During the first half of the twentieth century, Eugene O'Neill was America's greatest
living playwright. Many drama critics today would say that O'Neill remains one of the
best playwrights ever. O'Neill is usually known for his later works, arguably his best and

most autobiographical plays: The Iceman Cometh, Long Day’s Journey Into Night, and A
Moon for the Misbegotten. Yet, the body of work that would win O'Neill the Nobel Prize
for Literature came from his early to mid-career plays — those he wrote before his later
pieces that seemed torn from his flesh. O'Neill remains the only American playwright to
have won that coveted award.

By the time he wrote Anna Christie, O'Neill already
had a Pulitzer Prize and two Broadway successes
under his belt. Anna Christie would garner O'Neill
his second Pulitzer, establishing him as America's
pre-eminent playwright. In Anna Christie, the young
O'Neill explored new ways of representing immigrant
voices. O'Neill had been experimenting with dialect
ever since his early plays, mostly African American
(The Dreamy Kid, The Emperor Jones) or Irish
(Bound East For Cardiff and Moon of the Caribbees).
In Anna Christie, he revived Irish brogue and fleshed
out a Swedish dialect. He also featured the drunken
jabber of denizens in a portside dive — a kind of dry-
run for iceman - in an effort to portray the gritty
reality of “the lower depths,” just as Gorky had done
for Russian drama.

In addition to capturing authentic American
voices, Anna Christie also offered a new take on
the prostitute drama, a subgenre of plays that
were hugely popular in the American theatre.
Whilst O'Neill had already delved into prostitution
in The Web (1913), in Anna Christie he portrayed
prostitution with more sympathy and complexity
than other playwrights.

O'Neill's contributions are enduring. Anna Christie
was twice made into a film (most famously with
Greta Garbo in 1930) and was adapted into a Bob
Fosse musical extravaganza called New Girl in Town
in1957.
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