this conflict 
represents the ever-present conflict between age and experience, youth and energy, the past and the 
present. 
 
Activity 
 
Investigate the conflict between past and present by finding and recording claims Levene 
makes about his past performance. Next to each, record Williamson’s response: 
 

Levene’s Claims 
 

Williamson’s Responses 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


