
Glengarry Glen Ross By David Mamet

Glengarry Glen Ross is a powerful play written by David Mamet that delves deep into the world of
real estate sales. First premiered in 1984, the play has since become a classic in American theater,
renowned for its sharp dialogue, intense characterizations, and biting critique of capitalism and the
moral dilemmas faced by individuals in a cutthroat industry. Mamet's work explores themes of
desperation, competition, and the moral compromises people make in the pursuit of success.



Background and Context

The Author: David Mamet

David Mamet is an influential American playwright, screenwriter, and director, known for his
distinctive style characterized by rapid-fire dialogue and a focus on the complexities of human
relationships. Born in 1947 in Chicago, Mamet's works often reflect his experiences in the theater
and his observations on the American way of life, particularly the moral ambiguities that arise within
various professions.

Setting of the Play

Glengarry Glen Ross is set in a real estate office in Chicago. The narrative unfolds over a two-day
period and revolves around a group of salesmen who are engaged in a high-stakes competition to
sell undesirable property. The setting is crucial, as it embodies the cutthroat nature of the sales
world, where success is measured by profit and failure is met with severe consequences.

Thematic Exploration

1. Capitalism and Morality: At its core, Mamet’s play critiques the ruthless nature of capitalism. The
characters' desperation to succeed leads them to engage in unethical practices, illuminating the
moral compromises that accompany the pursuit of wealth.

2. Competition and Betrayal: The cutthroat competition among the salesmen highlights themes of
betrayal and loyalty. The characters are pitted against each other, leading to schemes and
backstabbing as they seek to outdo one another.

3. Power and Vulnerability: The dynamics of power in the workplace are explored through the
relationships between the characters. Their vulnerabilities are laid bare as they navigate a world
that values profits over personal integrity.

Character Analysis

Glengarry Glen Ross features a cast of complex characters, each embodying different facets of the
sales world.

Ricky Roma

Ricky Roma, portrayed as the top salesman, is charismatic and manipulative. His ability to charm
customers and colleagues alike showcases his understanding of the human psyche. Roma represents



the pinnacle of salesmanship but also embodies the moral vacuity that success in this environment
often entails.

Levene

Shelly Levene is an aging salesman who is desperate to regain his past glory. His character
poignantly portrays the fear of obsolescence and the lengths to which one might go to reclaim lost
status. Levene’s desperation makes him a sympathetic figure, despite his unethical choices.

Dave Moss

Dave Moss is another salesman who feels marginalized and undervalued. His frustration with the
system leads him to devise a plan to steal leads from the office, showcasing the lengths to which
individuals may go when they feel powerless.

John Williamson

John Williamson, the office manager, represents the bureaucratic side of the sales industry. His
character is often viewed as the antagonist due to his perceived aloofness and control over the
salesmen's fates. Williamson's role highlights the complexities of authority and the often-unseen
pressures that come with management.

Other Characters

- George Aaronow: A timid and insecure salesman who often finds himself caught between the
ambitions of others.
- The Clients: They serve as a backdrop to the salesmen's ambitions, representing the victims of their
manipulations.

Structure and Style

Dialogue and Language

Mamet's dialogue is one of the most distinctive features of Glengarry Glen Ross. The language is
terse and rhythmic, often resembling a form of verbal sparring. The overlapping conversations and
interruptions create a sense of urgency and tension, mirroring the high-stakes environment of real
estate sales.



Non-linear Narrative

The play’s structure is non-linear, focusing on vignettes that reveal the characters’ motivations and
conflicts. This approach allows the audience to piece together the story from different perspectives,
enhancing the complexity of the narrative.

Impact and Reception

Glengarry Glen Ross has received critical acclaim since its debut. It won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama
in 1984 and was nominated for a Tony Award. The play has been praised for its incisive commentary
on American society and the moral dilemmas faced by individuals in pursuit of success.

Cultural Significance

1. Influence on Modern Theater: Mamet's style has had a lasting impact on contemporary theater,
inspiring a generation of playwrights to explore dialogue-driven narratives that reflect the human
experience.

2. Adaptations: The play was adapted into a film in 1992, featuring an all-star cast, including Al
Pacino, Jack Lemmon, and Alec Baldwin. The film adaptation brought Mamet's work to a wider
audience and is often regarded as a classic in its own right.

3. Legacy: Glengarry Glen Ross continues to be produced in theaters around the world, resonating
with audiences who recognize the timeless themes of ambition, desperation, and moral compromise.

Conclusion

Glengarry Glen Ross remains a powerful exploration of the American Dream and the lengths to
which individuals will go to achieve success. David Mamet's incisive writing, complex characters,
and sharp critique of capitalism resonate with audiences, making the play a staple of American
theater. Through its exploration of themes such as competition, betrayal, and moral ambiguity, the
work invites reflection on the nature of success and the ethical dilemmas that accompany it. In a
world where the pressure to succeed can lead to unethical behavior, Mamet's play serves as a
cautionary tale about the human cost of ambition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes of 'Glengarry Glen Ross'?
The central themes include the cutthroat nature of capitalism, the moral compromises people make
for success, and the pressures of salesmanship.



How does David Mamet's use of language contribute to the
play's impact?
Mamet's use of rapid-fire dialogue and unique speech patterns creates a realistic portrayal of the
characters' desperation and stress, enhancing the play's tension and urgency.

What is the significance of the title 'Glengarry Glen Ross'?
The title refers to two real estate developments that symbolize the high-stakes environment the
characters operate in, highlighting the allure and pitfalls of the American Dream.

Who are the main characters in 'Glengarry Glen Ross' and
what are their motivations?
The main characters include Ricky Roma, who is charismatic and manipulative; Shelley Levene, an
aging salesman desperate to reclaim his past success; and Dave Moss, who is frustrated and feels
undervalued. Each character is motivated by the desire for financial security and validation.

What role does masculinity play in 'Glengarry Glen Ross'?
Masculinity is portrayed as a source of both power and vulnerability, with characters frequently
measuring their worth against each other's success and societal expectations, leading to aggressive
behaviors and rivalries.

How has 'Glengarry Glen Ross' been received in contemporary
discussions about business ethics?
The play is often referenced in discussions about business ethics, highlighting the morally
ambiguous tactics used in sales and the impact of aggressive corporate cultures on individual
integrity and interpersonal relationships.
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