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    ARTHUR MILLER


    AMERICAN PLAYWRIGHT


    
      	Born in Harlem, New York City in 1915.


      	Died in Roxbury, Connecticut in 2005.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	All My Sons (1947), play


          	Death of a Salesman (1949), play


          	A View from the Bridge (1955, revised 1956), play

        

      

    


    Arthur Miller is one of the most celebrated figures in the world of 20th century drama, and his four major works remain a part of the theatrical canon across the globe. Born into a modestly wealthy home in New York, Miller supported himself early in his career with work writing radio plays and at other menial jobs; he was in his early 30s before he reached his current level of renown with the play All My Sons. His life was marked by a certain degree of celebrity, having been called to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee at the weight of McCarthyism and having been married tumultuously to Marilyn Monroe (American actress, 1926-1962), with the troubles that plagued their relationship being chronicled in the 1967 play The Price.


    Despite having written only 17 plays throughout his career, none of which matched the success of his early, now canonical works, Miller enjoyed a long and multi-faceted career as an essayist, short story writer, and screenwriter. Throughout his life, Miller’s works never strayed far from the concerns that first brought him to the stage: he continued to question the rising tides of nationalism, xenophobia, and modernisation in his post-war country, and his eye remained ever-fixed on the average person fighting for a small, dignified life even in worlds of chaos.

  


  
    THE CRUCIBLE


    THE SALEM WITCH TRIALS, AN ALLEGORY


    
      	Genre: play (tragedy, historical fiction)


      	Reference edition: Miller, A. (2003) The Crucible. London: Penguin.


      	1st edition: 1953


      	Themes: mass hysteria, fanaticism (particularly religious), individual vs. authority

    


    Written at the weight of America’s Red Scare, The Crucible is Miller’s answer to the widespread hysteria and fundamentalist attacks that marked his nation’s contemporary wrestle with McCarthyism. His parallels were clear and numerous: where the early Puritanical colonists controlled the population via theocracy, contemporary American politicians set Christian values against Communist plots; where the witch-hunts of Salem were fuelled by petty, practical ploys for power, so, too, did McCarthy strive to build and bolster the power of the American government against anyone who might have dissented; where the Salem Witch Trials condemned innocents and called upon neighbours to condemn neighbours in order to exonerate themselves, so, too, were Miller and his contemporaries offered the impossible choice to liberate themselves from suspicion at the cost of ‘naming’ their peers before the House Un-American Activities Committee.


    The Crucible goes beyond this direct allegory, however, and has come to endure through generations thanks to its timeless exploration of what defines the worth of a person – even a person who is a ‘sinner’. Taking his figures from the history of the Salem Witch Trials, Arthur Miller extrapolated beyond fact and created an operatic examination of a man whose ultimate struggle is against himself, and whose ultimate sacrifice is his life for his own dignity and integrity. Often seen in community theatre and high school performances in the United States, this play lives on as an example of Miller at the weight of his craftsmanship and as a broad allegory for the fight against mass, institutionalised fundamentalism fuelled by those who stand to gain from the betrayal of their compatriots. It remains as relevant now as it was in 1950s America.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACT 1: “AN OVERTURE”


    The play opens with Reverend Parris absorbed in prayer over his invalid daughter, Betty. His slave, Tituba, worriedly asks after the girl, but she is shooed away with the entrance of Abigail Williams, the Reverend’s young, beautiful niece. She brings in tow Susanna, another teenage girl who delivers news that the doctor claims there is no medical cure for Betty’s illness and recommends seeking cures for unnatural causes. The Reverend presses Abigail to know if she and Betty were conjuring spirits in the forest, where he happened upon them speaking gibberish and dancing around a fire to the tune of Tituba’s songs. The Reverend and his niece discuss their respective reputations in the village, with the Reverend saying there are people who would use this opportunity to drive him from his pulpit and Abigail asserting that she was discharged from her service to Goody Proctor because the older woman was a liar.


