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2011 Suggestions for Teaching August: Osage County by Tracy Letts                                    
 

Before seeing/reading the play 
 
1. Where is Osage County located? Research the county’s history. What are the physical 

characteristics of the Great Plains? These and other websites provide information: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Osage_County,_Oklahoma 
http://visittheosage.com/bout_us.asp  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Plains 

 
2. Research the Cheyenne tribes of the Great Plains. Pay attention to their relationship to the 

European settlers in the area. What is the current state of affairs for the Cheyenne people 
still in Oklahoma? These and other websites provide information: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plains_Indians 

  http://rebelcherokee.labdiva.com/cheyenne.html 
  http://www.ou.edu/okage/504Lodge_Pole_RiverSite/Cheyenne_Life_Today.html 
 

3. August: Osage County begins and ends with characters quoting from “The Hollow Men” 
by T. S. Eliot. Read the poem. What spiritual and/or psychological conditions does it 
evoke? What does it lead you to expect of the play? These and other websites provide 
information: 
http://www.americanpoems.com/poets/tseliot/1076 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Hollow_Men 

 
4. Research the poets to whom Beverly Weston refers in the play’s prologue: John Berryman. 

Hart Crane. T. S. Eliot. Take into account their places of birth, their family relationships, 
the manner of their deaths and the topics their poetry explores.  
These and other websites provide information: 
http://www.poets.org/poet.php/prmPID/6 
http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/crane/bio.htm 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/T._S._Eliot 
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5. Violet quotes Emily Dickinson’s “Because I Could Not Stop for Death.” Read the poem. This 
and other websites provide information: 
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/stop.html 

 
6. Beverly and Violet Weston have an agreement that if something should happen to one of 

them, the other will empty a shared safety deposit box before saying anything to the 
authorities. This is to keep those valuables from going to probate. What is probate? This 
and other websites provide information: 
http://www.lectlaw.com/filesh/qfl08.htm 

 
7. Investigate August: Osage County’s production history and playwright, Tracy Letts.  These 

and other websites provide information: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/August:_Osage_County 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tracy_Letts 
 

8. What is black comedy? What topics are typically explored in black comedies? What is the 
intention of the genre? These and other websites provide information: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_comedy 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/67959/black-humour 
 

After seeing/reading the play 
 

1. Consider what the significance of the play’s title might be. What impact does the play’s 
location have on the story? What role does the time of year play?   
 

2. Barbara and Bill use the phrase “The Plains” synonymously with “The Blues”.  What, for 
them, is similar about the two? If “The Plains” is a state of mind, as they say it is,  what 
might that state of mind be? 
 

3. How does the location where the characters choose to live reflect their personality? 
Consider Barbara and her family (Boulder, CO) and Karen and Steve (Miami, FL.) How does 
Pawhuska, OK reflect Ivy’s personality, as well as the other characters who have chosen to 
remain in Osage County?   
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4. How have the Weston sisters’ respective decisions to leave or to stay close to their 
childhood home influenced their perspective of their parents? Of each other?  Of what it 
means to be a “close” family? How have the sisters’ decisions to stay or leave influenced 
their parents’ view of them?  

 
5. Describe Violet’s relationship with each of her daughters. What does she say she values in 

each? What do her actions suggest she values? How does Violet affirm each of her 
daughters? How does she undermine each? How do the daughters respond to their 
mother’s expressions of her feelings for them? 

 
6. To what extent does Barbara relive her mother’s parental dynamics in her relationship 

with her daughter, Jean? To what extent does she choose different behaviors from her 
mother’s? 

 
7. In what respects does each of the children in the play resemble her/his parents? In what 

areas has each made a decision to diverge from parental example? 
 

8. Beverly states, “My wife takes pills and I drink. That’s the bargain we’ve struck…one of the 
bargains, just one paragraph of our marriage contract…cruel covenant.” Describe the 
contracts of the other couples. To what extent can they be called “cruel covenants,” and 
to what extent are they positive in nature? 

 
9. Beverly refers to Violet’s having cancer of the mouth as the “punch line.” What is the 

joke? What does her mouth cancer symbolize? 
 

