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SYNOPSIS

Act I

The Reverend Samuel Parris kneels distraught at the bed of his daughter Betty. She lies
immobile and scarcely breathing, as she has since Parris came upon her and her cousin Abigail
dancing in the woods the night before. Tituba comes to ask about Betty but is angrily dis-
missed.

Abigail tells her uncle that the town suspects witchcraft and that he should go out to make
denial. He interrogates her about the dancing and about her mysterious dismissal from the
service of the Proctors. As she retorts that Goodwife Proctor arrogantly expected her to be a
slave, the Putnams enter. Their Ruth has been stricken, too, and they have sent to nearby
Beverly for the Reverend Hale, known for his skill in discovering witches.

Parris anxiously doubts the presence of witches in Salem, and Rebecca and Francis Nurse
enter with Giles Corey. Rebecca is comforting, but Giles is flippant about the girls’ illness. He
accuses Putnam of using a witch scare to defraud his neighbors of their land. John Proctor’s
entrance only fuels the quarrel. (Abigail, silent in Betty’s room above, reacts with excitement
to John’s presence.) Rebecca reprimands them for this untimely squabble in a house of illness,
calling them back to their senses. John and Giles depart.

They sing a psalm to beseech God’s help, and Betty begins to writhe on her bed; then with
an unearthly shriek she tries to fly out the window. All rush to help her in great commotion,
as Reverend Hale enters. He calms them authoritatively, and then begins a methodical in-
quiry. He soon learns that Tituba was also present at the dancing. Ann Putnam avers that
Tituba knows conjuring, and she is sent for. At Tituba’s entrance, Abigail, who has been under
severe inquisition by Hale, lashes out, accusing Tituba of compacting with the Devil. Tituba,
overwhelmed, finally confesses that the Devil has visited her, but denies that he has persuaded
her into any wrongdoing.

As Tituba’s confession breaks the spell over Betty, all return with fervor to the psalm. Abby
passionately repents her own compact with Satan.

Act II

Returning from a day of planting, John finds his wife moody—the witch trials aggravate her
domestic troubles, and Abby is at the center of both. Elizabeth, insisting that he expose
Abby’s fraud to Judge Danforth, concludes from John’s reluctance that Abby still charms him.
John responds that he has no witness to what Abby told him, and Abby would surely retaliate
by revealing their adultery. And he is fed up with Elizabeth’s condemnation of him. She in
turn regrets the lost sweetness of their love. Abby, she says, will not confess, lest she damn
herself. And what of those who suffer in jail because of John’s silence? No, John must tear
Abby from his heart.

Mary Warren returns furtively from her day at court as one of Abby’s crew of witchfinders.
She breaks down telling that the arrested have tripled in number, and that Goody Osborn is
condemned to hang! She is deeply troubled yet demonstrates how the hysterical excitement of
the court turns her into an accuser even against her will. When John threatens to whip her if
she returns to court, she blurts out that Goody Proctor herself has been mentioned in court
and that only Mary’s defense of her prevented an outright accusation.

Elizabeth, convinced that Abby is behind this, again pleads with John to go to the court,
when Reverend Hale and John Cheever enter with a warrant for her arrest. That very evening
Abby has charged Elizabeth with using a witch’s poppet to kill her. Mary reveals it is her
poppet, but Hale, although increasingly uncertain, feels he still must arrest Elizabeth for ex-
amination.




John almost rushes out after them to prevent Elizabeth’s detention, but instead turns threat-
eningly to Mary. She is to tell her story in court, even if it provokes a charge of adultery from
Abby and ruins both Abby and John completely—anything to save Elizabeth from suffering
for his sake.

Act III

Scene 1. Abby tries to persuade John to abandon Elizabeth and to join her in the holy work
of cleansing the corrupt town. He instead pleads that she free the town from the curse of her
foolish wickedness. She defies him, and he promises to expose her fraud. Now whatever fate
befalls Elizabeth, she says, will be of his doing.

Scene 2. Judge Danforth’s prayer in court is fervent with conviction; God surely is working
through him to cleanse the land of a plague of witches.

Giles Corey accuses Thomas Putnam, greedy for his neighbors’ land, of having bragged of
his role in the charges of witchcraft. Judge Danforth sends Corey to jail and torture for refus-
ing to name his witnesses. But before being removed from court, Corey leaps at Putnam as
the man responsible for the arrests of Giles, his wife, and Rebecca Nurse.

John Proctor presents Mary Warren’s deposition that the entire crying-out against witches
began only as a game and is fraud. But in an effort to dispose of Elizabeth, he says, Abby
continues the pretense, encouraged by his adultery with her, which he now confesses. But
Elizabeth, ordinarily incapable of a lie, is brought in and fails to confirm John’s confession.