    Thomas Putnam and his wife arrive, saying that their daughter Ruth is also unwell. They ask after Reverend Hale, whom Parris has called, noting that he has had experience with evil spirits and witches. Parris is reluctant to entertain the idea of witchcraft, as it would reflect poorly on him as the spiritual leader of Salem, but Putnam in his bitterness is intent on encouraging ideas of witchcraft in town. His wife confirms that she sent Ruth to Tituba to raise the spirits of the Putnams’ dead children. Parris resolves to pray with the parish only, and he leaves with the Putnams, who return to their stirring daughter.


    Abigail is joined by Mercy Lewis, the Putnams’ maid, and Mary Warren, the Proctors’ maid. The teenagers discuss the events of the evening in a panic. Betty awakes and attempts to escape the room, recounting how Abigail drank blood that night in hopes of killing John Proctor’s wife. Abigail reacts violently and orders the others to say that all they did was dance while Tituba conjured spirits.


    John Proctor enters, ordering Mary Warren back to his home. He and Abigail are left alone, and Abby asks him to return to her, making it clear that they had a sexual relationship in the past, though John denies that he loved her. He refuses her advances, admonishing Abby for attempting to scorn his wife. Betty wakes suddenly at the sound of the Reverend praying in the other room. The Reverend, the Putnams, Giles Corey, and Rebecca Nurse enter in a panic, believing Betty unable to hear the name of the lord.


    Rebecca lays hands on Betty, who promptly quiets down. She and Proctor tell Parris to send the incoming Reverend Hale back from where he came, as no good can come of looking for Devils. Rebecca instead asks the community to look to themselves for the blame, which Putnam blankly ignores.


    Mr Putnam rebukes Proctor, accusing him of not attending church, and Proctor retorts that many of the parish do not attend because there is little preaching of God anymore. The Reverend reacts angrily, and says that as a man of Harvard, he does not understand why he must live a poor life in Salem. Proctor notes that Parris is the only minister to ever ask for a deed on a house.


    Parris accuses Proctor of attempting to raise a faction of parishioners against him, to which Proctor says that he would happily join such a party. He refuses to shake Parris’ hand and attempts to leave, but Putnam accuses him of taking lumber from the Putnam land. Giles Corey says that Putnam’s family willed land away that never belonged to them, and before he can leave, Reverend Hale arrives. Corey remains to asks questions of the Reverend, while Proctor leaves.


    Hale begins his examination, attempting to wake Betty, and in a growing communal fervency, Hale presses Abigail about exactly what the girls did that night. Parris mentions that he saw a kettle in the middle of the clearing where they had been dancing, and in an attempt to save herself, Abigail accuses Tituba of conjuring spirits, coming to her at night and compelling her to drink potions. Tituba is then questioned by Hale, and she admits to conversing with the Devil. Hale asks if the Devil ever appears with others. Putnam asks if Goody Osborn or Goody Good come with the Devil, and after sobbing and in an attempt to secure her safety, Tituba begins to give the names of others whom she claims were working with the Devil. Abigail joins in, along with Betty, who has woken up, and the Act ends with the men sending for the marshal as the girls continue to name women whom they claim were with the Devil.


    ACT 2: EIGHT DAYS LATER


    John returns home after work in his field. His wife, Elizabeth, receives him with dinner, and their relationship is fractured. Elizabeth says she wondered if John had been to Salem because he had come home so late. She tells John that she let Mary go to town because she had been made a magistrate of the court, and she reveals to a horrified John that Salem has established a proper court, imprisoned 14 people, and now has the power to hang.


    Elizabeth encourages John to go to Salem to reveal what Abigail had said to him some days prior. John hesitates, and as Elizabeth presses further, she discovers that John was alone with Abigail, rather than with a group as he had initially told her. John accuses Elizabeth of being unable to forgive him and for passing judgement on him, but his wife retorts that he is his own judge, and she never thought him anything but a good man.


