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ACT ONE

(AN OVERTURE)

A small upper bedroom in the home of Reverend Samuel Parris,
Salem, Massachusetts, in the spring of the year 1692,

There is a narrow window at the left. Through its leaded panes
the morning sunlight streams. A candle still burns near the bed,
which is at the right. A chest, a chair, and a small table are the
other furnishings. At the back a door opens on the landing of the
stairway to the ground floor. The room gives off an air of clean
spareness. The roof rafters are exposed, and the wood colors are

raw and unmellowed.

As the curtain rises, Reverend Parris is discovered kneeling beside
the bed, evidently in prayer. His daughter, Betty Parris, aged
ten, is lying on the bed, inert.

At the time of these events Parris was in his middle forties. In
history he cut a villainous path, and there is very little good to
be said for him. He believed he was being persecuted wherever
he went, despite his best efforts to win people and God to his
side. In meeting, he felt insulted if someone rose to shut the door
without first asking his permission. He was a widower with no
interest in children, or talent with them. He regarded them as
young adults, and until this strange crisis he, like the rest of
Salem, never conceived that the children were anything but
thankful for being permitted to walk straight, eyes slightly low-
ered, arms at the sides, and mouths shut until bidden to speak.

His house stood in the “town”—but we today would hardly
call it a village. The meeting house was nearby, and from this
point outward—toward the bay or inland—there were a few
small-windowed, dark houses snuggling against the raw Massa-
chusetts winter. Salem had been established hardly forty years

3



4 THE CRUCIBLE

before. To the European world the whole province was a bar-
baric frontier inhabited by a sect of fanatics who, nevertheless,
were shipping out products of slowly increasing quantity and
value.

No one can really know what their lives were like. They had
no novelists—and would not have permitted anyone to read a
novel if one were handy. Their creed forbade anything resem-
bling a theater or “vain enjoyment.” They did not celebrate
Christmas, and a holiday from work meant only that they must
concentrate even more upon prayer.

Which is not to say that nothing broke into this strict and
somber way of life. When a new farmhouse was built, friends
assembled to “raise the roof,” and there would be special foods
cooked and probably some potent cider passed around. There
was a good supply of ne’er-do-wells in Salem, who dallied at the
shovelboard in Bridget Bishop’s tavern. Probably more than the
creed, hard work kept the morals of the place from spoiling, for
the people were forced to fight the land like heroes for every
grain of corn, and no man had very much time for fooling
around.

That there were some jokers, however, is indicated by the
practice of appointing a two-man patrol whose duty was to
“walk forth in the time of God’s worship to take notice of such
as either lye about the meeting house, without attending to the
word and ordinances, or that lye at home or in the fields without
giving good account thereof, and to take the names of such per-
sons, and to present them to the magistrates, whereby they may
be accordingly proceeded against.” This predilection for minding
other people’s business was time-honored among the people of
Salem, and it undoubtedly created many of the suspicions which
were to feed the coming madness. It was also, in my opinion,
one of the things that a John Proctor would rebel against, for
the time of the armed camp had almost passed, and since the
country was reasonably—although not wholly—safe, the old
disciplines were beginning to rankle. But, as in all such matters,
the issue was not clear-cut, for danger was still a possibility, and
in unity still lay the best promise of safety.
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The edge of the wilderness was close by. The American con-
tinent stretched endlessly west, and it was full of mystery for
them. It stood, dark and threatening, over their shoulders night
and day, for out of it Indian tribes marauded from time to time,
and Reverend Parris had parishioners who had lost relatives to
these heathen.

The parochial snobbery of these people was partly responsible
for their failure to convert the Indians. Probably they also pre-
ferred to take land from heathens rather than from fellow Chris-
tans. At any rate, very few Indians were converted, and the
Salem folk believed that the virgin forest was the Devil’s last
preserve, his home base and the citadel of his final stand. To the
best of their knowledge the American forest was the last place
on earth that was not paying homage to God.

For these reasons, among others, they carried about an air of
innate resistance, even of persecution. Their fathers had, of
course, been persecuted in England. So now they and their
church found it necessary to deny any other sect its freedom,
lest their New Jerusalem be defiled and corrupted by wrong
ways and deceitful ideas.

They believed, in short, that they held in their steady hands
the candle that would light the world. We have inherited this
belief, and it has helped and hurt us. It helped them with the
discipline it gave them. They were a dedicated folk, by and large,
and they had to be to survive the life they had chosen or been
born into in this country.

The proof of their belief ’s value to them may be taken from
the opposite character of the first Jamestown settlement, farther
south, in Virginia. The Englishmen who landed there were mo-
tivated mainly by a hunt for profit. They had thought to pick
off the wealth of the new country and then return rich to En-
gland. They were a band of individualists, and a2 much more
ingratiating group than the Massachusetts men. But Virginia de-
stroyed them. Massachusetts tried to kill off the Puritans, but
they combined; they set up a communal society which, in the
beginning, was little more than an armed camp with an auto-
cratic and very devoted leadership. It was, however, an autocracy



“| believe that the reader will discover here the essential nature of one of
the strangest and most awful chapters in human history,” Arthur Miller
wrote of his classic play about the witch-hunts and trials in seventeenth-
century Salem, Massachusetts. Based on historical people and real
events, Miller's drama is a searing portrait of @ community engulfed
by hysteria. In the rigid theocracy of Salem, rumors that women are prac-
ticing witchcraft galvanize the town’s most basic fears and suspicions;
and when a young girl accuses Elizabeth Proctor of being a witch,
sell-righteous church leaders and townspeople insist that Elizabeth be
brought to trial. The ruthlessness of the prosecutors and the eagerness
of neighbor to testify against neighbor brilliantly illuminate the destruc-

tive power of socially sanctioned violence.

Written in 1953, The Crucible is a mirror Miller uses to reflect the anti-
communist hysteria inspired by Senator Joseph McCarthy’s “witch-hunts”
in the United States. Within the text itself, Miller contemplates the par-
allels, writing “Political opposition . . . is given an inhumane overlay,
which then justifies the abrogation of all normally applied customs of civ-
ilized behavior. A political policy is equated with moral right, and

opposition to it with diabolical malevolence.”

Introduction by CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY
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