Then Abby accuses Mary herself of turning witch. Mary, first helpless and then hysterical,
turns on John Proctor. She accuses him of being the Devil’s man who has forced her into
trying to confuse and overthrow the court. All but the Reverend Hale and Francis Nurse close
in on John Proctor.

Act IV

Tituba and Sarah Good, imprisoned for months, sing of the Devil and his lies to them. Abby
enters the prison yard, having bribed the jailer to permit Proctor to escape. John, although
broken by months of prison and torture, scorns the freedom and love she proffers. Abby flees
in tears.

Hale and Parris try to persuade Judge Danforth to postpone the morning’s scheduled execu-
tions of Proctor and Rebecca Nurse. Salem may openly rebel at the execution of such respect-
ed citizens. Danforth indignantly refuses, but agrees to ask Elizabeth to persuade her husband
to confess.

John and Elizabeth are left alone. She tells him that Giles Corey has been pressed to death
rather than say aye or nay to the charge of witchcraft, but that many have confessed in order
to save their lives. John reluctantly reveals his own wish to confess—if she will not think ill of
him for lying. Passionately she answers that it was her lie that doomed him, that she wants
him alive. Exultant, he shouts that he will confess to witchcraft.

Danforth, Hale, and Parris rejoice—each for his own reasons—at John’s decision, and Dan-
forth urges Rebecca, brought in on her way to the gallows, also to confess. She refuses to
damn herself with a lie. John is asked to sign his confession, that it may be exhibited before
the town. But this is too much. He has shamed himself by confessing, and he will not set his
hand to the destruction of his name and the eternal shame of his sons. He tears the document.
In fury, Danforth orders John and Rebecca to be executed. Hale pleads that Elizabeth try to
change John’s mind while there is yet time. But she refuses: “He have his goodness now. God
forbid I take it from him.”

“GOD’S ICY WIND”—
NOTES ON THE PLAY AND THE OPERA, THE CRUCIBLE

by Bob Nelson and Dennis Todd

Man has a fearful capacity for evil, as well as for good. History often raises disturbing questions
about his very nature: How could faithful Christians have encouraged the atrocities of the Crusades?
Or condoned the excesses of the Inquisition? Or hidden their conscience so long from the enormity of
the Holocaust?

Such questions are raised afresh by The Crucible. From the rational perspective of nearly three cen-
turies we are amazed that apparently sensible, God-fearing people like the Puritans of Salem could
have gotten swept into the hysteria of witch trials. How could they actually have accused, imprisoned,
and executed their own neighbors for witchcraft?

The fact is that belief in witches was widespread in “civilized” Europe and her possessions. Thou-
sands died for their “witchcraft” every year over a period of far too many centuries—a total of perhaps
as many as two million souls. No less a figure than the king himself, James I of England—to whom we
are indebted for the mafgnificent King James Bible—had written only a few years earlier his Daemono-
logy, a detailed “scientific”” examination of the workings of the powers of darkness.

The Puritans, who fled religious intolerance in England, brought with them a belief in and perhaps
even a preocchation with the evils wrought by demons from the unseen world. Therefore, they, who
sought to establish with God’s help the perfect earthly theocracy, even the New Jerusalem, also fully
expected Satan to bear down on them with all his might. The Satanic assault they were convinced
they had discovered in their very midst might even prove to be the Devil’s final offensive, the Arma-
geddon, the ultimate struggle between good and evil.

Playwright Arthur Miller offers us an explanation of what happened in Salem that is as unsettling as
the questions it addresses:

No man lives who has not got a panic button; and when it is pressed by the clean white hand of
moral duty, a certain murderous train is set in motion. When irrational terror takes to itself the
fist of moral goodness, somebody has to die.

And Miller speaks with some authority, of course, because he was a close observer and even a victim
of the terrifying effects of the McCarthyism of the 1950s. He later wrote:

Astounded, I watched men pass me by without a nod whom I had known rather well for years;
and again, the astonishment was produced by my knowledge, which I could not give up, that the
terror in these people was being knowingly planned and consciously engineered, and yet all they
knew was terror. That so interior and subjective an emotion could have been so manifestly cre-
ated from without was a marvel to me. It underlies every word in The Crucible.

The moral implications of what he saw in the America of the 1950s and the Salem of the 1690s
struck him deeply. He later wrote about his play that:

The real and inner theme ... was the handing over of conscience to another, be it woman, the
state, or a terror, and the realization that with conscience goes the person, the soul immortal,
and the “name.”

Miller’s play opened early in 1953 to tepid reviews; it was received much more warmly later in the
decade, when the political climate had mellowed. The operatic version opened late in 1961 to very
favorable reviews. The following year it received both the New York Critics’ Circle Award and the
Pulitzer Prize for Music.
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