    Mary Warren enters, fatigued from the day of trials. She breaks down, revealing that 39 people are now accused, and Goody Osborn, an old beggar-woman, will hang. Sarah Good, however, will not hang, for she confessed to working with the Devil. Elizabeth and John protest, knowing that none of what has been said in court is true, but Mary obstinately stands her ground, claiming the authority of the court as one who saved Elizabeth Proctor that day by refuting the claim that Elizabeth was a witch.


    With Mary’s exit, Elizabeth tells John that he must now go to Abigail to make clear that there is nothing left of their relationship. John stubbornly tries to deny that he knows Abigail still hopes to be with him, but he eventually concedes to his wife.


    Reverend Hale appears at their home, revealing that he has been inspecting the names of those mentioned in court, including Rebecca Nurse, who has also been accused. Elizabeth and John disbelievingly submit to the questioning of Hale, who asks why they have not been attending church frequently. He makes them repeat the Ten Commandments, and John forgets only that of adultery. Clearly doubting the Proctors, Hale attempts to leave, but Elizabeth compels her husband to share with the Reverend his knowledge that Abigail claimed the girls were not engaging in witchcraft. While Hale is somewhat moved by Proctor’s testimony, which he says he would give in court, he questions Proctor about his belief in witches in general. While John says he believes in witches, Elizabeth obstinately refuses to say as much, noting that if she is made out to be a witch, she does not believe in them.


    Giles Corey and Francis Nurse arrive in a fit, their wives having been taken by Ezekiel Cheever to the jail on the charge of having murdered the Putnams’ children. In a matter of moments, Cheever arrives at the Proctor home with a warrant for Elizabeth. John flies into a rage, but Cheever spots a doll that Mary had just that evening brought for Elizabeth. He finds in it a needle, which he takes as proof of Abigail’s claim that Elizabeth had been using witchcraft in an attempt to kill Abigail. John violently calls for Mary, who confesses that it is her doll and that Abigail herself saw Mary sewing it in court.


    John rips the court order and attempts to remove the jailers from his home, but Elizabeth chooses to leave with them, asking John to set her free soon. He vows to descend upon the court, intending to go the next morning. With the men gone, John orders Mary to go to court with him to reveal the truth about the doll, and while Mary says that Abigail will ruin him by publicly revealing their affair, John embraces his fate, refusing to let his wife die for his faults.


    ACT 3: THE COURT


    From the vestry of the Salem meeting house – now the court – Martha Corey is heard denying accusations of witchcraft. Giles asserts that Putnam’s real motivation for levelling the accusations is to acquire the land of those condemned to hang as a result, and he is escorted out of the court and into the vestry. There he is met by Hale, Reverend Parris, Judge Hathorne, and Deputy Governor Danforth, who humourlessly tells Giles to submit a formal affidavit to the court in defence of his wife. Judge Hathorne asks that Giles and Francis Nurse be held in contempt, but John enters with Mary and attempts to submit their evidence to Danforth.


    While Parris protests, saying that Danforth cannot accept their word, Danforth questions Proctor and Mary, who confirms that she and the other girls were lying in their claims of having witnessed witchcraft. Danforth listens to the testimony, and Parris claims John is merely attempting to bring down the court. John says he merely wants to save his wife; however, he refuses to drop his claim to present the evidence in court after Danforth offers Elizabeth a year of life upon visible confirmation of her new pregnancy. John presses forward that he will defend his friends’ wives as well, offering Danforth testimony with 91 signatures of the good moral character of Elizabeth, Rebecca, and Martha. Parris demands that those who signed the document be brought before the court, and Danforth agrees.


    Giles Corey issues another statement to Danforth, accusing Putnam of levelling a charge against another man in order to inherit the land that he would leave behind. Because Giles refuses to give the name of the witness who could corroborate his claim, Danforth holds him in contempt of court. Finally, John presents Mary’s statement that she never was possessed nor saw the accused women possessed by spirits or the Devil. Danforth reads, and before Parris can protest, Danforth contemptuously demands


    

    

    

    ACT 4: JAIL
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