10. A reviewer describes the men in the play as either “docile and unmotivated” or 
“philandering and unreliable.” Which men fit each category? What other qualities does 
each demonstrate?  

 
11. What makes Little Charles special to his father and to Ivy? What makes him a burden to 

his mother? Who else in the play brings out gentleness and protectiveness in others, and 
why is this so? Who brings out harshness and impatience in others, and why? 
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12. Chart the status of the characters. Describe how status changes at pivotal moments in the 
play. In each case, explain why and how the change comes about. 

 
13. Charles Isherwood in the New York Times writes, “The play has the zip and zingy humor of 

classic television situation comedy and the absorbing narrative propulsion of a juicy soap 
opera, too.” To what extent do you agree? Disagree? Assign the play to a dramatic 
category or invent a new category to describe it. Explain your reasoning.  

 
14. In what ways does August: Osage County fit the label of a black comedy? In what ways 

does it not? Use specific examples from the play to support your answers. 
 

15. Is Beverly’s drowning accidental or suicide? Make a case for your opinion. Include the ways 
in which the manner of his death makes a difference for his family. 

 
16. Think about the various ways poetry is mentioned or quoted in August: Osage County. 

What do characters’ views on poetry and of specific poets reveal about themselves? What 
attitudes about writing, academia and books in general are illuminated throughout the 
story?  

 
17. Refer to Emily Dickinson’s poem “Because I Could Not Stop for Death” What makes this 

poem appeal to Violet? What is she communicating to her family when she quotes from 
it?  

 
18. Compare and contrast the different generations in the play. What differences in 

perspective do characters exhibit based on the eras in which they were raised? What 
other influences might have effected how each character views the world?   

 
19. Compare the relationship between Mattie Fae and Violet to Barbara, Ivy and Karen’s. 

What do these sets of sisters have in common and what is different about them? What, in 
the case of each, has brought them close together? What has distanced them? 

 
20. What does the strongbox represent to Beverly? To Violet? To their children? 
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21. Name specific, physical characteristics about the Weston house that are symbolic of the 
members inside it.  

 
22. Describe the various roles Johnna plays within the Weston household.  What is her 

journey over the course of the play, and in what ways does her position change from the 
opening to the concluding scene? Remain the same?  

 
23.  Johnna quotes from T.S. Eliot’s The Hollow Men , “This is the way the world ends”. The 

next and final line of the poem is, “Not with a bang, but with a whimper”. How do these 
stanzas resonate with the events that occur in August: Osage County? How do they 
describe the end of the play itself?    

 
24. Describe the self-truths that these characters discover about themselves throughout the 

play: Barbara. Violet. Beverly. Ivy. Mattie Fae. How does each one react to these 
discoveries? What choices do characters make (or not make) in response to these 
revelations? 

 
25. Consider the references to the passing of time in the play and how that theme manifests 

through various characters. Who in the play is threatened by time and for what reasons?  
 

26. Throughout August: Osage County the past is constantly remembered. Make a list of all 
the anecdotes that characters share about the past. What do these stories reveal about 
the personality of the teller? What is relevant about these memories to the happenings in 
the play’s present? What is the purpose behind publically remembering these events; do 
these stories embarrass, wound, complement, or inspire the listeners? When is 
remembering the past a good thing in the play? When is it a bad thing? 

 
27. Kate Kellaway in the Observer writes that playwright Tracy Letts “understands the force of 

what is not being said.” Find examples of this in the play. What might have been said in 
these instances? In each case, which has the greater impact? 

 
28. “Nothing is stronger than me”, Violet declares by the play’s end. In what ways is she 

right? In ways is she wrong? How does Violet conceive of strength? How does Barbara? 
Ivy? Karen? 
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29. What universal truths about families does the play embody? To what extent is the 
Weston family a microcosm of American society in the 21st Century? 

 
30. If you are seeing Measure for Measure, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Imaginary Invalid, The 

Language Archive, Ghost Light or Henry IV Part Two, compare the family relationships in 
these plays to those in August: Osage County. Note the similarities. What qualities 
distinguish the “good” parents from the “bad” parents? “Good” children from “bad” 
children? “Good” spouses from “bad” spouses? “Good” siblings from “bad” siblings?  
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